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The Non-Fiction Film in Post-War Britain 

Abstract 
 
 
This thesis examines the production, distribution and exhibition of non-fiction 
films within the British film industry during the immediate post-war period.  It 
seeks to trace the process of cultural and institutional change before, during and 
after World War II which resulted in the films under discussion.  A number of 
sources and methodologies are used, including empirical research into the 
production and reception of post-war non-fiction films using contemporaneous 
sources, a discussion of the prevaling political and industrial climate and textual 
analysis of the films themselves.  Chapter 1 discusses the various cultural and 
institutional factors which influenced the production and reception of non-fiction 
films during the period under discussion, principally censorship, the 
Documentary Movement, specialised exhibition and the emergence of an 
intellectual film culture during and after the war, through the activities of Roger 
Manvell and publications such as Penguin Film Review.  Chapter 2 examines the 
newsreel, and argues that the 'supplementary contract' system of newsreel 
distribution, which operated between 1943 and 1950, enabled political and 
ideological issues to be covered by newsreels in a way that was impossible before 
and during the early part of the war.  Chapter 3 covers the magazine film and is 
mainly concerned with This Modern Age, a monthly series produced by the Rank 
Organisation between 1946 and 1951.  It argues that the British series of The 
March of Time had a significant influence on the British film industry and public, 
but that many of the comparisons between the two projects which have been 
made by critics and historians are flawed and misleading.  Chapter 4 discusses 
commercially produced feature documentaries, and consists of case studies of The 
Way We Live (1946, Jill Craigie), Theirs is the Glory (1946, Brian Desmond Hurst) 
and XIV Olympiad: The Glory of Sport (1948, L. Castleton Knight).  Chapter 5 
considers the effects of the transition from the Ministry of Information (MOI) to 
the Central Office of Information (COI) in April 1946 on the Government's film 
production programme.  It contains sections on Children on Trial (1946, Jack Lee), 
the feature documentaries of Paul Rotha and John Grierson's return to the COI in 
1948.  In conclusion, this thesis argues that the influence of the Documentary 
Movement and of a 'realist' film culture in British post-war cinema has been 
overstated, and that commercial non-fiction film makers were making important 
advances as the Documentary Movement went into decline. 
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Introduction 

 
 
 
 

Introduction: All 
Carried Over in 
Triumph 

 
 
 
 
 
 

"I order my clothes before I even read the scripts.  Four suits to boss the men 
around in.  One negligee for the seventh reel, when I thaw.  Three glamour 
gowns for when I melt, and - " she fluttered those golden-brown eyes, "ah-
em… surrender.  That's the way we get in America, stuck to a successful 

pattern - till British films come along.  Tough competition, then."1

 

The only remarkable point about these comments (made by Rosalind Russell 

to the Daily Mirror's gossip columnist during a visit to Britain in 1949) is the 

fact that they are being expressed in the first person.  Russell's assessment of 

the sort of film in which she usually appeared was a widely held prejudice 

among many who believed that, since the end of World War II, the British 

film industry, and the cultural activity which took place at its periphery, had 

become a world-class institution capable of challenging the economic 

domination of Hollywood. 
 

Since the early 1920s, American-owned or controlled distributors and 

exhibitors had accounted for over three-quarters of the economic activity 

generated by the film industry in Britain.  During the inter-war period, 

audiences had consistently preferred the type of entertainment described by 

Rosalind Russell, despite the existence of legislation guaranteeing a set 

proportion of exhibition time available to indigenous product.  Although 

there were attempts during the 1930s to increase the market share of British 

companies, such as the production drive lead by Sir Alexander Korda and the 

establishment of the Odeon (Oscar Deutsch) and Granada (Sidney Bernstein) 

                                                            
1 Daily Mirror, 11 November 1949. 
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cinema chains, most of these ventures, especially those in production and 

distribution, were underfinanced and failed to keep any significant volume of 

capital on this side of the Atlantic.  Nor did they enhance the cultural 

standing of British film-makers in any consistent or meaningful way.  By the 

end of the war, it would seem that these conditions had been reversed. 
 

Comparing the results of market research carried out by Sidney Bernstein in 

1947 (reproduced in full as appendix 2), it is possible to identify major 

changes in the attitudes of British audiences toward British films.  96% of 

those interviewed expressed the view that British films had "got better" since 

1939; only 26% held a similar view of American films.  James Mason and 

Margaret Lockwood were their most popular stars, with Jean Kent, Patricia 

Roc and Glynis Johns considered the most promising up-and-coming talent, 

in preference to their Hollywood competitors.  British productions occupied 

the top three places in an opinion poll of 36 films released since the end of the 

war.  And this was by no means an uncritical audience: 69% stated that they 

regularly listened to the BBC's film critic, whilst 49% were prepared to travel 

to the cinema which offered the film of their choice. 
 

So why did British cinema achieve this unprecedented level of popular and 

critical success in the immediate post-war period?  Penelope Houston, in an 

article about the magazine Penguin Film Review (discussed at greater length in 

chapter 1), refers to "the wartime seriousness about the arts in general and of 

post-war euphoria about British cinema in particular."2  This statement 

indicates two issues which need to be addressed. 
 

Firstly, the post-war euphoria about British cinema did not emerge from a 

void, but rather it was the culmination of a process of change which had been 

taking place for many years previously.  Historians who have dealt with the 

post-war period realised that the political and social factors which shaped 

British society in the late 1940s involved a unique mixture of continuity and 

change: set against the widespread disbelief which greeted the election of 

what was only Britain's second Labour government in April 1945, a whole 

range of national institutions, from Vera Lynn to the Ministry of Works, were, 

in Paul Addison's words, "all carried over in triumph from the war to the 

peace."3  On a larger scale, the economic historian Correlli Barnett has taken 

three monographs to develop his thesis arguing that that the United 

                                                            
2 Sight and Sound, vol. 47, no. 2 (1978), p. 128. 
3 PAUL  ADDISON, Now the War is Over (2nd ed., London, 1995), p. 2. 
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Kingdom's attempts to evolve a major role in international relations were 

carried out at the expense of the domestic economy.  His belief that "British 

total strategy between 1945 and 1950 was shaped less by the realities of 

Britain's post-war plight than by the nation's dreams and illusions" can only 

be fully explained by frequent reference to the preceding works which deal 

with the war and pre-war periods respectively.4  In terms of cinema 

specifically, perhaps the most persuasive demonstration of the need for a 

temporal approach to understanding the economic and cultural issues at 

work can be found in the film Passport to Pimlico (1949, Henry Cornelius).  

Through the analogy of a London suburb whose sovereignty is ceded to a 

foreign power in the name of political expediency, the film satirises British 

international relations from the Munich negotiations through to the Berlin 

Airlift, with each development in the narrative dependant on the preceding 

one for coherence. 
 

But although, as I shall argue in chapter 1, the post-war euphoria about 

British cinema was the culmination of a process of change which took place 

over a number of years, the fact remains that this euphoria did exist during 

the immediate post-war period in a form which did not have any high-profile 

cultural precedents, and so a more immediate reason also has to be identified.  

Arguably the most important is the notion of realism, or the belief that British 

films had come to be regarded as uniquely relevant to British audiences 

because the choice of issues they dealt with and the styles of film-making 

they used were more suited to their purpose than anything Hollywood could 

offer.  A certain amount of hard evidence (as opposed to unsubstantiated 

speculation by 'theorists') for this can again be found in the Bernstein 

Questionnaire, which shows that the actors, directors and films celebrated in 

the press and elsewhere as embodying 'realist' qualities also met with public 

approval (e.g. Jean Kent, Patricia Roc, The Way to the Stars). 
 

The idea that British cinema promoted a somehow 'realist' film culture during 

the mid-to-late 1940s manifested itself in many ways, not least Penguin Film 

Review.  More recently it has been explored by a number of academics, who 

have offered some valuable insights into this area, notably John Ellis' research 

on film criticism in newspapers,5 and Andrew Higson's work on filmic 

                                                            
4 CORRELLI BARNETT, The Lost Victory (London, 1995), xiv. 
5 JOHN ELLIS, "The Quality Film Adventure: British Critics and the Cinema, 1942-1948" in ANDREW 
HIGSON (ed.), Dissolving Views (London, 1996), passim. 
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realism as an element of war propaganda.6  The term itself suggests the 

emphasis of truth over fiction: what is remarkable, therefore, is that whilst 

there has been a significant volume of academic research done on the British 

'realist' film culture in general, and on the immediate post-war period in 

particular, the definition of this idea is usually understood to exclude 

precisely the sort of film one would expect it to have derived from, namely 

the non-fiction film.  For all the articles and monographs which have been 

written on institutional histories of the film industry, government 

propaganda policy, realist genres and film-making practises and prominent 

directors from the period such as David Lean and Michael Powell, the sum 

total of work on the non-fiction film consists of one unpublished doctoral 

thesis on the relationship between the Documentary Movement and the 

1945-51 Labour governments.7
 

Ironically, the development of academic research on British non-fiction films 

can be seen in historiographical terms almost as a reverse image of the work 

on realist fiction films. Excepting the small volume of research on newsreels 

carried out by political historians, this has concentrated almost exclusively on 

the Documentary Movement, a group of intellectuals and left-wing activist 

film-makers, who,  it is generally agreed, were at their most influential during 

the 1930s and the war, and who went into rapid decline thereafter (the 

Documentary Movement is covered at greater length in chapters 1 and 5).  

Whilst this account is broadly justified, uncritical acceptance has bought with 

it a tendency among academics to regard the Documentary Movement as 

representing the totality of British non-fiction film during the time of its 

existence.  In consequence, other forms of (mainly commercial) non-fiction 

film have been neglected by researchers, especially during the period after 

1945, when the decline of the Documentary Movement has been understood 

as indicating the decline of non-fiction film in general. 
 

The primary objective of this thesis is to redress this imbalance, and 

demonstrate that the promotion and celebration of a realist film culture 

precipitated a resurgence of British non-fiction cinema just as it did in fiction 

films.  Any attempt to do this inevitably involves constant reference to, and 

examination of, the processes of continuity and change which lead to the 

events and films under discussion.  Although it was at its most influential 

                                                            
6 ANDREW HIGSON, Waving the Flag (Oxford, 1996), chapter 5. 
7 A.P. HOGENKAMP, The British Documentary Movement and the 1945-51 Labour Governments 
(unpublished PhD thesis, Council for National Academic Awards, 1991). 
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during the late 1940s, even the idea of realist fiction films didn't come out of a 

pre-existing void - anyone who believes that should see, for example, The 

Turn of the Tide (1935, Norman Walker) or They Drive by Night (1939, Arthur 

Woods).  Therefore the methodology used for the research in this thesis is 

unashamedly empiricist and historical.  This will, no doubt, be regarded as 

retrograde and unsophisticated by those who advocate the fashionable and 

politically correct 'theory' or 'cultural studies' which contaminates so much 

research on film history. 
 

These approaches are typically used by writers who are looking for ways of 

validating their readings and analyses without recourse to any substantive 

evidence, or in some cases where such evidence contradicts their assertions.  

The worst examples are probably to be found in the work of feminist writers.  

In Antonia Lant's analysis of Brief Encounter, she states that the film, "gives 

textual form to the overall predicament of filmic representation at the war's 

end."8  She offers no evidence to justify her assertion that such a predicament 

even existed (apart from her personal reading of the film), no evidence 

suggesting that the film-makers who made Brief Encounter had such a project 

in mind and no evidence to suggest that contemporaneous audiences would 

or even could have understood the film in such a way.  Pam Cook takes this 

'theory' even further, and actually condemns an article by Nigel Mace for 

offering "a coherent set of ideas, straightforwardly accessible" as bad 

scholarship!9  Continuing this onslaught, Cook criticises Mace for restricting 

his coverage to four films, which she considers "an unacceptably narrow 

range" (by this point Andrew Higson is also under attack).10  But, a mere 20 

pages later, Cook announces that she is presenting the crux of her thesis 

through readings of four films, "chosen for the purposes of argument".11  Not 

only the same "unacceptably narrow range" as chosen by Mace, but also, 

apparently, selected more-or-less at random! 
 

Of course it is often necessary to restrict the range of primary evidence used 

for detailed analyses: that is the price one has to pay for the opportunity to 

cover an issue in depth rather than at overview level, as I myself have done in 

chapter 4.  However, such an exercise can only be justified in instances where 

there is evidence to justify citing these case studies as indicative of wider 
                                                            
8 ANTONIA LANT, Blackout: Reinventing Women for Wartime British Cinema (Princeton, 1991), p. 
159. 
9 PAM COOK, Fashioning the Nation: Costume and Identity in British Cinema (London, 1996), p. 68. 
10 Ibid., p. 69. 
11 Ibid., p. 89. 
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trends, conditions or changes.  Unsubstantiated assertions made on the basis 

of some vague, amorphous 'theory' gives the academic study of film a bad 

name, and must be exposed as the unscholarly speculation which they so 

clearly are.  
 

This thesis, therefore, sets out to examine the origins and development of the 

non-fiction film in post-war Britain.  The main text is divided into five 

chapters, each of which deals with the key industrial and institutional 

elements of the thesis as a free-standing empirical narrative (although 

obviously the issues and topics are closely inter-related), which I hope are 

coherent and straightforwardly accessible.  Chapter 1 explores the idea of 

realism and how it evolved from the late 1920s to the post-war period.  In 

charting this process of change I hope to show how the equation of British 

cinema with realist tendencies created the cultural and industrial climate in 

which the various forms of non-fiction film, covered in subsequent chapters, 

were developed.  Chapter 2 examines the newsreel industry, and considers 

how their journalistic properties as developed in the 1930s, and the 

governmental involvement deriving from the war affected the way they were 

produced, distributed and exhibited in the post-war period.  Chapter 3 

discusses the magazine film, concentrating mainly on the origins and 

evolution of This Modern Age, possibly the most significant non-fiction 

venture of the late 1940s if judged by the criteria of scale and financial 

commitment.  Chapter 4 analyses some commercially produced feature 

documentaries, and, through the examples of three case studies - The Way We 

Live (1946, Jill Craigie), Theirs is the Glory (1946, Brian Desmond Hurst) and 

XIV Olympiad: The Glory of Sport (1948, L. Castleton Knight) - seeks to explain 

why and how the genre proliferated in post-war Britain. 
 

Finally, chapter 5 charts the history of the Government's film-making 

activities after the 1945 general election.  I have intentionally placed this 

chapter at the end for two reasons: firstly, this is the only substantial area of 

the thesis where significant other work exists, and I feel it is important that 

Government films be seen in the context of the wider sphere of non-fiction 

cinema in which they operated.  The other reason is that it is in this area that 

the Documentary Movement were most heavily involved, and I feel it is 

equally important that their activities be examined in a similar context, and 

for similar reasons. 

 

12 



British Cinema and the Ideology of Realism 

 
 
 
 
1. British Cinema and the 

Ideology of Realism 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The cinema had tremendous influence on young people to-day, and to a 
large extent it was a baneful influence.  He was sorry to say that chiefly 
American films were shown.  They were full of sentimental trash, and, 
unfortunately, the fancy of our young people was caught by them and they 
would rather see them than sound British films.  He thought something 
might be done.  In the morning the cinema managers did not show their 
films.  Could not an arrangement be made between the education authorities 
and the various Governments throughout the Empire for children to be 
marched to the cinema in the morning to see wholesome British films 

depicting what was going on in the Empire?1

 

These remarks, made by Sir Granville Ryrie, a retired army officer on the 

occasion of his inauguration as High Commissioner of Australia, encapsulate 

the cultural prejudices which have given British cinema a reputation for 

being socially divisive.  An representative of the British establishment, he 

condemns American films as exerting a "baneful influence" in the context of 

their appeal to the imagination of their audience.  In hindsight it is obvious 

that his suggestion stems more from a desire to promote his own ideological 

agenda than from any genuine aversion to the processes of emotional 

engagement which he identifies as the defining feature of American films.  

The textual attributes cited in pursuance of his inclination, however, provide 

a useful starting point for discussing the notion of "realism" as it informed the 

films produced and exhibited in post-war Britain, the institutional and 

cultural influences bought to bear on them and the way they were received 

by the public. 
 

                                                            
1The Times, 6 August 1927. 
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American films, Ryrie argues, consisted of "sentimental trash", whilst their 

British counterparts were "sound" because they "depicted what was going 

on".  In other words, the ideological superiority of British films is expressed in 

terms of truth versus fiction, a view he goes on to reinforce by calling for their 

exhibition as a form of education.  This analogy invokes more than just a 

generalisation as to how he perceived the respective merits and 

meretriciousness of what was on the screen - it attributes specific intents and 

purposes to the activity of film production, ones which underpin the 

conflicting demands of popular taste and cultural imperative upon which the 

realism debate would ultimately rest. 
 

This is nothing new about this paradox; it has typified British cinema in an 

institutional sense from the outset.  Ryrie's belief that an audience of 

schoolchildren would accept a cultural agenda dictated to them by the 

establishment with specific ideological objectives in mind was not restricted 

to Australia in the 1920s.  It started with the late-Victorian middle-class 

meritocrats, or "those gentlemen of the lantern and parade" as the Marxist 

historian Noël Burch describes them,2 who, after having established the first 

commercially viable system of film production and exhibition, decided to 

exploit their invention in fairgrounds and music halls.  As I shall discuss in 

greater detail below, their descendents in the 1940s were the public-school 

educated critics and educationalists such as C.A. Lejeune and Roger Manvell, 

who attempted to instruct an audience of housewives and factory workers as 

to what constituted 'quality' in a film.  Thus the idea that cinema should exist 

both as a recreational space inhabited by populist entertainment and as a 

vehicle for a specific form of cultural discourse was never far away from the 

institution of British cinema. 
 

But is was an idea which was particularly evident during the immediate post-

war period.  In terms of the recreational spaces and their popular appeal, this 

can be proved with statistics - there were an average of 4,700 cinemas and 

1.47 million admissions per annum between 1945 and 1951, the highest (on 

both counts) in the history of the film industry.  The cultural discourse, which 

I shall term the ideology of realism, its effect on what those millions saw and 

how they responded to it is a more thorny question, one which can only be 

addressed by bringing together a number of converging institutional factors.  

I shall argue that by attempting to do so, it is possible to identify what was 

                                                            
2 NOËL BURCH, Life to Those Shadows (London, 1990), p. 82 ff. 
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arguably the single most important influence on British film culture in the 

period under discussion. 
 

The ideology of realism operated at all stages of film production and 

consumption.  For producers it enhanced the importance of non-fiction films 

as well as seeking to achieve a certain set of production values - locations, 

acting styles, genres and so on - in the case of entertainment features.  For 

critics, exhibitors and other interested parties it meant assuming either that 

cinema audiences would make a similar value judgement or, as Sir Granville 

Ryrie did, believing that market forces could be circumvented and that films 

could be imposed on them.  Most importantly of all, the word "British" was 

implicit in the whole process.  
 

For these ideas to be able to operate at all, they had to find a foothold in a 

diverse range of settings.  Firstly, the industry itself was involved, in the form 

of producers and exhibitors, but, crucially, it was influenced by a number of 

external forces, most importantly Government intervention and the emerging 

field of cultural activity surrounding the cinema and the realist discourse it 

generated. 
 
 
Censorship 
 

It is impossible to express the role of the state as a single, unified mechanism, 

rather a number of factors played their part, of which I will identify three that 

are of specific importance.  The earliest was censorship.  The 1909 

Cinematograph Act required all exhibitors to be licensed by their local 

authorities, and its most significant effect was to provide the legal basis for 

the system of film censorship operated jointly (to all intents and purposes) by 

the industry and the Home Office.3  The BBFC was at its most influential in 

the 1930s, during which time it vetted complete films (mainly from America) 

as well as screenplays in the pre-production stage (usually from British 

studios).  The criteria evolved by the BBFC for judging the suitability, or 

                                                            
3 Although the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC), founded on 1 March 1913, was operated and 
financed entirely by the industry, it has been conclusively demonstrated (both by writers at the time 
and more recently by historians) that the Government oversaw its policies and activities, and BBFC 
presidents were political appointees nominated by the Home Secretary.  Useful sources include 
DOROTHY KNOWLES, The Censor, The Drama and the Film (London, 1934); NEVILLE MARCH 
HUNNINGS, Film Censors and the Law (London, 1967); JEFFREY RICHARDS, "The British Board of 
Film Censors and Content Control in the 1930s", Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 
1, no. 1 (1981), pp. 95-116 & vol. 1, no. 2 (1982), pp. 38-48; JAMES C. ROBERTSON, The British 
Board of Film Censors (London, 1985). 
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otherwise, of a film for public exhibition embodies an agenda that is 

consistent with that operated by the Documentary Movement and the 

rapidly expanding intellectual film culture (both of which are discussed in 

greater depth below), namely of defining realist aesthetics as an essentially 

British characteristic, visibly distinct from the manufactured, escapist 

entertainment of Hollywood and the artistic pretensions of European cinema.  

It is important to bear in mind that it was this way of thinking which 

influenced the Ministry of Information (MOI) when they took over principle 

responsibility for film censorship during the war, and which subsequently fed 

into the debate - as it also did from a myriad of other sources - on the 

industrial and cultural status of the institution of British cinema that 

proliferated so remarkably in the years 1945 to 1951.  It is therefore necessary 

to look back to the inter-war period in order to show how censorship 

contributed to it. 
 

Film censors, of course, were not primarily concerned with promoting any 

specific modus operandi of production or of attributing ideas of nationality to it.  

Their function was to judge what reactions would be elicited from audiences 

by certain types of film, and, on the basis of those judgements, make 

decisions as to whether and in what circumstances individual films could be 

shown in public.  The BBFC files from the 1930s, held in the library of the 

British Film Institute, show quite clearly that American and British films were 

judged in very different ways. 
 

Hollywood feature films formed the backbone of British cinema programmes 

by the 1930s, an important (but not the only) reason being, as exhibitors 

constantly claimed and as Sir Granville Ryrie lamented, that audiences 

preferred them to anything else.  Exactly why this was so is not strictly 

relevant to censorship policy, but what is significant are the ways in which 

American films were seen as culturally distinctive, and thus the unique 

context (i.e. unique from British films) in which they were consumed by 

audiences.  A powerful demonstration of this can be found in Richards' 

discussion of a survey of cinemagoers in Bolton carried out by Mass 

Observation in 1937.  A clear majority of respondents stressed their 

preference for American productions, which were said to be "slick", "polished" 

and "often spectacular", whilst their British counterparts were condemned as 

"dull" and "poverty-stricken".4  Richards concludes that these inclinations 

                                                            
4 JEFFREY RICHARDS, "Cinemagoing in Worktown: Regional Film Audiences in 1930s Britain", 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 14, no. 2 (1994), p. 154. 
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were purely aesthetic and do not point to any ideological subtexts, but an 

equally possible explanation is that audiences rejected the British film on 

account of its realist connotations on a number of different levels, not least 

simple geography.  If we accept that audiences sought a commodified form of 

recreation, then Hollywood cinema achieved widespread acceptance 

precisely because it bore little or no relation to the everyday lives of the 

people who consumed it. 
 

Censorship, therefore, was far less important in the case of American films - 

universally regarded as fiction pure and simple - than it was in the case of 

British films.  Given that an important function of the BBFC was to minimise 

the overtly political content of what was shown, the most problematic 

Hollywood genres would logically be those concerned with crime, as they 

frequently raised issues of violence, political corruption, social problems and 

industrial relations.  Yet hardly any appear to have been cut or banned.  To 

take one example, Dead End (1937, Wyler) was based on a controversial 

Broadway play, so much so that before it could be filmed the Hays Office (the 

self-regulation mechanism operated by the Hollywood film industry) saw fit 

to extensively bowdlerise it.  Nevertheless, as Shindler puts it, "the parallel 

between the apathy of society and the career of the gangster is boldly and 

unmistakably drawn."5  One of the most notable scenes takes place on a 

picket line, in which a trade union official played by Sylvia Sydney is 

assaulted by police.  Even so, the BBFC report, although decidedly 

unenthusiastic, does not indicate any intention to "censor" the film in any 

significant way, and it was subsequently passed uncut and shown widely in 

Britain.6
 

Wherever it was proposed to include similar material in British films, 

however, this laissez-faire approach was replaced by a blanket embargo.  In 

response to a script submitted by Gainsborough based around a dock strike in 

East London came the unambiguous pronouncement (typical of censorship 

decisions made throughout the decade): 
 

Our attitude to the subject has always been very definite.  Strikes or labour 
unrest where the scene is laid in England, have never been shown in any detail. 
[...] It is impossible to show such strikes without taking a definite side either 
with or against the strikers and this would at once range the films as political 

                                                            
5 COLIN SHINDLER, Hollywood in Crisis (London, 1996), p. 134. 
6 BBFC, Scenario Reports, 79/1937 (21 June 1937); held in the Special Collections Division, British 
Film Institute Reference Library, London. 
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propaganda of a type that we have always held to be unsuitable for 

exhibition in this country.7

 

Thus, as far as the censor was concerned, American films, by virtue of being 

American, lacked the ability to relate to their audience in a way which could 

inspire a political or ideological response.  British films, however, had the 

potential to do so and as such had to be carefully regulated.  The British film 

censorship apparatus (one form of state intervention) therefore, 

acknowledged and promoted a specific association between the notion of 

British cinema as an indigenous product and the ability to represent reality, 

albeit in a somewhat negative way. 
 
 
The Protectionism Debate 
 

In the aftermath of World War I, growing American domination of the British 

exhibition market began to elicit concern, firstly among producers and then 

in Government circles.  The debate which took place during the 1920s 

encompassed a curious blend of economic and ideological arguments.  Cecil 

Hepworth (among others), the pioneering producer and director, recalls that 

the production side of the film industry suffered a financial collapse during 

the early part of the decade,8 one which culminated in a complete shutdown 

of Britain's studios in November 1924.  There followed a publicity campaign 

by producers and exhibitors, the result being Governmental action intended 

to safeguard the industry.  A statement made by the then Prime Minister, 

Stanley Baldwin, in 1925 shows how the British film industry was coming to 

be regarded not just as an endangered sector of the economy but also as 

being of political significance: 
 

I think the time has come when the position of that [film] industry in this 
country should be examined with a view to seeing whether it be not possible, 
as it is desirable, on national grounds, to see that the larger proportion of 
films exhibited in this country are British, having regard - and I put this to 
the whole House - to the enormous power which the film is developing for 
propaganda purposes, and the danger to which we in this country and our 
Empire subject themselves if we allow that method of propaganda to be 

entirely in the hands of foreign countries.9

 

It is worth noting that these comments were made in response to an 

opposition censure motion on unemployment, so the immediate context was 

an industrial one, but the rhetoric Baldwin uses expresses concern over the 
                                                            
7 Ibid., 58/1932 (undated).  My emphasis. 
8 CECIL M. HEPWORTH, Came the Dawn (London, 1951), pp. 183-184. 
9 185 H[ouse of] C[ommons] Deb[ates]. 5 s[eries]., col. 2084, 29 June 1925. 
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cultural influence which he perceives to be exerted by foreign (i.e. American) 

producers (of course it was exactly these sentiments which inspired Sir 

Granville Ryrie's plans for the schoolchildren of Australia).  Two years later, 

the Cinematograph Films Act (1927), which subsequently became known as 

the "quota" Act, became law, requiring exhibitors to show a set proportion of 

British films.  The decentennial revisions of this act in 1938 and 1948 provided 

an ongoing forum both for the discussion of British cinema as an indigenous 

cultural form and for the development of the industrial infrastructure upon 

which it rested. 
 

The weight of historical judgement holds that the quota act failed in its 

essential purpose, and that the economic conditions it created prevented a 

sustainable British film industry from emerging in anything other than fits 

and starts.10  It was designed to encourage the creation of one or more 

vertically integrated film combines on a scale that would be able to seriously 

challenge the Hollywood majors.  In fact, the one resulting conglomerate, 

Gaumont-British, was only able to finance the small number of films with 

production values comparable to those of Hollywood cinema it did make by 

subsidising them with box-office income from the genuine article. 
 

This situation was further exacerbated, so the story goes, by a spirit of 

internationalism which followed the successful distribution in America of 

Alexander Korda's comedy The Private Life of Henry VIII (1933); this inspired a 

wave of speculative investment in British film production culminating in the 

1937 production crisis, a virtual remake, effectively, of the events leading to 

November 1924.11  Meanwhile, the 7½ per cent of screen time allocated to 

British films was mostly occupied by cheaply produced second features, the 

"quota quickies", which American distributors reluctantly paid for by the foot 

in order to discharge the legal obligations necessary to market their lucrative 

imports.12

                                                            
10 This position has been argued by (amongst others) E.M. and M.M. ROBSON, The World is My 
Cinema (London, 1948), p. 23 ff; MICHAEL CHANAN, "State Protection of a Beleagured Industry" in 
JAMES CURRAN and VINCENT PORTER (eds.), British Cinema History (London, 1983), pp. 65-73; 
MARGARET DICKINSON and SARAH STREET, Cinema and State (London, 1985), pp. 35-52; TOM 
RYALL, Alfred Hitler and the British Cinema (Chicago, 1986), pp. 31-56; GEOFFREY MACNAB, J. 
Arthur Rank and the British Film Industry (London, 1993), pp. 30-31; ANDREW HIGSON, Waving the 
Flag (Oxford, 1996), pp. 105-109. 
11 One which is satirised by the screenwriter Jeffrey Dell in his novel Nobody Ordered Wolves 
(London, 1939); Korda is depicted as Napoleon Bott, the commercially inept director of "Paradox 
Productions". 
12 Lawrence Napper has argued that quota quickies should not be dismissed on account of their low 
production values, suggesting that the independent studios which produced them enabled styles and 
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In short, the quota legislation was a spectacular own goal both industrially 

and ideologically.  It enhanced the cultural status of Hollywood films among 

mainstream audiences because the vast majority of British films it stimulated 

were, in comparison, of such poor quality as to be unwatchable.  The volatile 

industry it precipitated was unable to generate a sustained, indigenous style 

of film production of the sort that would be needed to shield the masses from 

prolonged exposure to American cultural imperialism as feared by Stanley 

Baldwin and Sir Granville Ryrie.  However, it was precisely because of that 

failure that the field was left open for a third sphere of state activity, one 

which became what is undoubtedly the most celebrated of H.M. 

Government's forays into the realms of showbusiness. 
 
 
The Documentary Movement 
 

The 'Documentary Movement' - or, more usefully, the documentary myth - is 

one of the most heavily researched areas of British film history but at the 

same time very difficult to quantify in terms of its overall impact.  Attempting 

to discuss how it feeds into the notion of realism, which in turn was supposed 

to delineate a specifically British film culture, is made even more problematic 

by the fact that it is almost impossible to validate these ideas objectively.  This 

is because both parameters - a relationship to reality (in varying definitions) 

and national specificity - were a stated, even an emphasised, objective of the 

movement and its most prominent figures. 
 

The orthodox version states that one individual, John Grierson, established a 

Government sponsored film unit, and, in doing so, gave cinema a moral 

dimension analogous to that of Reith and the BBC.  Grierson claimed that his 

Calvinist upbringing and former academic career as a philosopher had 

convinced him of the potential of film as an instrument for public service.  

Behind his assertions lay the belief that the natural purpose of film was, in 

the words of his much-quoted phrase, "the creative treatment of actuality", a 

vague thesis but with discernibly elitist connotations: as practised by Grierson 

and his acolytes, it held that the inherently "realist" properties of the medium 

- the idea that the camera cannot lie - together with the techniques of image 

manipulation that had enabled it do so, such as special effects photography 
                                                                                                                                             
genres of film-making to develop (the output of Mancunian Films, for example) which would not 
have been possible within the economies of scale of the mainstream production sector - see 
LAWRENCE NAPPER, "A Despicable Tradition? Quota Quickies in the 1930s" in ROBERT MURPHY 
(ed.), The British Cinema Book (London, 1997), passim. 
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and editing, could be put to informative and instructional use in 

disseminating moral enlightenment to a citizenry which had hitherto been 

subjected only to the corrupting influence of mass-entertainment. 
 

Grierson argued that this could only be achieved by state-appointed 

educators who were not constrained by the "Woolworth intentions" of the 

commercial film industry.13  "Hardly were the workmen out of the factory 

and the apple digested than [the film industry] was taking a trip to the moon, 

and, only a year or two later, a trip in full colour to the devil",14 was his 

assessment of the danger posed by the medium if left to market forces.  Thus 

it is hardly surprising that his opinions elicited an enthusiastic response 

amongst those who were calling for "wholesome British films depicting what 

was going on in the Empire", or that in the spring of 1928 he persuaded a 

senior civil servant to put up the money to make Drifters (1929, Grierson), an 

hour-long pæan to the East Anglian fishing fleet which was subsequetly 

marketed as being precisely that. 
 

On the strength of Drifters, Grierson is said to have made the Empire 

Marketing Board, and subsequently the General Post Office (GPO) Film Unit, 

the spiritual home for a group of individuals and organisations committed to 

using the cinema screen as their pulpit.  In the following decade the 

Government's own production programme was augmented by a growing 

number of independent units financed by industrial sponsorship (but not the 

entertainment film industry) to produce documentaries which addressed the 

important social issues of the day.  Finally, when Grierson crossed the 

Atlantic in 1939 and established the National Film Board of Canada during 

the War, it is understood that he emigrated to pastures new on the laurels of 

his achievement in Britain. 
 

This self-perpetuated version of the documentary myth is an extremely 

powerful one, and has generally been accepted uncritically by film scholars 

and historians to a far greater extent than most other issues connected with 

British film history.  A probable reason for this is that the Documentary 

Movement not only promoted the organisations they made films for: they 

also promoted themselves.  Taking Grierson's lead, his colleagues promoted 

                                                            
13 JOHN GRIERSON, "First Principles of Documentary" in H. FORSYTH HARDY (ed.), Grierson on 
Documentary (London, 1946), p. 80.  The article originally appeared in Cinema Quarterly in three 
parts between 1932 and 1934. 
14 JOHN GRIERSON, "The Course of Realism" in CHARLES DAVY (ed.), Footnotes to the Film (London, 
1938), p. 138. 
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the Movement's agenda through numerous books and articles, and, from 

1936, in the pages of their own journal, World Film News, which became 

Documentary News Letter in 1940.  Being a documentarist in the Griersonian 

sense of the word meant practising and preaching in roughly equal 

proportions. 
 

The question needs to be addressed as to how what was essentially a public 

relations exercise came to pass as received historical truth.  There can be little 

doubt that the purveyors of the documentary myth fully intended this to 

happen, but in order to understand the remarkable degree of success they 

achieved, it is necessary to start by considering the events of World War II as 

they shaped the British film industry.  In doing so, it can be seen how state 

intervention in its three most important forms - censorship, protectionism 

and production - was a major reason why British cinema became inexorably 

associated with the idea of realism, both as a cultural metholodgy and as a 

form of ideological propaganda. 
 

The outbreak of war had the immediate effect of bringing censorship and 

production (or, in other words, negative and positive propaganda) under one 

roof following the establishment of a Ministry of Information.  Although the 

Government had always planned that non-fiction film would constitute a 

high-profile expression of the war effort, early difficulties in implementing 

feasible production policies allowed the Documentary Movement to take the 

initiative.  Whilst the MOI procrastinated, Documentary News Letter, supported 

by intelligentsia and the quality press, acted by calling for the Movement to 

claim a pivotal role in its operations,15 or, as Paul Rotha put it rather less 

discreetly when interviewed in 1982, "blasting the hell out of the 

Government."16

 

Established as such, and, for the first time, with access to the resources and 

distribution infrastructure of the commercial sector (voluntarily, but 

reinforced by hints of firmer arrangements), it is said that the documentarists 

went on to enjoy their finest hour.  The feature-length propaganda films 

made by Documentary Movement activists received critical and popular 

acclaim.  Cinema owners, who, during the previous decade, had reciprocated 

Grierson's comments about going to the devil by refusing to show any of his 

                                                            
15 Documentary News Letter, no. 1 (March 1940), p. 4. 
16 Transcript of an interview with Rotha in PAUL MARRIS (ed.), BFI Dossier 16: Paul Rotha (London, 
1982), p. 20. 
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films because, they said, the public were only willing to pay for escapist 

entertainment, conceded that documentaries had finally been accepted by 

their customers.  During the war, the Documentary Movement was 

transformed from a self-appointed group of moral elitists to a remarkably 

effective expression of British popular culture.  
 

Documentary films and film-makers in post-war Britain will be examined at 

length in chapters 4 and 5, but in the context of the realist agenda and its 

wider cultural impact, the question must be addressed of how the 

documentary myth has become so pervasive.  After the Movement as such 

had disbanded, its ideology was appropriated by, amongst others, the Free 

Cinema group in the 1950s, who were seeking to distinguish themselves 

stylistically from the cinéma-vérité of Europe and the nascent American 'Direct 

Cinema' of D.A. Pennebaker and the Maysles brothers.  Indicative of the 

mythological status it was rapidly acquiring is the polemical Sight and Sound 

article by Lindsay Anderson on work of Humphrey Jennings, in which he 

condemns the Griersonian public service ethic on the grounds that film 

should be creative rather than representative, whilst also celebrating 

Jennings' "individual manner of expression".  Anderson concludes: 
 

For reality, his wartime films stand alone [...] They will last because they are 
true to their time, and because the depth of feeling in them can never fail to 
communicate itself.  They will speak for us to posterity, saying: 'This is what 

it was like, this is what we were like - the best of us.'17

 

However obvious the contradiction between communicating depth of feeling 

(subjectively, of one director) and stating "this is what it was like" (claiming to 

represent an objective reality), Anderson does not find it problematic; it is no 

more or no less of a contradiction, of course, than the one inherent in 

Grierson's 'creative treatment of actuality'.  What Anderson is doing is quite 

simply celebrating the work of a leading Documentary Movement 

personality on both counts, thus legitimating a style which he himself 

appropriates, notably in the documentary Every Day Except Christmas (1957).  

As early as the 1950s, therefore, the documentary idea and its construction of 

realism was being invoked as a form of cultural heritage in the best 

Griersonian tradition, one that took place as much on paper as it did on 

celluloid. 
 

                                                            
17 LINDSAY ANDERSON, "Only Connect: Some Aspects of the Work of Humphrey Jennings", Sight 
and Sound, vol. 23, no. 4 (April-June 1954), p. 186. 
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Although the progenitors of this heritage - Grierson and the group of film-

makers associated with him - had stopped producing anything significant on 

celluloid within a decade of the end of the war, paper continued flowing well 

into the latter half of the century.  In 1958 Paul Rotha warned against the 

"Free Cinema boys... compromising and becoming 'entertainers'",18 new 

editions of pre-war textbooks were published and a spate of autobiographies 

appeared.  But although this material in itself did much to keep the 

documentary myth circulating, gaining credence all the time among film 

makers and writers, what really enunciated it in a coherent historiographical 

form was the appearance in the 1970s of two books which consisted of edited 

interview transcripts with surviving members of the Movement.19

 

One of the most frequently cited is the book edited by a documentary 

producer and journalist, Elizabeth Sussex.  Here, coming from seemingly 

disparate voices yet between the covers of a single volume, was a definitive 

reproduction of the documentary myth: that Grierson's missionary zeal lead 

him to seek a radical alternative to the philistinism that informed mainstream 

popular cinema, that his acolytes spread the word by successfully introducing 

documentary aesthetics into studio productions, that the Second World War 

was their finest hour (citing the usual favourites - Listen to Britain, Western 

Approaches and so on - with almost canonical reverence) and that their noble 

intentions were buggered up by short-sighted politicians and civil servants in 

the years that followed.  Setting aside the question of how wise it is to rely on 

the memories of octogenarians, the sycophantic preambles written by Sussex 

in each chapter leave readers in little doubt as to where her sympathies lie.  

Despite this, she even tries to defend the complete absence of any critical 

evaluation by the arguing that the material she presents can be regarded as 

oral history and primary evidence by subsequent generations of scholars!20

 

In the 1980s a new generation of (properly trained) historians began to 

investigate the Documentary Movement.  This work was undertaken 

primarily by researchers at the University of Leeds' Institute of 

Communication Studies, culminating in a number of theses and a special 

edition of Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television in 1989 entitled "John 

Grierson: A Critical Retrospective" (vol. 9 no. 3).  Its co-editor, the academic 

                                                            
18 PAUL ROTHA, "Foreword", in Rotha on the Film (London, 1958), p. 22. 
19 ELIZABETH SUSSEX (ed.), The Rise and Fall of British Documentary (Berkeley, 1975); EVA ORBANZ 
(ed.), Journey to a Legend and Back (West Berlin, 1977). 
20 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, ibid., preface, vii. 
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Nicholas Pronay, contributed an article based on his own experience of 

working with Grierson in the 1960s, which gives a strong impression of 

having been written in a spirit of retribution.  According to Pronay, Grierson 

was a charlatan who exaggerated his academic credentials, neglected to 

establish adequate exhibition outlets for GPO films and deliberately misled 

civil service colleagues over his failure to do so, so much so that he was 

driven into exile in Canada while the movement he had founded enjoyed its 

greatest prosperity in his absence.21

 

Other researchers at Leeds addressed more specific aspects of the 

Documentary Movement.  Paul Swann concluded that Grierson's didactic 

approach to film-making was what invoked hostility from commercial 

exhibitors and that the system of non-theatrical distribution he devised as an 

alternative never reached any significant audience.22  His verdict was cited 

by Tom Wildy in arguing that Grierson's post-war employment at the Central 

Office of Information was equally catastrophic, as "it is probable that the 

Treasury attitude was hardened by the pre-war experience of Grierson [...] 

which had left a lasting mistrust of films and film-makers with Treasury 

officials."23

 

But the most extreme indictment of the Documentary Movement to date has 

been put forward by Brian Winston, who elegantly summed up the whole 

business as "right-wing money, left-wing kudos and films of dubious social 

worth in the middle."  Acknowledging that institutional factors such as 

double-feature programming and an economic barrier limiting production 

values played their part, his essential conclusion is that public resistance to 

the Griersonian documentary precluded it from fulfiling any of the significant 

claims which have been made in its name.24

 

Wherever the truth may lie in terms of the extent to which Grierson and his 

ideas were received within the film industry and the cultural activity on its 

periphery, dismissing him purely through historiographical specificities fails 

to explain the appeal of documentary mythology, both as it influenced the 

                                                            
21 NICHOLAS PRONAY, "John Grierson and the Documentary - 60 Years On", Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television, vol. 9, no. 3 (1989), pp. 227-246. 
22 PAUL SWANN, "John Grierson and the GPO Film Unit, 1933-39", Historical Journal of Film, Radio 
and Television, vol. 3, no. 1 (1983), p. 27 ff.  This is discussed in greater detail in The British 
Documentary Movement, 1926-1946, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leeds (1979), pp. 79-93. 
23 TOM WILDY, Propaganda and Social Policy in Britain 1945-51, unpublished PhD thesis, University 
of Leeds (1985), p. 145. 
24 BRIAN WINSTON, Claiming the Real (London, 1995), pp. 60-68. 
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film culture of the period in which it was formulated and in its effect on 

scholarship since then.  Even as the Leeds research was emerging, the first 

significant reader on British cinema to be published in over a decade carried 

an article that warned against taking historians too seriously: "one of the 

dangers of hindsight is that it is liable to produce judgements that appear to 

diminish the work of a man like Grierson."25  In film studies at least, the 

myth was still very much the official version, although, having said that, it is 

impossible to fault the implicit logic of Hood's argument, namely that the 

myth has become so widely received that it must have got there somehow. 
 

More recently, Andrew Higson has offered an explanation for this by 

suggesting that documentary ideology was essentially a device intended to 

give British cinema a distinct national identity.  Initially, he restricted himself 

to a discussion of documentary form in relation to content, concluding that: 
 

What should be remembered is that in British film culture, ideas of realism, 
of aesthetic experimentation and of national cinema are bound to a particular 
social-democratic conception of the possible function of cinema, and thus 
come to structure and delimit the possibilities of cinema in general in 

Britain.26

 

But Higson subsequently took the argument further by identifying the 

Documentary Movement as the common denominator between realism and 

national specificity.  Thus it became a form of "product differentiation" from 

Hollywood - both a source of wholesome British films depicting what was 

going on in the Empire and, eventually, a marketable product.27  Although 

his thesis overlooks a number of pertinent questions, most importantly the 

extent to which commercial non-fiction cinema in the 1930s also contributed 

to the wartime "peak of achievement" celebrated by Higson along with just 

about everyone else, it does represent a significant and valuable attempt to 

explain why the documentary myth and its constituent realist credo has 

become so influential, both in the discourse of its time and among film 

historians since. 
 

It will probably never be possible to objectively quantify the success or failure 

of Grierson and his 'movement' however it is defined, nor is it strictly 

necessary to do so in the context of this discussion.  The presence of 

                                                            
25 STUART HOOD, "John Grierson and the Documentary Film Movement" in JAMES CURRAN and 
VINCENT PORTER, op. cit., p. 111. 
26 ANDREW HIGSON, "Britain's Outstanding Contribution to the Film" in CHARLES BARR (ed.), All 
Our Yesterdays (London, 1986), p. 74. 
27 ANDREW HIGSON (1995), op. cit., pp. 186-192. 
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documentary ideology, however, must be evaluated as it affected film 

production and exhibition in post-war Britain, and doing so involves 

acknowledging two key factors: that it represented a point of convergence 

between realist aesthetics and nationalist discourse, and that it was a form of 

film making inextricably linked to the apparatus of government.  The 

documentary myth thus became the most conspicuous example of the 

relationship between cinema and state between its emergence and the end of 

the war, and its agenda can be seen at work in the years which followed in a 

number of different ways. 
 
 
Alternative Forms of Exhibition 
 

The ideas and practices of John Grierson and the group of individuals 

associated with him have (and were always intended to) provided an 

influential point of reference for subsequent analysis.  However, no 

comparable focal point can be said to exist in the wider cultural apparatus 

which also played its part in generating the inter-related trade marks of 

realism and nationalism surrounding British cinema since the protectionism 

debate surfaced.  Instead, it is necessary to bring together a number of more 

diverse sources in order to show how the growth of certain ideas and 

practices before and during the war became a major factor in precipitating 

the key period in British non-fiction cinema that followed it. 
 

Apart from the period before a vertically-integrated film industry based on 

Hollywood's global economic domination had become established in the early 

1920s, alternative forms of exhibition in Britain are usually thought to have 

originated with the establishment in London of the Film Society in 1925, its 

key programming criterion being to show films "which represent the work 

which has been done, or is being done experimentally in various parts of the 

world."28  In practice this meant making films, usually European ones, 

available to a British audience that would not ordinarily have been released 

either for economic reasons or due to censorship.  An important point to bear 

in mind is that the Film Society was associated primarily with middle class 

intellectuals and as such its relationship with the commercial film industry 

and the popular culture it represented was a complex one.  On the one hand, 

Society members included mainstream directors such as Hitchcock and 

Adrian Brunel, and also the exhibitor Sidney Bernstein.  But its founder was a 

                                                            
28 The Film Society Programmes (New York, 1972), p. 4. 
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Communist aesthete, Ivor Montagu, and membership consisted 

predominately of artists, writers, critics and other intelligentsia.  For the Film 

Society to operate in the way that it did, it was necessary to maintain links 

with the commercial film industry in order to obtain films and the use of 

cinemas, but it was equally important to remain institutionally autonomous: 

it was precisely the Society's status as a private club which enabled 

programmes to be exempted from BBFC certification, and, to this end, 

performances were held on Sunday afternoons and annual subscriptions kept 

well beyond the reach of mainstream cinema audiences. 
 

Nevertheless, the Film Society was not intended purely as a forum for 

intellectual debate: rather, as Tom Ryall has argued, "it represented an 

attempt to align the developing interest in the art of the film with the growth 

of the commercial film industry itself."29  The idea that it should serve as a 

catalyst for evolving a commercially distinct form of British cinema, or, to 

borrow Higson's phrase, to facilitate "product differentiation",30 is an 

important conclusion, given that Film Society programming regularly 

combined European "art" cinema with contemporary British film-making, 

much of which emanated from the then nascent Documentary Movement.  

The most celebrated example of this was the performance on 10 November 

1929 of Bronenosets Potyomkin (1925, Eisenstein) and Grierson's Drifters - 

although such a programme was not typical in later Film Society screenings. 
 

Whilst the Film Society enjoyed its greatest support during the late silent 

period, the alternative exhibition circuit it provided the roots for later became 

an important outlet for the British indigenous 'realist' cinema.  The New 

Gallery in Regent Street, venue for the early Film Society performances, the 

Academy in Oxford Street, opened in 1931, and the Everyman, Hampstead in 

December 1933 rapidly became established among the statistically 

insignificant but culturally influential audiences who saw foreign studio 

productions and British non-mainstream films, both under the same roof.  

These venues, together with their counterparts in other cities that opened 

during the decade, constituted one of the few commercial outlets for the 

Documentary Movement, as well as the cinemas where the small number of 

feature documentaries produced by the industry were shown.  Important 

examples include 90° South (1933, Herbert Ponting), a compilation of footage 

from the Scott expedition, Flaherty's Man of Aran (1934) and the film that is 

                                                            
29 TOM RYALL, op. cit., p. 12. 
30 ANDREW HIGSON (1995), op. cit., chapter 4 (pp. 98-175). 
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said to have launched Michael Powell's career, The Edge of the World (1937), 

which had an extended run at the New Gallery. 
 

Another type of alternative exhibition also began to emerge in the 1930s, 

resulting from two markets that had been created by the arrival of sound.  

This, together with the 1927 act,31 had caused double feature programming 

to become established within the conventional exhibition sector, a practice 

whereby two 'long' films formed the bulk of each performance.  The result (as 

Grierson frequently lamented) was a drastic reduction in the playing time 

available for newsreels, documentaries and 'interest' films,32 a situation 

which lead to the establishment of a type of cinema intended purely for 

shorts - the news theatre.  Following the launch of the Tatler Theatre in 

Charing Cross Road on 16 February 1931,33 a number of news theatres were 

opened, mainly in city centres, and often at railway stations or near major 

road junctions: they were thus intended to attract more of a transient 

audience than their mainstream counterparts.  Reinforcing their attempt to 

address a different type of market from that of the major chains, the 

intelligentsia welcomed news theatres, arguing that non-fiction cinema 

should be promoted as a specifically British institution and, as such, required 

its own form of outlet. 
 

The Observer's critic C.A. Lejeune, later to be seen at the vanguard of a post-

war attempt to promote British realist cinema among mainstream audiences, 

proclaimed in 1931: 
 

The institution of specific news-film theatres is likely to prove the solution to 
many long problems, and I am convinced that they will, if they are rightly 
handled, come to fill a very definite place in our civilisation.  Not only has 
the topical camera-man of to-day reached a high pitch of skill and ingenuity, 
and learnt to get his effects in the teeth of the most overwhelming odds, but 

                                                            
31 Under its provisions, films under 5,000 feet in length (approximately 56 minutes) could not be 
registered for quota purposes. 
32 'Interest' films were shorts, distinct from documentaries (in the Griersonian sense of the word) in 
that they were made commercially and designed with popular appeal in mind.  One side effect of the 
Documentary Movement has been that interest films do not seem to have received any significant 
scholarly attention, despite the scale on which this section of the industry operated: Rachael Low (in 
Films of Comment and Persuasion of the 1930s, London, 1979) has concluded that "the commercial 
interest film was an industry all of its own." (p. 91).  Impressionistic accounts of them have been 
given by Dorothy Sayers in the 1937 novel Busman's Honeymoon, in which Lord Peter Wimsey visits a 
news theatre offering "a Mickey Mouse and an educational film about the iron and steel industry", and 
in a scene from They Drive By Night (1939) in which Emlyn Williams, falsely suspected of homicide, 
takes refuge in a cinema, only to be confronted with "Famous Murderers, no. 17", a thinly-veiled 
pastiche of the American Crime Does Not Pay series. 
33 World Film News no. 2 (May 1936), p. 7. 
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the addition of sound, even in its most primitive form, has gone a long way 

towards popularising and pointing the news service of the screen.34

 

The Commission on Educational and Cultural Films (which will be discussed 

in greater detail below), reporting in 1933, observed that news theatre 

audiences were "notably quiet and well-behaved", and provided this account 

of a typical performance: 
 

It consists partly of passers-by with an hour to spare who want to see what a 
news-reel programme is like and are prepared to risk a shilling (its highest 
charge) or sixpence; partly of girls and young men from offices in the 
neighbourhood who go each week in the luncheon hour; and partly of 

people who do not, as a rule, go to the cinema, but like the news.35

 

By the end of the decade, alternative exhibitors had become so well 

established that they broke away from the Cinematograph Exhibitors' 

Association (CEA) and formed their own trade body, the News and 

Specialised Theatre Association (NSTA), registered on 21 February 1939, one 

of its objects being to "encourage the production and circulation of short 

British and foreign films which have an entertainment or educational 

value".36  As with the Documentary Movement and state intervention 

generally, news theatres boomed during the war: 1943 saw 16 cinemas (14 of 

which were in London) operated by two chains as well as a number of 

independents, and NSTA membership peaked in 1945.37  At around the same 

time the Arts Enquiry estimated that there were "approximately fifty" news 

and specialised cinemas in Britain,38 which, although small in proportion to 

the total of 4,700, demonstrates that the idea of cinema as an artistic or a 

cultural product as opposed to being simply manufactured entertainment 

had found a substantial market by the start of the post-war period. 
 

It is important to note that the commercial infrastructure supporting this 

minority film culture grouped European cinema and British non-fiction films 

in the same category (although newsreels were and had always been shown 

in conjunction with Hollywood entertainment films, a practice which 

survived the establishment of double-features).  But the association of art 

                                                            
34 C.A. LEJEUNE, Cinema (London, 1931), pp. 208-209. 
35 COMMISSION ON EDUCATIONAL AND CULTURAL FILMS, The Film in National Life (London, 1932), 
para. 123, p. 81. 
36 Surviving documents of the association can be found in the P[UBLIC] R[ECORD] O[FFICE], 
London, FS 12/401; the information given here is also quoted in JAMES BALLANTYNE (ed.), 
Researcher's Guide to British Newsreels (London, 1983), p. 84. 
37 Ibid.  Some figures are taken from the Kinematograph Year Book, 1943. 
38 THE ARTS ENQUIRY, The Factual Film (London, 1947), p. 158.  Although published in 1947, the 
report was actually prepared during the war. 
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with realism extended far beyond the remit of a trade organisation, as the 

experimental and avant-garde was also an intrinsic element in the campaign 

by British film-makers to distinguish themselves from their American 

counterparts (for example, Hitchcock's appropriation of German studio 

technique in The Lodger, or Adrian Brunel inviting Eisenstein to give a series 

of lectures to the Film Society in 1929) and a key tenet of the Documentary 

Movement's agenda.  For every Paul Rotha or Basil Wright who sought to use 

the cinema as an instrument of public education, there was a Cavalcanti or a 

Len Lye whose interest lay primarily in the formal possibilities of the 

medium.  These two strands in an emerging realist film culture found what 

was perhaps their most integrated expression in the activities of the British 

Film Institute (BFI), which was to become another key player in the 

development of non-fiction cinema during and after the war. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1: The News Theatre on Waterloo station, 1934.  The programme (left of 

entrance) consists of a Mickey Mouse cartoon, a travelogue, 'Strange as it 
Seems', Pathétone Weekly and Gaumont Junior.  Photo courtesy of the Cinema 

Theatre Association. 
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The Film in National Life and the origins of the British Film 
Institute 
 

The idea of a British Film Institute originates from a conference organised by 

the British Institute of Adult Education in November 1929, which established 

a 'Commission on Educational and Cultural Films' in order, among other 

things, to examine possible ways of "raising the standard of public 

appreciation of films, by criticism and advice addressed to the general 

public."39  Their report, The Film in National Life, published three years later, 

recommended the establishment of a national film institute under royal 

charter.  It took as its underlying premise a remark made by the Prince of 

Wales (later Edward VIII) in 1923, that "it is well worth the British Nation's 

while to take the film industry seriously and to develop it to its utmost as a 

national industry",40 implying that Hollywood's domination of the British 

exhibition market posed a serious threat both to the economic viability of the 

production sector, and to issues of wider cultural prestige.  The "criticism and 

advice addressed to the general public" advocated by the Commission, 

therefore, was essentially a device intended to shift the viewing preferences 

of the public away from the stylistic values of Hollywood towards those of an 

indigenous alternative.  However, like Grierson, The Film in National Life 

posits an elitist construction of the working-class masses needing to be 

educated away from the undesirable influence of American imperialism.  Its 

authors - a group of academics, educationalists and civil servants - were at 

pains to stress the potential for lifting the medium out of what they perceived 

to be a cultural gutter: 
 

There is a rising tide of interest in the constructive uses of cinematography 
[...] A fellow of an Oxford College no longer feels an embarrassed 
explanation to be necessary when he is recognised leaving a cinema.  A 
growing number of cultivated and unaffected people enjoy going to the 
pictures, and frequent not merely the performances of intellectual film 
societies, but also the local picture house, to see, for instance, Marlene 

Dietrich.41

 

The Commission's blueprint for the BFI encompassed all the forces through 

which British cinema was acquiring a realist trade mark, informed both by the 

nationalist ideology forced on it by the scale and nature of government 

intervention and also by various European film traditions, with their links to 

other artistic practices.  It argued that UFA studio productions and René 

                                                            
39 COMMISSION ON EDUCATIONAL AND CULTURAL FILMS, op. cit., para. 2, p. 1. 
40 Ibid., para 62, p. 41.  My emphasis. 
41 Ibid., para 15, p. 10. 
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Clair's comedies should be promoted as "quality" mainstream entertainment, 

emphasised the importance of documentary, scientific and educational films 

("films showing wild animals have delighted the usual evening audience") 

and praised the "service of civilisation" being fulfilled by film exhibition in 

India (wholesome British films showing what was going on in the Empire, in 

other words). 
 

The BFI was incorporated in 1933, and, at first, its presence was felt mainly 

through its establishment of the National Film Library in 1935 (later the 

National Film Archive) and its two periodicals, Sight and Sound and Monthly 

Film Bulletin.  The former was a critical journal, similar in many ways to 

Cinema Quarterly and its successor World Film News, but it did not adopt the 

polemical tone of the Documentary Movement's writing.  This has lead 

Charles Barr to dismiss it as having "kept a low critical profile" until the 1950s 

and Lindsay Anderson,42 although the contents of both Sight and Sound and 

Monthly Film Bulletin do give some indication as to the ways in which the BFI 

fostered a realist-nationalist film culture, combining practical advise on the 

use of 16mm projectors in classrooms with reviews of the latest major 

documentary or discussions of film editing technique. 
 

But although the BFI achieved a limited degree of success in promoting the 

growth of informed film criticism and education, and, along with the 

Documentary Movement and specialist exhibitiors, provided an institutional 

base for these activities, the ideas it represented were largely ignored by the 

industry as a whole.  The few British films which did sell to a mass-audience 

were Gracie Fields musicals, Will Hay comedies and the occasional Korda 

epic - in short, those which either appropriated non-cinematic forms of 

popular culture or which sought to emulate Hollywood production values.  It 

took a world war and the shift in cultural emphasis that went with it in order 

to translate realist aesthetics into mass-entertainment. 
 

It is important to stress that this last point is not designed simply to ratify the 

Documentary Movement's self-proclaimed 'peak of achievement', but rather 

to identify the wartime period as having given rise to the circumstances in 

which a particular approach to film-making found a greater level of 

acceptability than had previously been the case.  Anyway, there are some 

very fundamental problems with attributing the ideological slant of British 

war films to Grierson and his weltanschauung about being creative with 

                                                            
42 CHARLES BARR, op. cit., p. 5. 
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actuality, not least that he emigrated in 1939 and thus had nothing to do with 

the production of any of them.  In any case, the phenomenon I am 

attempting to examine goes further than the official film making which the 

Documentary Movement restricted themselves to, although so did the 

Government's involvement in British cinema. 
 

A.J.P. Taylor and Paul Addison, among others, have argued that the 

experience of World War II acted as a democratising process among the 

British public as a whole.  They point to activities such as the Home Guard, 

ARP duty, women working in munitions factories and, of course, compulsory 

national service in order to show that the average citizen suddenly found 

himself in direct contact with political issues and international affairs.  Thus a 

need was created for information services through which the public could 

acquaint itself with the wider implications of their situation, one which was 

fulfilled through agencies such as the Army Bureau for Current Affairs and 

the Workers' Educational Association.  The 'Penguin Special' series of books 

by prominent political figures were bestsellers, as were certain official 

publications: the Beveridge Report on social security provision, published in 

November 1942, sold 635,000 copies.43  Indeed, the extent to which 'ordinary' 

British men and women became interested in affairs of state is dramatically 

shown in the opening shots of a 1945 March of Time entitled 'Profile of Britain'.  

In what is obviously a staged sequence, an apparent cross-section of the 

population queue up outside a Government office to buy copies of a report 

on import and export balances, which, the film argues, symbolises Britain's 

greatest contribution to the international war effort, and contains the proof 

that "the civilised world owes a debt of gratitude to her."44

 
 
Film criticism in newspapers 
 

This drive towards greater public awareness rubbed off on the cinema in a 

number of ways, although the popularity of documentaries is often cited as 

its primary indication.45  Newspaper coverage evolved from erratic, badly 

written reviews, often amounting to little more than a regurgitation of a 

                                                            
43 PAUL ADDISON, The Road to 1945 (2nd ed., London, 1994), p. 217.  For a detailed account of the 
public response to Beveridge, see ARTHUR MARWICK, Britain in the Century of Total War (London, 
1968), pp. 309-314. 
44 The March of Time, British series: 10th year no. 10 (1945), NFTVA print no. 202322A (reel 1 of 2 
only, 631 feet). 
45 For example, Addison: "...there were many other tributaries of the stream, not least the 
documentary film movement..." (op. cit., p. 153). 
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distributor's press release, into a sophisticated critical methodology.  And 

there is certainly evidence to suggest that it was widely read.  The Sunday 

Times, for example, shrunk from 36 to 6 pages during the war, yet it 

continued to publish film reviews throughout.  In 1950, an opinion poll 

revealed that one person in five cited "announcements about local films" as 

their main reason for buying a paper,46 and the Bernstein Questionnaire of 

1946-47 records a 66% increase in the number of people listening to film 

criticism on the radio compared to 1937 (see appendix 2).  Far more 

significantly in terms of this discussion were the judgements applied by these 

critics.  Whilst it is perhaps unsurprising that they reflected the patriotic 

discourse generated by the war and were thus more inclined to celebrate 

British films on those grounds alone, their appropriation of realist ideology in 

doing so can be seen as evidence that what once amounted to little more than 

a highbrow approach to cinema aesthetics was filtering through into 

everyday industrial practice.  In his discussion of 'serious' film criticism 

between 1942 and 1948, John Ellis suggests that the critics evolved their own 

conception of a 'quality' film, based on the use of realist technique in acting, 

directing and mise-en-scène.47  Consequently, press reviews became a major 

legitimating force behind the critical canonisation of 'story documentaries', a 

hybrid genre involving feature length narratives which either reconstructed 

an allegedly 'real' event using actors and studios (Fires Were Started, Close 

Quarters), or which recounted them by compiling sections of genuine footage 

(the Victory trilogy, The True Glory).  This attitude subsequently broadened to 

encompass fictional narratives with an emphasis on working-class or other 

characters deemed to be more 'real' than their Hollywood equivalents, 

notably Millions Like Us (1943, Launder & Gilliat) and In Which we Serve (1942, 

Coward & Lean). 

 

Ellis, like others in respect of the Documentary Movement, tends to 

exaggerate the influence of this tendency.  For example, he asserts that "they 

hoped to change the nature of mass cinema in Britain" and that "the critics 

                                                            
46 LEONARD ENGLAND, "What the Cinema Means to the British Public" in ROGER MANVELL (ed.), 
The Year's Work in the Film, 1949, London, Longmans Green (1950), p. 64.  However, publicity and 
criticism must be distinguished.  A useful comparison could be made with television listings 
supplements in modern weekend newspapers: although it is likely that a substantial number of people 
buy the papers primarily because of these supplements, a far smaller proportion will base their 
viewing habits on the critical reviews of individual programmes contained within them. 
47 JOHN ELLIS, "The Quality Film Adventure: British Critics and the Cinema, 1942-1948" in 
ANDREW HIGSON (ed.), Dissolving Views (London, 1996), pp. 66-93.  An earlier version was 
published as "Art, Culture, Quality" in Screen, vol. 19, no. 3 (1978), pp. 9-49. 
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had more success in influencing British tastes than perhaps they realised".48  

The only evidence he cites to back up these speculations is that the rhetoric 

used by a small group of writers remained largely consistent over a six-year 

period.  Nowhere does he actually address the question of whether or not 

newspaper criticism persuaded audiences to favour British films that 

exhibited realist tendencies, and it could certainly be argued that the articles 

he discusses are an unrepresentative sample.  In an article for the trade union 

journal The Cine-Technician published in 1944, Frank Sainsbury paints a far 

more cynical picture of the whole process.  He repeatedly suggests that 

writers in the popular press were influenced by the advertising revenue from 

film distributors, and describes film critics in general as being either "the 

cheap or the snooty".  The former were effectively functionaries of the 

industry, basing their articles on advertising copy in the distributors' press 

releases.  More significantly, Sainsbury did not regard the latter as a new and 

exciting form of cultural expression, finally achieving the impossible by 

advocating realist cinema as a means for bringing together both artistic 

quality and popular appeal.  Instead: 
 

They've taken up film criticism not so much to earn a living and certainly not 
because they really care for films, but because it flatters their vanity and gives 
them a good opportunity to throw their weight around and acquire a certain 
notoriety.  With what scorn do they flay the popular Hollywood films with 
their crooners and jazz bands.  How they wring their delicate hands over this 

vulgarity here or that lack of taste there.49

 

This scepticism is vindicated, somewhat, by a market research survey in 1948: 

out of 2,000 people "of all classes and age-groups", only 9% stated that they 

were influenced by critics in their choice of films.50  The intelligentsia also 

thought that film criticism in the mainstream press was flawed.  They too 

identified the sort of writer branded by The Cine-Technician as "cheap".  For 

Catherine de la Roche writing in Penguin Film Review: 
 

Their primary task, in most cases, is to shape the subject-matter according to 
the journal's requirements - its intellectual level, policy, style, jargon - rather 
than to shape their articles according to their matter.  And this inevitably 

diminishes the intrinsic value of film criticism of many review columns.51

 

                                                            
48 Ibid., p. 67. 
49 FRANK SAINSBURY, "Your Critics Reviewed", The Cine-Technician, vo. 10, no. 46-47 (1944), p. 
13. 
50 D.A. YERRILL, "On Film Critics", Sight and Sound, vol. 17, no. 56 (1948), p. 98. 
51 CATHERINE DE LA ROCHE, "No Demand for Criticism?", Penguin Film Review no. 9 (1949), p. 89. 
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She thus asserts that film criticism can most usefully be understood as part of 

the commercial infrastructure deriving from the film industry itself, its main 

purpose being to adapt the subject for its readers rather than privileging the 

actual subject.  If we accept this premise, then the process as a whole should 

have acted as a reliable barometer of public taste (a critic would not wish to 

alienate his readers by advocating a film likely to prove unpopular, or by 

condemning a potential box-office attraction), yet the trade (among others) 

frequently accused critics, particularly those from the quality press, of being 

out of touch with popular opinion.  One such instance was the decision by 

MGM to ban the critic E. Arnot Robertson from its press shows following 

negative criticism by her of The Green Years (1946, Victor Saville) in a BBC 

broadcast.  In a letter to the BBC, an MGM executive complained that 

Robertson was "completely out of touch with the tastes and entertainment 

requirements of the picture-going millions, who are also radio listeners."52  

Robertson sued MGM for libel, and at the resulting trial MGM's barrister 

accused her of being prejudiced against love stories.53  Robertson eventually 

won her case and was awarded £1,500.54

 

Set against which, film criticism of the war and post-war period cannot be 

judged purely by how accurately it mirrored the commercial performance of 

individual films.  The attitudes it generated were certainly instrumental in 

promoting the unprecedented volume of non-fiction films and fiction films 

with a realist bent, however this is defined.  A highly convincing example can 

be found in the campaign orchestrated by C.A. Lejeune of the Observer for the 

release of the dramatised documentary The Way We Live (1946, Craigie) which 

she feared would be shelved by the Rank Organisation following an 

unfavourable reaction from the trade papers (this episode is examined at 

length in chapter 4). 
 

However, as with the Documentary Movement, it is impossible, in most 

cases, to precisely identify the nature and extent of the critics' influence on 

the British public or their exact role in the cultural periphery that had grown 

up around the film industry.  But it is possible to conclude, as Ellis has done, 

that they aligned the ideas of 'quality' and 'realism' in their discussions of 

British cinema and that, in certain circumstances, these ideas fed into the 

wider cultural sphere.  They were undoubtedly one reason why non-fiction 

                                                            
52 MGM's letter is reproduced verbatim in The Times, 4 October 1946, p. 2. 
53 The Times, 17 July 1947, p. 6 (law reports). 
54 The Times, 18 July 1947, p. 2 (law reports). 
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films boomed (if judged by the criterion of quantity, at least) in the post-war 

years.  Just because they were by no means the definitive arbiter of audience 

preference does not mean that they were inconsequential.  Instead, they were 

another brick in a complex and multifaceted wall. 

 
Roger Manvell and the Growth of Film Education 
 

The pseudo-academic role played by the British Film Institute and the adult 

education movement before the war expanded during and after it from an 

intellectual minority whose activities were based mainly in specialist film 

societies into a prominent voice advocating 'quality' cinema among 

mainstream audiences.  As with the growth of film criticism in newspapers, 

the catalyst for this can be found in the wartime trend towards increased 

political and cultural awareness, a key player being the Penguin publishing 

group and its founder, the socialist entrepreneur Allen Lane.  But the 

individual who was perhaps the most significant motivating force behind it 

was the educationalist Roger Manvell.  Having obtained a PhD in the early 

1930s, he worked as a teacher and adult education lecturer before joining the 

MOI Films Division for the duration of the war.  His introductory textbook on 

the history of cinema, Film (London, 1944), was written at Lane's instigation 

and published in a series of volumes which included literature, theatre, opera 

and ballet.  Manvell, who published 52 books and countless articles during his 

subsequent career, was thus quickly established as the figurehead of a 

redefined film culture, one which sought to popularise forms of cinema 

previously regarded as elite and inaccessible, and to stimulate widespread 

discussion on the established mainstream.  To quote his Times obituary: 
 

His principle achievement was to promote and popularise the art of the 
cinema at a time when little intelligent guidance was available to the general 

public.55

 

Whilst Manvell's approach was notably more egalitarian than that of his 

predecessors in the Documentary Movement or the Commission for 

Educational and Cultural Films, a clear line of decent can be found in the way 

his discussions of British film-making privileges aesthetic and ideological 

realism (Film carries a dedication to Grierson, "who taught me to look at the 

pictures").  Like so many before and after him, Manvell reproduces the 

documentary myth in its entirety,56 and even manages to eulogise about the 

                                                            
55 The Times, 2 November 1987, p. 18. 
56 ROGER MANVELL, Film (3rd ed., London, 1950), pp. 94-119. 
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Crown Film Unit with more gushing adjectives than the movement's own 

spokesmen: 
 

The results have been remarkable, and have created a new field for 
documentary.  These films have proved very popular with the public, who 
found in them the elements of characterisation and story already familiar 

from most of their cinema entertainment.57

 

What is interesting about this statement is that, in a marked departure from 

pre-war educationalist discourse, Manvell is claiming that the impetus 

towards the forms of cinema that he is advocating was being generated by 

the public itself.  Whereas The Film in National Life referred to "criticism and 

advice directed at the general public" (my emphasis), Manvell believed that 

audiences themselves had become more discerning in their filmgoing habits, 

and that the function of critical material such as his book of should be to 

augment an ethos which already existed, rather than attempt to impose a 

new one.  It should be noted that Film and its successor, the magazine 

Penguin Film Review (PFR), addressed what was effectively a new market: 

they were not connected with the industry in the way that the trade papers 

and fan magazines such as Picturegoer were (and in the way that press 

criticism was alleged to be), nor were they only available to a subscription 

readership (Sight and Sound, Documentary News Letter).  The fact that these 

publications sold to the general public in such large numbers would seem to 

indicate that support among audiences for something more than 

manufactured entertainment really did exist. 

 

 
 

                                                            
57 Ibid., p. 127. 
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Fig. 2: Hollywood escapism.  Caption: "OK - so we never get a London 
policeman's uniform right, we didn't get the siren in Mrs. Miniver right and we 

never make a picher that keeps to the book.  Anything else?"58

 
Film Culture and Film Audiences 
 

A interesting (although fictitious) account of the sort of person who might 

have been a potential reader of Penguin Film Review and its various spin-offs 

can be found in Nevil Shute's novel No Highway, published in 1948.  His 

protagonist, an aircraft engineer, is described as exercising a distinct value 

judgement in his choice of films (although quite what that judgement 

involved - i.e. a definition of "unworthy" - is notably vague): 
 

They went a good deal to the movies, but they were discriminating 
picturegoers; if they didn't like the film they would walk out of it, preferring 

to lose their money than sit through an unworthy show.59

 

Both of the ideas in this sentence - that middle-class professionals go "a good 

deal" to the cinema, and that they apply the criterion of worthiness to the 

films they see - would have been unheard of before the war and in embryonic 

form during it.   A broad cross-section of both film education professionals 

such as Manvell and the industry itself argued that the nature of these value 

judgements was in favour of social and aesthetic realism.  For example, 

Lejeune, writing in a film industry yearbook (the title of her article, "A Word 

in Friendship", seeming to acknowledge a pre-existing rift between industry 

and critics): 
 

British audiences are very jealous of the reputation of British films.  They are 
also very sensible.  At the moment, they are probably the most sensible and 
selective audiences in the world.  Their affection for their native films is no 
fortuitous thing, but has been bought about by a ripening social 
consciousness, and a growing sense of what is real and valid in art and 

entertainment.60

 

There was nothing new about rhetoric like this, of course, as far as the quality 

press were concerned: indeed, 'real' and 'valid' bears a great deal of similarity 

to "wholesome British films depicting what was going on in the Empire".  But 

in a marked departure from the discourse of 1927, and subsequently of the 

Documentary Movement, it was being claimed that mainstream cinema 

audiences were defining their own notion of 'quality'.  Furthermore, there is 

                                                            
58 Daily Express, 28 July 1948. 
59 NEVIL SHUTE, No Highway (London, 1948), p. 69. 
60 C.A. LEJEUNE, "A Word in Friendship" in PETER NOBLE (ed.), British Film Yearbook, 1947-48 
(London, 1948), p. 32. 
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Fig. 3: New audience, new danger… A caricature of the middle–class 

cinemagoers targeted by the film education movement and magazines such as 

Penguin Film Review.63

 

In keeping with the cultural tradition it had emerged from, PFR celebrated 

Grierson and the Documentary Movement as fervently as ever.  The 

documentarist Sinclair Road wrote what could almost be a prototype for 

Sussex's book (published 31 years later): he dismisses newsreels as "an eternal 

round of ship-launchings, football matches and society weddings",64 and 

asserts that Grierson's project was "the main attempt to bring actuality onto 

the screen", concluding that "by 1939, documentary film-making was 

generally recognised to be Britain's specific contribution to the development 

of the film".65  A.L. Vargas carried the story on into the war: 
 

Thanks to documentary, our screen stories were ruthlessly pruned of their 
novelettish flavour (a bad legacy from the days when we took the 
Hollywood film for our model), and films were made from incidents which 
had actually occurred or could be authentically related to the background of 

Britain at war.  As a result our films grew daily in stature and importance.66

 

Although Penguin Film Review appropriated the documentary myth in ways 

which were entirely consistent with the nationalist agenda it was espousing, 

its approach to European cinema did not include the same emphasis on 

experimentalism and a loose conception of 'art' as its predecessors in the 1930s 

had done.  Instead of using the theories of representation evolved by 

European avant-garde movements to inform domestic film culture, PFR 

contributors tended to regard foreign films as an alternative entertainment 

product, automatically preferable by virtue of the fact that they were not 

American.  Where European cinema could be said to have realist 

connotations - as in Catherine de la Roche's discussion of "the active contact 

between actors and society" in Soviet cinema - then so much the better.67  But 

generally speaking, the small number of foreign-language films which were 

imported and distributed to the specialist cinema circuit were regarded by 

PFR's contributors primarily as a means of legitimating their conception of 

film as a socially progressive medium (promoting international 

understanding and so on), and, by implication, a means of, as Richard 

                                                            
63 Sight and Sound, August 1950, p. 228. 
64 SINCLAIR ROAD, "The Influence of the Film", Ibid., p. 60. 
65 Ibid. 
66 A.L. VARGAS, "British Films and their Audience", Penguin Film Review no. 8 (1949), pp. 72-73. 
67 CATHERINE DE LA ROCHE, "Actors of the Soviet Cinema", Penguin Film Review no. 6 (1948), p. 
104. 
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Winnington put it, freeing it from "sordid enslavement by entrepreneurs who 

use it for the sole purpose of making big, wonderful, easy, painless money."68

 

Manvell and Penguin Film Review, therefore, formed the vanguard of a realist-

nationalist approach to the cinema which prevailed among critics and 

educationalists in the immediate post-war period.  But it did not end there.  

Despite the remaining austerity measures (paper was the last major 

consumer commodity to come off rationing), books and articles on film 

proliferated, from semi-academic periodicals to heavily illustrated 'books of 

the film' intended for the lay public.  The construction of realism as an 

indication of quality filtered down even to advertising material, which tended 

to emphasise the use of locations or elaborate art direction.  A typical example 

of the realist agenda at work in a more populist setting is the book Going to the 

Cinema by Andrew Buchanan (a documentary producer), one of a series 

designed for schoolchildren.  Hollywood cinema is analogised with fairy 

tales, passively consumed by audiences who, he suggests, are unable to 

demonstrate any sort of critical engagement.  Buchanan then cites this rather 

crude effects theory to denounce the idea of cinema as an economic 

commodity: 
 

The idea that 'any film is better than no film' surely can't be right.  It is 
playing into the hands of the cinema showmen, some of whom declare that 

the public will accept anything.69

 

The discerning young cinemagoer was thus advised not to "follow the stars", 

but instead to "pick out the finest directors and follow their work", Hitchcock 

and Asquith being the two role models Buchanan has in mind.  But the core 

of his thesis, of course, concerns "far-sighted, intelligent film directors [who] 

have put so-called ordinary people on the screen",70 and asserts that "facts 

that are more exciting than stars".71  Newsreels are dismissed on the grounds 

that they cannot be discursive, but The March of Time is said to have pulled off 

that elusive coup which had evaded Grierson for so long, achieving the 

cultural cachet of documentary "in its characteristic American way", yet also: 
 

                                                            
68 RICHARD WINNINGTON, "Critic's Prologue", Penguin Film Review no. 1 (1946), p. 29. 
69 ANDREW BUCHANAN, Going to the Cinema (London, 1947), p. 5.  His italics. 
70 Ibid., p. 3. 
71 Ibid., p. 71. 
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It is made by people who know how to hold the attention of the cinema 
audience which has gathered together to be entertained, not primarily to be 

informed.72

 

Ultimately it was the fusion of these two ideas - the moral preferability of 

documentary and appeal to a mass-audience - that characterised the form of 

realism advocated by writers from Manvell downwards.  It is an aspect of 

British film culture which has often been overlooked, partly because of its 

ideological proximity to the writing of the Documentary Movement and the 

resulting difficulty in separating these two discourses.  But any attempt to 

assess the impact of this popularising of what was previously regarded as a 

minority activity is also problematic.  Unlike Documentary Movement 

writers, the early generation of film historians such as Thorold Dickinson and 

Raymond Durgnat or the editorial policy of Sequence, neither Manvell nor the 

culture he represented could really be described as polemical, at least in an 

original sense.  Instead, it was essentially a distillation process of ideas which 

already existed (in some cases, since the 20s), and a means of expressing 

factors not directly connected with film production or consumption (it would 

seem reasonable to speculate, for example, that the anti-American sentiments 

expressed in Penguin Film Review and elsewhere were stimulated, at least in 

part, by the ongoing economic crisis resulting from lend-lease repayments). 
 

But, however difficult it is to objectively quantify, the educationalist 

subculture that grew up around the film industry in post-war Britain is 

clearly an important one, demonstrated at the very least by the volume of 

written material it generated and the consistency of its message. 
 
 
Academic approaches to film audiences 
 

If our understanding of film audiences in the 1930s is symbolised by the BBFC 

and anxiety over, to quote The Film in National Life, a perceived "danger to 

morals from the darkened room",73 and the war years by the hegemonising 

force of the MOI's propaganda campaign, then the period after 1945 saw a 

concerted attempt on the part of intellectuals to understand the relationship 

between popular cinema and its consumers.  Whilst similarities can be found 

between this idea and the pre-war belief that audiences were 'affected' in 

some indistinct way by the films they saw (gangster films promoting 

                                                            
72 Ibid., p. 110.  The popularity of The March of Time with British cinema audiences will be 
examined in greater detail in chapter 3. 
73 COMMISSION ON EDUCATIONAL AND CULTURAL FILMS, op. cit., para. 53, p. 35. 
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criminality, for instance), the new studies marked a departure in that they set 

out to discover how audiences understood what they saw, rather than simply 

assuming that cinema, by virtue of being a working class cultural commodity, 

elicited undesirable reactions which had, in some way, to be contained.  The 

cinemagoing habits of children became the subject of special attention, 

eventually resulting in the Wheare report of 1948. 
 

The most comprehensive research of this kind was carried out by the 

sociologist J.P. Mayer immediately after the war, culminating in the 

publication of two books in 1946 and 1948.  Both were designed for a 

specialised readership, building on chapters which compare the cinema with 

institutions such as Greek drama, Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre, as well 

as a theoretical discussion on the political philosophy of film audiences 

supplemented by lengthy quotations (in their original languages) from Marx 

and Alexis de Tocqueville.  The bulk of his study consists of transcripts of 

accounts submitted by 68 readers of Picturegoer in response to an 

advertisement placed by Mayer asking if films "have ever influenced you 

with regard to personal decisions and behaviour?"74

 

In conclusion, Mayer argues that mainstream cinema audiences were greatly 

influenced by the ideology expressed in the films they saw, and is obviously 

disdainful of the phenomenon.  He emphasises his subjects' lack of education 

by reproducing the spelling and grammatical errors in their essays, 

expressing relief that the "violent characteristics" of American movie fans had 

not, to his mind, become established in Britain,75 and displaying a marked 

lack of enthusiasm towards popular films: 
 

In making a sociological study of the film one must, unfortunately, see those 
films which, like the Roman circuses, attract the masses - and not merely 
confine one's interest to those films which Miss Lejeune or Richard 

Winnington recommends us to see.76

 

Initially, Mayer had rejected the idea of a statistical analysis of the social 

composition of film audiences, pontificating that "a study of Professor 

Blumer's book" had lead him to adopt a methodology based on case-

studies.77  In his second book, Mayer did include the results of an MOI 

survey carried out in 1943, the salient facts of which appear to support his 

                                                            
74 Picturegoer, February 1945, reprinted in J.P. MAYER, Sociology of Film (London, 1946), p. 181. 
75 Ibid., p. 260. 
76 Ibid., p. 323. 
77 Ibid., p. 179. 
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thesis, namely that housewives and factory workers constituted the largest 

single category of those attending and that the majority of ticket sales were in 

Greater London and the north-west of England.  An interesting conclusion, in 

view of some claims made as to the influence of press criticism, is that those 

people most likely to frequent the cinema were also those least likely to read a 

morning newspaper.78

 

Mayer's conception of film audiences contrasts strongly with those of Manvell 

and the educationalist discourse, as well the market research of Sidney 

Bernstein (see appendix 2) in rejecting the idea that, in post-war Britain, they 

had become discriminating and now sought 'quality' cinema.  Instead, he 

argues that they were the unwitting victims of a morally inferior culture in 

which "the majority of films we see are pernicious to our nervous system".79  

Yet his suggestions for rectifying this situation echoed the voices of many, 

especially in the Documentary Movement, in calling for stricter censorship 

and the establishment of cinemas run by local authorities in order to address 

what, it seems, was universally regarded as a bogey: American films. 
 

The only notable detractors from this belief (other than the purchasers of 

approximately 24 million cinema tickets each week) were two maverick right-

wing commentators, E.W. and M.M. Robson.  In 1943 they had published a 

pamphlet entitled The Shame and Disgrace of Colonel Blimp, suggesting that, far 

from espousing the honourable traditions of the British military, Powell and 

Pressburger's film was actually a celebration of anachronistic values which 

insulted the social background of most cinemagoers.  This was followed up 

by Bernard Shaw Among the Innocents (1945), discussing the production of 

Cæsar and Cleopatra (1946, Pascal).  The Robsons suggested that J. Arthur Rank 

was wrong to believe that attaching Shaw's name to a major film epic 

automatically enhanced its cultural cachet, and warned that it would have 

exactly the opposite effect as far as most audiences were concerned.80  In 

their book The World is my Cinema (1947), the Robsons expanded these ideas, 

denouncing an elitist conception of the 'artist-führer' which they feared was 

influencing both the production industry and its cultural periphery: 
 
                                                            
78 J.P. MAYER, British Cinemas and their Audiences (London, 1948), pp. 251-275. 
79 J.P. MAYER (1946), op. cit., pp. 278-279. 
80 The pamphlet was published shortly before Cæsar and Cleopatra was released.  Interestingly, 
Bernstein's market research would seem to support the Robsons' view: the film was placed 31 out of 
36 in a ranked sample from the Bernstein Questionnaire, and recorded the second highest proportion 
of respondants describing it as "bad" (the highest was for The Three Caballeros).  See appendix 2 for 
the full sample. 
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It has become an idée fixe among the coteries that a film can rarely be a work 
of "art" if it appeals to the many and makes money - especially if it makes 
money.   It is only allowed within the sacred category if a film is abrtuse, 
restricted in appeal to a few, subjective in outlook, loses money and delivers 

a message with a negative social content.81

 

For the Robsons, whatever moral behaviour Hollywood entertainment might 

be promoting was validated by the fact that it was regularly purchased, 

voluntarily, by the vast majority of cinema patrons: 
 

A film is only true to its natural function when, in free and open world-wide 
competition, it makes the greatest appeal to the greatest number of millions 
of people who exercise their own unimposed, undictated freedom of choice 

at the democratic polling booth of the box office.82

 

Or, in other words, preference in films should be a question of consumer 

choice rather than of educational background.  Victoria de Grazia, with 

specific reference to the popularity of Hollywood cinema in European 

exhibition markets, expresses this point in more ideological terms: 
 

American mass-culture challenged the distinctions between high and low, 
elite and popular cultures that since the seventeenth century had arisen in 
response to the democratising tendencies attendant on the print revolution.  
The eighteenth century conservative had found it deplorable that Leibnitz 
and his maid might read the same book; his early twentieth century 
counterpart bemoaned that fact that the parson's wife sat nearby his maid at 

Sunday matinees, equally rapt in the gaze of Hollywood stars.83

 

Judging quality according to the criterion of popularity was not something 

which British film critics in the 1940s did very often, although, as Paul Swann 

has pointed out, such arguments had been used by the exhibition industry 

ever since the original quota act.84  However, by bringing into question the 

hitherto unchallenged assumption that populist cinema was both artistically 

inferior and morally destructive in comparison with more intellectually-based 

alternatives, of which the documentary-realist tradition was held to be a 

guiding light, the Robsons could be said to indicate an early break in the 

critical armour which had, thusfar, placed that realist tradition at the 

forefront of British cinema practice. 
 
 
Alternatives to Realism 
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83 VICTORIA DE GRAZIA, "Mass Culture and Sovereignty", Journal of Modern History, vol. 61, no. 1 
(1989), pp. 54-55. 
84 PAUL SWANN, The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar Britain (London, 1987), p. 130. 

47 



Chapter 1 

"I didn't like being tied down to the facts." (Michael Powell)85

 

It is ironic to say the least, given his well-known rejection of documentary 

technique and his personal dislike of the Movement's leading figures, that 

Powell's reputation as a director grew initially from The Edge of the World 

(1937), a film described by Paul Rotha (speaking for many) as being "from the 

documentary school."86  If nothing else, the critical response elicited by 

Powell's impressionistic account of the evacuation of a remote Hebridean 

outpost shows that the combination of social realism and avant-garde 

experimentation fostered by the Documentary Movement in its pre-war 

phase tended to blur the relationship between 'creation' and 'actuality' that 

was applied to many discussions of British cinema in the years which 

followed.  Apropos Powell and Pressburger, Raymond Durgnat was unable to 

make up his mind as to which was more apparent: 
 

Si le sens d'équipe peut saper l'«austérité» des cinéastes anglais, il peur 
également leur octroyer les fascinations du caméléon.  Powell, c'est le 
caméléon qui sait inventer les combinaisons nouvelles.  A l'hybridisme de The 
Edge of the World, ajoutons celui de The Small Back Room (film noir-réaliste-

expressionniste du «stiff upper lip»).87

 

Yet despite the lack of any obvious definition as to what distinguished formal 

experimentation in a documentary context (Cavalcanti, Jennings) from pure 

personal vision, upon which the public service imperative of the 

documentary agenda was seen as an impediment (Powell & Pressburger, 

Lean), successive generations of critics and historians have chosen to 

nominate the combinaisons nouvelles of Powell and Pressburger as exemplars of 

an artistic response to the cultural prevalence of documentary-realist film-

making in 1940s Britain.  Not that there is anything fundamentally 

problematic in doing so, as Powell himself did and, compared with Grierson 

and his ilk, had nothing like the same tendency to exaggerate his overall 

significance (at that time).  But to canonise Powell and Pressburger's studio 

productions in the way that Durgnat, Ian Christie and others have done is to 

run the same risk as affirming without question that the hybridisme of the 

Documentary Movement represented salvation for an otherwise moribund 

film culture, not to mention the paradox which arises from accepting both 

premises. 
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But the post-war British film industry was an inherently paradoxical 

environment.  At a time when economic survival depended on American 

loans and living conditions were in many ways worse than during the Blitz, 

film studios were enjoying their greatest level of prosperity, and, thanks to a 

combination of protectionist legislation and a massive injection of capital 

deriving from the Rank Organisation, a 'coals to Newcastle' scenario was 

widely thought to be genuinely feasible: unlike Korda's exploits back in the 

1930s, a properly financed attempt was taking place to sell British films in the 

US.  If Correlli Barnett is right and the immediate post-war years saw "a brief, 

happy time" for the British export market in general,88 then the film industry 

was certainly a key participant.89

 

Whereas C.A. Lejeune and Roger Manvell might have regarded documentary 

realism as Britain's most exportable genre, J. Arthur Rank certainly did not.  

Originally a flour miller, his conception of 'quality' bore more similarity with 

one that would be applied to the manufacture of cotton or machine tools than 

as a measure of artistic or social validity.  Rank, who by 1944 owned a third of 

Britain's cinemas and two-thirds of its studio space, believed that the only 

way to beat the Hollywood majors was to join them, hence films such as 

Cæsar and Cleopatra and the musical London Town (1946, Wesley Ruggles), both 

of which cost well over £1 million at a time when the average British 'A' film 

was budgeted at around £125,000.  This was the criterion he had in mind, 

when, appearing in an issue of March of Time on the British film industry in 

1946, Rank stated that he expected British films to be a success in America "if 

they're good enough".  The penultimate sentence of Westbrook van Voorhis’ 

commentary set out precisely what that was supposed to mean: 
 

"The final verdict will be rendered, as it always must be, by the movie-going 
public, the people who pay their money to be entertained.  Time marches 

on."90

 

Documentaries, with their connotations of housing problems, food shortages, 

the war and other social problems clearly did not fit this bill.  Furthermore, 

the studio infrastructure in Britain had been expanded and modernised, 

together with the associated industries of film stock production, laboratories 
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and the manufacture of equipment.  Even a brief glance at The Cine-

Technician, the ACT house journal which, although better known for the 

political activities of its principal contributors, devoted at least some column 

inches to covering technical research in the studios and laboratories of north-

west London, or Ideal Kine, a journal for exhibitors that advocated 

sophisticated forms of cinema presentation, shows us that this branch of the 

industry seemed to flourish at a time when the cultural impact of the 'British 

film' as a social or artistic commodity is still very much open to question. 

 

 
Fig. 4: An illustration of J. Arthur Rank’s conception of 'quality' as applied to 

film production.91

 

But, no matter how much of a financial liability Cæsar and Cleopatra or London 

Town were in themselves, they acted as a valuable shop window for the 

service industries they represented.  Margaret Lockwood's home counties 

accent might have ruled out any possibility of her becoming the next Lauren 

Bacall (if American mid-west exhibitors are to be believed), but the optical 

components for Technicolor cameras were being built by Newalls of Leicester 

and Gaumont-Kalee, a Rank subsidiary, was, by 1949, the world's largest 

manufacturer of cinema projectors.  This lead to school of thought which held 

that documentary realism, a technically crude form of production (location 
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shooting, 16mm, black-and-white, showings in cold and uncomfortable 

church halls), was no longer an appropriate trade mark with which to 

promote Britain's film industry in world markets, even if it did still carry the 

ideological cachet of public education.  David Lean acknowledged that his 

use of realist aesthetics in Brief Encounter had been largely responsible for the 

film's box office failure, concluding that he had "gone too far": 
 

British films have got themselves into their present position on what 
audiences call their 'reality'.  What the really mean is that the best British 
films have integrity, a very different thing.  If one were to put real life on the 

screen, it would be deathly dull.  Films are not real.92

 

Edward Carrick, a prominent film designer (wartime credits included Fires 

were Started and Close Quarters), also attacked the influence of the 

Documentary Movement in feature film production: 
 

During the war, as art director for the Crown and Army film units, I learnt a 
lot about the drawbacks of realism and the unimaginative documentary 

approach, which almost became a cult among the younger directors.93

 

Ken Cameron, a sound recordist and ACT activist, condemned the tendency 

of documentary producers to favour authenticity at any cost, arguing that it 

often resulted in poor production values which alienated audiences: 
 

The commentary is part of the sound-track, just as is the music.  Let your 
scientist or your farmer write the commentary by all means, but make sure 
that a speaker reads it.  It is as absurd to have your microphone-unconscious 
psychologist speak the commentary on a film about psychology as it is to let 

him play the trombone when you record the music.94

 

And soon after his book came the strangely-titled British Film Music (London, 

1948).  In a prologue, Muir Mathieson (then universally acknowledged as the 

British film music supremo: he composed, arranged or conducted the scores 

for 224 feature films and numerous shorts, including the This Modern Age 

series, between 1935 and 1948) again suggests that this field was an 

expanding area of technical expertise: 
 

As the British film grows in importance and output, as we gradually secure 
better production and world-wide distribution facilities, so will our music 
grow, taking in all the best of this country's composers (of whom we have 
every reason to be proud), in order to ensure that the very finest music is 
available to every British picture that is recorded in the British studios now 

working to secure our place in the international field of motion pictures.95

                                                            
92 DAVID LEAN, "Brief Encounter", Penguin Film Review no. 4 (1947), p. 31. 
93 EDWARD CARRICK, Art and Design in the British Film (London, 1948), p. 26. 
94 KEN CAMERON, Sound and the Documentary Film (London, 1947), p. 35. 
95 MUIR MATHIESON, "Foreword" in JOHN HUNTLEY, "British Film Music" (London, 1948), p. 8. 

51 



Chapter 1 

 

What the industry seemed to be saying in this spate of publications was that 

the growing prominence of British cinema owed more to aesthetic innovation 

than to the ideological superiority associated with the documentary-realist 

tradition, and that its greater acceptance among audiences was due to 

improved 'quality' more in Rank's sense of the word than in Manvell's.  Yet it 

cannot be denied that a lot of that aesthetic innovation originated with the 

Documentary Movement.  But although the war had rehabilitated and even 

enhanced their popular appeal, through the use of studios, actors, and the 

ubiquitous story documentaries, and they continued to be promoted both by 

themselves and by the intelligentsia as a national asset, the Documentary 

Movement remained firmly linked with the discourses of education and 

political propaganda; popular entertainment had never been their main 

priority.  Thus when in 1946, the British Film Producers' Association came up 

with the idea of a royal film performance, held annually in order to publicise 

the industry abroad, the film chosen for the inaugural event was Powell and 

Pressburger's fantasy A Matter of Life and Death rather than any of the three 

major feature documentaries released during that year.96  With Powell and 

Pressburger's cinema, the foregrounding of mythological narratives, 

symbolistic imagery and emotional appeal over rational argument, rendered 

through a myriad of special effects and often in concentrated Technicolor 

disconcerted those critics which had hitherto championed an entirely 

different set of priorities.  When A Canterbury Tale, an allegorical correlation of 

Chaucer's pilgrims with the wartime Allied armies, was released in 1944, 

many of them pointed out, almost with relief, that the film had apparently 

been a box-office disaster.  Their verdict was, essentially: 
 

A film remarkable for its visual beauty, yet failing, as many British films have 

failed, through want of a strong and convincing plot.97

 

Dilys Powell expressed similar thoughts about The Halfway House (1944, Basil 

Dearden) and Dead of Night (1946, Robert Hamer et al.), both the brainchilds 

of Alberto Cavalcanti, who had been the de facto figurehead of the 

Documentary Movement's avant-garde element before moving to Ealing as a 

producer and director at the outbreak of the war. 

 

                                                            
96 They were The Way We Live, released in August; Children on Trial (Jack Lee, September) and 
Theirs is the Glory (Brian Desmond Hurst, October).  These films are discussed in chapter 4. 
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Perhaps the greatest paradox in all this is that the anti-realist backlash against 

the apparent omnipotence of documentary ideology had its stylistic origins 

within the Documentary Movement itself.  Grierson's original belief that 

social progressiveness should be combined with exploring formal uses of the 

medium itself lead to a situation whereby a lot of the individuals who, by the 

late 1940s, were concerned principally with the latter had previously been 

associated with the former (Powell and The Edge of the World, Cavalcanti at the 

GPO, Lean editing newsreels).  The industry had no problem distinguishing 

between them.  Whatever the stylistic similarities between the two films, Paul 

Rotha's condemnation of Baldwin's governments for causing the current food 

crisis was restricted to the Academy or the Everyman, attended by a few 

hundred knowledgeable enthusiasts, probably clutching their copies of the 

latest Penguin Film Review.  On the other hand, a romantic tryst involving 

David Niven and Kim Hunter packed the 1,800 seat Odeon, Leicester Square, 

for weeks on end before doing likewise at thousands of other cinemas across 

the country.  To quote the distributors' trade paper, the Daily Film Renter: 
 

A film like The Third Man is in the first place an outstanding picture because it 
will make a lot of money.  That is why we make pictures in this industry.  That 
it has fine qualities which satisfy the æsthetically minded is equally in its 
favour, but there would have been very little sense to it had it concentrated 

on the latter and ignored the former.98

 

What those stylistic similarities did do, however, was to promote a mounting 

sense of unease among critics and audiences as to precisely what 

documentary realism was coming to mean, and to reduce the need, 

somewhat, for celebrating it purely through nationalist bloody-mindedness.  

The critics ended the war eulogising about Western Approaches and The Way 

Ahead, but they ended the decade extolling the virtues of Odd Man Out and 

The Third Man. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

In the course of realism, one member of the public demanded that actors 
"should get a proportion of wrong numbers when making telephone calls on 

the screen."99

 
And so the Penguin Film Review dies - and it serves 'em right!  Its sponsors 
preferred to learn the hard way that, in spite of the British Film Institute, the 
film societies and all the educational forces that are brought to bear, the 
public for films of the intellects is very small in comparison with the millions 

                                                            
98 Daily Film Renter, 5 September 1949, p. 5.  Their emphasis. 
99 The Bernstein Film Questionnaire Report, 1946-47, p. 22.  See appendix 2 for the full text. 
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who go to be entertained.  Wardour Street, and we of the trade press along 
with it, are looked down upon by those who regard the screen from a 
superior eminence because of our earthy commercial approach and because 
we sometimes show little patience with all the chi-chi and flim-flam that 
passes for artistic effort - with art directors putting up their sketches for 

public show in the art galleries and so on.100

 

Four years after Kine Weekly took the line that "the post-war citizen will want 

realism because he is now and will continue to be a realist", its sister 

publication dismissed the institutions most responsible for promoting this 

credo as having had little or no effect on the cinemagoing habits on the vast 

majority of those citizens.  It would seem, therefore, that the impact of these 

"educational forces that have been brought to bear" had been negligible, as it 

was precisely this sort of rhetoric which had separated the Documentary 

Movement and alternative exhibition practices from the mainstream British 

film industry before the war: an ideological opposition characterised by The 

Film in National Life as "prigs and vandals". 
 

So what had changed?  British cinema came out of the war with a customer 

base which then, as always, deployed their spending power mainly on 

American films.  But the legacy of government intervention, designed 

principally to address this issue, had resulted in the emergence of a group of 

film-makers - the Documentary Movement - who claimed to offer an 

indigenous alternative drawing on a perceived artistic value and a sense of 

social purpose rather than the commercial precepts of a leisure industry.  

Attributing national specificity to a given modus operandi within an institution 

characterised chiefly by commercial interests can usually be taken as a sign 

that the state is taking it very seriously, and in this case the government 

worked in a number of ways to counteract what it saw as a cultural threat 

from the economic domination of Hollywood, notably censorship and 

legislation intended to financially maintain a production sector. 
 

However, the war transferred this ethos from one held by politicians and an 

embryonic intellectual film culture to one which was vigorously promoted by 

critics and educationalists who thought they were speaking for the general 

public.  Documentary realism was the chosen trade mark and John Grierson 

and his 'movement' were nominated, by themselves and others, to represent 

it as a specifically British response to a threatened form of culture.  The 

growth of non-fiction films, entertainment features embodying 'realist' 

ideology or aesthetics, alternative forms of exhibition and peripheral 

                                                            
100 Daily Film Renter, 5 September 1949, p. 5. 
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discourses such press criticism and Penguin Film Review was cited by the 

intelligentsia (the same individuals, in many cases, who had been active in 

the minority film culture of the 1930s) as proof that mainstream film 

audiences had been converted to the idea of a 'quality' cinema in their realist-

nationalist definition of the word. 
 

But although the immediate post-war years saw a quantitative expansion in 

all of these products and the ideas which went with them, it was a short-lived 

one.  As the military and economic conflicts in which Britain had been 

involved receded, so did the need for a film culture that had been intended 

primarily to represent them.  Manvell and Lejeune may have hoped that 

documentary realism would become a dominant symbol of British cinema in 

the long term, but they were overtaken by events. 
 

The production industry in the late 1940s began to address a very different 

set of priorities, stimulated by an unprecedented level of capital investment 

and a desire on the part of its owners to create a sustainable export market.  

In short, the beginnings of the industry destined to produce Star Wars at 

Pinewood and Alien at Shepperton, not the anticedents of This Week and 

Panorama.  Yet the latter can also be found, initially, in post-war British 

cinema, and in the following chapters I will examine why this is the case and 

the range of films which contributed to it. 
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2. 'Journalistic 
sensitivity and 
showmanship': The 
Newsreel and its 
Audience in post-
war Britain 

 
 
 
 
 

"After five years of war the cinema public could do with more than ten 
minutes of this kind of thing…" 

 

There is a scene in Passport to Pimlico in which a group of 'evacuated' children 

visit a news theatre in Central London, where a Gaumont-British newsreel is 

recounting the story of their experiences.  Though fictitious, this film within a 

film reveals a lot about how newsreel production had evolved during the 

previous two decades.  The commentator E.V.H. Emmett was instantly 

recognisable as the voice of Gaumont-British from 1930 until the end of the 

war (he subsequently became a producer at Ealing, hence his presence in 

Passport to Pimlico), and also a high-profile public figure who played a 

significant role in the development of commentary styles.  The dominance of 

his personality lead the critic Helen Fletcher to remark that Emmett was "just 

about the only star name the newsreels ever made."1

 

It was not only his voice which Emmett had used to make Gaumont-British 

the most successful of the five national newsreels produced in Britain.  He 

also wrote his own commentaries and was closely involved in the editing 

process, which, as Luke McKernan has argued, gave the films he made a 

                                                            
1 Sunday Graphic, 17 September 1950. 
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sense of immediacy and accessibility to their audiences that the opposition 

lacked.2
 

The techniques used by Emmett and his colleagues bear little relation to those 

of modern television journalism.  The most important narrative device was of 

course the commentary, spoken with a tone that had to be authoritative yet 

benign, and at a pace which was able to convey detailed information within 

strict time limits.  To achieve this, commentators spoke at up to three times 

the average rate of delivery and used a number of rhetorical devices such as 

simile, metaphor, alliteration and onomatopœia to deliver their message.  

Commentaries were the most important textual element within a sound 

newsreel, not least because they were often the only element that was specific 

to the event being described.  As the editor of Pathé News wrote in 1948, 

"there must be no 'ifs' and 'buts', no sugary, old-world phrases.  At least this 

gives the reel precision and character."3

 

The visuals often consisted mainly of library material, or 'stock shots', where 

constraints of time or money prevented the required live footage from being 

obtained.  By the end of the war, the newsreel companies' libraries had 

become so large that, as one technician observed, feature-length 

documentaries were being constructed from their contents.  His description 

of the resulting 'compilation films' is worth quoting as it could equally well 

serve to define the traditional newsreel: 
 

It consists wholly or mainly of shots selected from various sources edited to 
form an impressionistic interpretation of the ideas expressed in the 

commentary of the film.4

 

The other key constituent of the cinema newsreel was the music track.  Its 

purpose varied from scene to scene, in some cases serving merely to provide 

continuity between spoken sentences, whilst in others seeking to define the 

atmosphere of a sequence through changes of harmony and counterpoint 

(for example, a slow march for a state funeral, or a waltz for a fashion show).  

Occasionally a specific piece of music, possibly a national anthem, might be 

used to provide additional information or make an ideological statement.  It is 

in the use of music that the newsreels came closest to the techniques of 

                                                            
2 Programme note by Luke McKernan for a screening of G[aumont]-B[ritish] News no. 592, 31 
August 1939, at the National Film Theatre, London, 3 October 1996. 
3 G. CLEMENT CAVE, "Newsreels must find a new policy", Penguin Film Review no. 7 (September 
1948), p. 7. 
4 "Technical Notes", Penguin Film Review no. 5 (January 1948), p. 20. 
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fictional feature films, although the production methods employed were very 

different.  Whilst a feature film, made over a period of months or even years, 

would have a specially written score, often written and performed by 

prominent musicians, speed was the raison d'être of the newsreels, and thus 

libraries of pre-recorded music were built up and material introduced at the 

editing stage. 
 

Although the music was not performed live, the ideas behind this process 

were, technically speaking, very much like those used by silent film 

accompanists.  The music track was produced by technicians, not performers, 

and the music for a ten-minute reel was often assembled in as little as two 

hours.  However crude this may seem, it would appear that newsreel music 

played its part efficiently in the final product as seen by the public: 
 

...in the hands of a good technician, it can, nevertheless, add greatly to the 
impact behind a newsreel story, and British newsreels have maintained a 
high standard in the use of library music which, considering the time factor 
involved, has been used with restraint and good taste to combine with 
smooth editing and first-class camerawork in producing a consistently 

satisfactory item in our motion picture entertainment.5

 

The most pertinent remark which Huntley makes is that newsreels were just 

that: an item of entertainment.  The combination of commentary, image and 

music (in that order of importance) which formed the unique style of the 

newsreels had, by the end of the war, been evolved into a tried and tested 

formula that audiences accepted as part of the cinema-going experience.  

What is more, they were the only non-fiction films ever to be so accepted on 

this sort of scale. 
 

The documentary, with its Reithian connotations of education and 

pretensions to academic argument, had been fiercely rejected by exhibitors, 

ostensibly on behalf of their patrons, from the time of its emergence until the 

eventual demise of the Crown Film Unit in 1952.  The magazine film, despite 

a brief renaissance in the late 1940s with the series This Modern Age and World 

in Action, failed to achieve a lasting impact or to secure theatrical distribution 

on a comparable scale to that of the newsreels.6  And the perceived trend 

toward realism in Britain's film studios, celebrated by critics who cited 

examples such as Millions Like Us (1943, Launder and Gilliat) or the 

dramatised documentary The Way We Live (1946, Jill Craigie - discussed in 
                                                            
5 JOHN HUNTLEY, British Film Music (London, 1947), p. 135. 
6 A notable exception being The March of Time, which, being a magazine film, falls outside the scope 
of this discussion.  The March of Time British unit is discussed in chapter 3. 
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chapter 4) were associated primarily with a cultural movement that fell apart 

in the late 1940s as a result of reduced state support, the re-establishment of 

Hollywood studios in the UK exhibition market, and the weakening of the 

film industry caused by general economic conditions. 
 

Amid these unsuccessful attempts to create a sustained economic platform for 

the 'realist' film culture, newsreels continued to be released to virtually every 

cinema in the country on Mondays and Thursdays without fail, until the 

newsreel industry underwent retrenchment in the late 1950s.  This was 

primarily because they were designed as entertainment, and whatever 

political or cultural agenda may have been behind each item, they were 

presented in a way that the mainstream cinema customer could readily 

understand and empathise with.  Complex ideological arguments were not 

represented as a sort of filmic debating society, à la Grierson, but treated often 

in an openly partisan way, with unsubtle imagery in pursuit of a dramatic 

conclusion to the narrative.  Thus Hitler's entry into Prague is introduced by 

an intertitle, 'The Crucifixion of Czechoslovakia', and described by Emmett as 

follows: 
 

"Once again the rattle of a German army on the march echoes through 
Europe.  Where that march may end, no-one can foretell, but here before our 
eyes unfolds the drama of a nation dying.  At Munich, the Führer gave his 
word that he wanted no more land in Europe.  These pictures show you 

what his words are worth."7

 

The scene concludes with Emmett urging the spectator to volunteer for 

national service, quoting Chamberlain's belief that Hitler was "attempt[ing] to 

dominate the world by force." 
 

This is a striking example of the newsreel technique of direct address to the 

audience within commentary texts ("here before our eyes...", "These pictures 

show you what his words are worth") through the simple expedient of 

avoiding the third person wherever possible.  The average British filmgoer 

would not have cared whether or not the sequence which followed really did 

show Nazi troops invading Czechoslovakia; it was the message, simple and 

straightforward, but at the same time vivid and exciting, that counted.  A 

survey of children attending the cinema in 1938 found that 88% "dislike 

dictators", and, if these sentiments can be taken as representative of the 

                                                            
7 G-B News no. 545, January 1939.  Commentary text quoted in NICHOLAS PRONAY, "British 
Newsreels in the 1930s: Their Policies and Impact", History, no. 57 (February 1972), p. 72. 
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population as a whole, then Gaumont-British's coverage of the invasion of 

Czechoslovakia was remarkably accurate in its assessment of public opinion.8
 

It is appropriate, therefore, that the newsreel audience in Passport to Pimlico 

greet the appearance of their hero with loud applause, and Emmett's 

assertion that their Blitz-stricken suburb had recovered "like a phoenix from 

the ash-cans" with derision.  At its best, the newsreel offered an imaginative 

but accessible version of current affairs.  At its worst, it descended into trivia 

and jingoistic clichés that have been so memorably pastiched by comedians 

such as Harry Enfield. 
 

The popularity of the newsreels, coupled with their producers' ability to 

present subjects far more quickly than any other form of cinema could, 

created an industrial and institutional context that was as unique as their 

style or content.  By mutual consent of the Government, the film industry 

and the local authorities under whose jurisdiction cinemas operated, 

newsreels were never subject to the system of regulation administered by the 

British Board of Film Censors.  In fact, newsreel production companies did 

not have any system of regulation or umbrella organisation until the 

establishment of a trade body, the Newsreel Association (NRA), in November 

1937,  its objects being: 
 

To promote and protect the interests, welfare and business of associates 
engaged in the production and distribution of cinematograph films depicting 
current events, known as Newsreels, and to bring about and maintain co-

operation between them.9

 

The NRA came into being at an opportune moment, and subsequently 

became a key player in a section of the industry, which, with the outbreak of 

the Second World War, went from being the only one that was (in theory) 

exempt from censorship to what was arguably the most heavily regulated 

area of film production, almost overnight. 
 

Despite the absence of formal censorship until the war, newsreel producers 

did not necessarily have carte blanche to express their own editorial agenda in 

the same way that proprietors of newspapers were used to doing (although 

this analogy was frequently used by newsreel editors in response to 

accusations of political bias).  Newsreels were hired to cinemas, unlike 

                                                            
8 Today's Cinema, 2 November 1938, p. 48. 
9 Kinematograph Year Book, 1942, quoted in JAMES BALLANTYNE (ed.), Researcher's Guide to British 
Newsreels (London, 1983), p. 85. 
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newspapers which were sold directly to the public.  As Richards has pointed 

out, exhibitors sought to avoid controversy at all costs, and maintained with 

remarkable consistency that their customers sought a form of entertainment 

devoid of any propaganda.10

 

Anecdotal evidence exists to suggest that cinema audiences were extremely 

sensitive to what they perceived as political propaganda.  In a parliamentary 

debate on press and film censorship moved by the Liberal MP Geoffrey 

Mander, reference was made to the March of Time documentary 'Inside Nazi 

Germany', which had been heavily cut by the British Board of Film Censors 

(BBFC), on the grounds that: 
 

The cinemagoing public in England seek amusement, not political guidance 
from the screen, and are quite likely to resent such guidance if it comes from 

an alien source [i.e. America].11

 

Although the democratising influence of the war as described by Addison 

and others (see chapter 1) resulted in greater tolerance of overtly partisan 

newsreel coverage relating to war issues (hence the Gaumont-British 

coverage of the invasion of Czechoslovakia), where other political subjects 

were concerned, newsreel editors had to be very careful to avoid controversy.  

This attitude, a response to both public opinion and political pressure, 

continued right through the war.  In Ireland, for example, a newsreel of the 

Victory Parade was seen as a provocative statement of British nationalism, 

and its exhibition precipitated a full-scale riot causing extensive damage to a 

Dublin cinema.12

 

Newsreel producers, therefore, had to tread very carefully, balancing the 

editorial independence which they claimed through association with print 

media, whilst acknowledging the sensitivities of exhibitors and audiences.  

Gerald Sanger, editor of British Movietone, wrote in Sight and Sound of the 

dangers involved if newsreels were to depart from the principles of objective 

reporting:  
 

The Liberty of the Press should be sustained in its extension to the newsreels 
and the film industry - exhibitors as well as renters and distributors - should 
back the Newsreel Association to the hilt in maintaining the principle 
inviolate.  But editors of newsreels should recognise those limitations 
involved in their medium which should not affect newspapers.  They should 

                                                            
10 JEFFREY RICHARDS, The Age of the Dream Palace (London, 1984), pp. 64-66. 
11 BBFC, Scenario Reports, 1938/19 (15 February 1938); held in the Special Collections Division, 
British Film Institute Reference Library, London. 
12 Evening Standard, 17 July 1946. 
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be very, very sure that they are right before they depart from the objective 

principle.13

 

It is significant that, a year after the war ended, newsreel producers were 

publicly reserving the right to produce 'subjective' items at their own 

discretion, and I shall discuss this point in greater detail below.  Reverting 

briefly to the 1930s, and the combination of pressure by exhibitors and 

whatever informal censorship was brought to bear from official quarters 

resulted in the typical newsreel consisting of fashion shows, society weddings 

and sporting events, interspersed with the occasional train crash or 

shipwreck, described by the Movietone cameraman Paul Wyand in his 

autobiography as "an indigestible hotch-potch of such tumult and trivia."14  It 

was less usual, as with the Czechoslovakia material, for newsreel producers to 

risk a politically contentious item, and, as Sanger put it, being "very, very sure 

that they are right" meant ensuring that their locus standi was acceptable to 

exhibitors and the public.  Quite apart from the sensibilities of audiences, the 

medium itself was technically less suited to discursive applications than the 

printed press, as E.M. Thurtle, Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Minister 

of Information, argued in the House of Commons: 
 

However, [...] I dislike the intrusion of politics into newsreels, which offer 
little scope for genuine discussion.  In journalism there is always an 

opportunity to make a reply to polemics, but in newsreels there is not.15

 

But the outbreak of war provided a context in which newsreels became an 

essential source of information for what was the single most important event 

in everyday British life, and also, of course, a central part of the Government's 

propaganda campaign.  It had far-reaching implications for the newsreel's 

attempt to redefine itself in peacetime, not least that comprehensive 

emergency restrictions would remain in place until 1950.  World War II 

largely redefined the British newsreel and the expectations of its audience, as  

Roger Manvell suggests: 
 

During the war, partly by the fine efforts of their staff cameramen and the 
liberal provision of service material, the newsreels became eloquent visual 
records of notable war events.  No one present will forget the scenes on the 
cinema-screen as Europe was gradually liberated, and the emotion felt by 

British audiences.16

 
                                                            
13 G.F. SANGER, "Propaganda and the Newsreel", Sight and Sound, vol. 15, no. 59 (Autumn 1946), 
p. 80. 
14 PAUL WYAND, Useless If Delayed (London, 1959), p. 47. 
15 395 HC Deb. 5 s., col. 1558, 15 December 1943. 
16 ROGER MANVELL, Film (3rd ed., London, 1950), p. 92. 

62 



The Newsreel and its Audience in Post-War Britain 

That having been said, it must be remembered that military conflict was 

particularly suited to newsreel coverage.  It was an essentially visual act, and 

the rapid pace at which wars tended to develop enabled producers to exploit 

their ability in processing and editing material very quickly.  The 

romanticised impression, deliberately cultivated by distributors and 

publicists, of cameramen performing superhuman feats of ingenuity to film 

the Derby or a royal wedding, then rushing through the streets with tins of 

exposed negative bearing the legend 'useless if delayed' (from which Wyand's 

autobiography derives its title) was easily adaptable to the exigencies of a 

battlefield.  Furthermore, there was little risk of contentious political 

arguments of the sort that were frowned upon by the Ministry of Information 

getting in the way.  Gaumont-British, reinforcing their reputation as the 

newsreel which tackled 'hard' stories, realised this in 1937 when they took the 

decision to invest considerable resources in filming the Spanish Civil War,17 

and with their coverage of Munich and the subsequent deterioration in 

Anglo-German relations. 
 

Like the rest of the film industry, the content of newsreel production came 

under the control of the Ministry of Information (MOI), formed immediately 

after the declaration of war on 3 September 1939.  This immediately created a 

paradoxical situation which the MOI and newsreel chiefs would grapple with 

throughout the first two years of the conflict.  Unlike their documentaries, 

commissioned directly as Government productions, or their propagandist 

feature films, which, although theoretically produced by the entertainment 

film industry, could effectively be legislated into existence, the newsreel 

companies were autonomous commercial concerns which had access to a vast 

distribution and exhibition infrastructure, one which the Ministry regarded as 

vital for propaganda purposes. 
 

The MOI had two options: to secure the co-operation of the newsreel 

industry or to nationalise it.  The latter would have been politically 

contentious, given that successive governments had been accused of trying to 

censor newsreels informally,18 and would have seemed uncomfortably like 

                                                            
17 For a full account, see ANTHONY ALDGATE, Cinema and History: British Newsreels and the Spanish 
Civil War (London, 1979), passim. 
18 Most spectacularly in the Mander debate, during which he accused the Home Secretary of being a 
"sort of propaganda minister" in his dealings with the newsreels (342 H.C. Deb. 5 s., col. 1267); see 
also ANTHONY ALDGATE, "1930s Newsreels: Censorship and Controversy", Sight and Sound, vol. 46, 
no. 3 (Summer 1977), pp. 154-157. 
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Nazism.19  Not surprisingly, the politicians and civil servants charged with 

formulating official information policy chose to cultivate the newsreel 

producers.  On 19 January 1940, a senior official at the MOI wrote to the 

Minister, Sir Kenneth Clark, stressing the need to avoid direct censorship, as 

"voluntary good behaviour is notoriously very much more valuable than 

enforced good behaviour."  Furthermore, he added: 
 

We need the co-operation of the Newsreel Companies, more, possibly, than 

that of any other branch of the cinema industry.20

 

It is interesting to note, in the light of later developments, that, during the 

opening months of the conflict, newsreels were regarded as being of the 

greatest relevance to the Ministry's war effort.  In the Films Division's first 

general plan of operations, documentary films for non-theatrical distribution 

were regarded as "of comparatively minor importance", but the scale of the 

audience reached by newsreels was such that they should be were to be 

given the highest priority, and possibly even doubled or tripled in length.21  

If we are to believe the contributors to Documentary News Letter, this is 

certainly not the way things turned out, and there is evidence to suggest that 

the Government's plans met with resistance on the part of production 

companies. 
 

As far as they were concerned, the first effects materialised on 10 September 

1939, when the Minister of War issued an order prohibiting any filming of the 

armed forces on grounds of national security.  Following discussions between 

the MOI, the NRA and the War Office, a compromise was reached whereby 

the latter would supply footage shot by forces cameramen on request to any 

company affiliated to the NRA.  But this system soon ran into difficulties 

when producers reported that material obtained under the scheme was of 

such poor quality it was unusable, and by October they were "complaining 

bitterly" about the arrangements.22  The MOI backed the newsreels, and 

again rejected the idea of bringing them under direct state control.23

 

                                                            
19 This was in fact the Nazis' chosen solution: in September 1940 Goebbels issued a decree merging 
Germany's four newsreels to form a single Deutsche Wochenschau, which operated until the end of the 
war. 
20 P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], London, INF 1/195, Sir Edward Villiers to Sir Kenneth Clark, 19 
January 1940. 
21 PRO INF 1/194, undated, probably autumn 1939. 
22 Ibid., "Confidential Report" to Sir Joseph Ball, 3 October 1939. 
23 Ibid., minute, 10 October 1939. 
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The system that eventually oversaw production for the duration of the war 

was known as the rota system, administered by a joint MOI-NRA committee 

which met weekly.  Under its provisions, cameramen employed by the 

newsreel companies were pooled, and the Ministry made the necessary 

arrangements for filming war stories (such as clearances and transport 

facilities) with other departments and the armed forces.  Any film taken was 

to be made freely available for use in the other newsreels and in MOI 

documentaries, together with material shot by services cameramen. 
 

Again, this was accepted with reluctance, being seen by the newsreel 

companies as having a detrimental effect on quality and stifling competition.  

Sir Gordon Craig, managing editor of British Movietone, wrote to Clark 

demanding that the system be abolished,24 and many independent 

commentators suspected that it amounted to censorship through the back 

door, once again analogising newsreels with the printed press.  When, in 

October 1942, the MOI accused British Paramount of breaching the rota 

system, G.T. Cummins, Paramount's editor and director, denounced it as 

"utterly pernicious", and condemned the "dictatorship of the Films 

Division."25  The episode prompted a Manchester Guardian correspondent to 

remark: 
 

On account of this [the rota system] screen news bears the stamp of 
Government issue, with which eventually the suggestion of propaganda is 
bound to become associated. [...] The press would not tolerate any such 
restriction as is apparently being considered in connection with news 

reels.26

 

Faced with being denied access to war footage, Paramount quickly relented.  

But the affair had aired the newsreel producers' grievances in public and had 

once again highlighted the extent to which they were subject to official 

control.  In the face of this criticism, the Ministry argued that they only 

regulated the supply of unedited footage, and that such matters as editing 

and the scripts of commentaries were left entirely to the discretion of 

producers.  Moreover, the newsreels had voluntarily pooled footage of events 

such as football matches during peacetime without any suggestion of 

restrictive practice.27  But despite Brendan Bracken's assertion that "there is 

no question of denying freedom to the news-reel companies" in a written 
                                                            
24 PRO INF 1/195, 28 March 1940. 
25 Manchester Guardian, 24 October 1942. 
26 Manchester Guardian, 28 October 1942. 
27 PRO INF 1/195, Colonel Bromhead to Clark, 10 April 1940: "The remedy for the newsreels 
would be enough shots made to give a wealth of selection." 
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Commons answer,28 the MOI remained under pressure from producers and 

the public throughout the duration of the war. 
 

Although controversy surrounding the rota system festered on, it was soon 

overshadowed by the imposition of further constraints, emanating from a 

different branch of the Government and involving a hitherto unconcerned 

and far more influential section of the film industry than the NRA.  In the 

spring of 1943, the Board of Trade decided it was necessary to restrict the 

amount of film stock used for the production of newsreel release prints. 
 

Unexposed 35mm film stock was the one essential raw material needed in 

every stage of the production process, for the cameras on location, the 

intermediate material (fine grain positives and so on) made by laboratories, 

and finally for the release prints shown in cinemas.  The problem facing 

Britain's wartime film-makers was that every last foot had to be imported 

from the United States.  The Kodak and Ilford factories near London only 

'manufactured' stock in sense that they produced the photosensitive 

emulsion which forms a photographic image.  The nitrocellulose base on 

which the emulsion is supported had never been produced in this country, 

and, as all European sources were under enemy control, it thus became one 

of the numerous commodities for which the Allied merchant navies did battle 

with Admiral Doenitz's U-boats. 
 

For the Board of Trade, charged with overseeing the domestic consumption 

of imported goods and raw materials, it was important to reduce the 

consumption of stock as much as possible, and, from that point of view, 

newsreels were the biggest offenders.  Although feature films were far by far 

the longest item in a typical cinema programme (typically consuming 8,000 to 

10,000 feet per print), it did not matter if a period of months elapsed between 

a film opening in the West End of London and reaching the independent, 

provincial cinemas at the bottom of the exhibitors' pecking order.  On the 

basis of bi-weekly programme changes, 40 prints of a feature film29 (or 

320,000-400,000 feet of stock) would be sufficient to cover Britain's 4,700 

                                                            
28 386 HC Deb. 5 s., written answers col. 232, 20 January 1943. 
29 Ernest W. Fredman (alias 'Tatler'), managing editor of the Daily Film Renter, suggests a typical 
figure of 40 prints for the UK distribution of a typical entertainment feature (Daily Film Renter, 30 
April 1945, p. 4). 
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cinemas within a year,30 and in any case there were many different feature 

films available to cinemas at any given time. 
 

As far as newsreels were concerned, time was of the essence, there were only 

five of them, and any exhibitor who could afford it would take his newsreel 

on the day it was released.  Whilst no reliable figures exist prior to the 

imposition of Board of Trade restrictions, if every exhibitor were to take a 

newsreel on this basis, then, assuming a figure of 4,700 cinemas and 10 

minutes (875 feet) per issue, film stock consumption by newsreels would 

amount to 4,115,500 feet for every change of programme, or 427,700,000 feet 

per annum, compared to only 320,000-400,000 feet for an entertainment 

feature to reach a similar audience over the same period of time.  Therefore, 

in spite of the newsreel occupying only 10 minutes out of a three-hour 

programme, its producers were by far the largest consumers of print stock.  

Thus, in a curious turn of fate, the newsreel's greatest commercial and 

propagandist asset - speed - was also its worst handicap. 
 

It was not until early 1943 that rumours began circulating in Wardour Street 

to the effect that Board of Trade measures to reduce stock consumption were 

imminent.  They duly materialised on 27 March in the form of Statutory 

Instrument no. 430, the Cinematograph Film (Control) Order, 1943, after 

protracted negotiations involving the NRA, the Board of Trade and the 

Cinematograph Exhibitors' Association (CEA).31  Its objective was to limit 

overall stock consumption to 75% of the amount used during the 1942-43 

financial year.  The main provision as far as entertainment features were 

concerned was to divide the London release circuit from two zones into 

three, thus increasing the usage of each print.  For newsreels, limits were 

placed both on the number of prints that could be made and on the length of 

each issue (this was initially set at 700 feet, or 7 minutes and 47 seconds). 
 

This marked a departure from previous forms of Government intervention in 

that, for the first time, the co-operation of exhibitors, traditionally the most 

militant sector of the film industry, was essential if the plan were to succeed.  

The Government's record in dealing with them was not encouraging.  In the 

preceding decade the CEA had seen off Grierson's attempt to educate the 

masses and then joined forces with American producers in exerting a 

                                                            
30 There were 4,671 cinemas in 1940 and 4,703 in 1945; see PATRICIA PERILLI, "Statistical Survey of 
the British Film Industry", J. CURRAN and V. PORTER (eds.), British Cinema History (London, 1983), 
p. 375. 
31 Board of Trade Journal, 27 March 1943, pp. 118-119. 
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considerable amount of influence over the final shape of the 1938 Films Act.32  

Furthermore, the system under which official documentaries were shown in 

the cinemas was an entirely voluntary agreement between the MOI and the 

CEA,33 one that could easily be jeopardised by a deterioration in relations 

between the CEA and any other branch of the Government.  From the 

evidence available, it would seem that no significant opposition was 

expressed by exhibitors to the new feature film arrangements (despite the fact 

that cinemas in the London area, by virtue of having larger auditoria and 

higher admission prices, were the most lucrative in the country) as the 

economies of scale which applied to entertainment features were not time-

specific in the unique way that those affecting newsreels were.  This is best 

demonstrated by the fact that the major criterion in determining the rental 

charge for a newsreel was its age. 
 

The exhibitors, then, clearly had to be handled with care in the matter of 

newsreels.  Statutory instrument no. 430 was implemented through a model 

contract drawn up by the NRA and the CEA, under the terms of which 

newsreels would henceforth be supplied to cinemas.  The 'supplementary 

contract', as it was termed, aimed to reduce consumption of up to 300 prints 

per issue by requiring cinemas in a given area to 'cross over' (in other words, a 

newsreel print would be taken from one cinema to another in a given locality 

during the projection of a feature film), thus sharing a single copy between a 

number of venues.  In order to achieve the maximum circulation, exhibitors 

could be required to take a newsreel from a company he had not previously 

dealt with, and, in some cases, to go back from a 3-day to a 6-day booking.34  

More importantly, once signed, an exhibitor could not pull out of a contract 

until such time as the order was rescinded, which effectively meant that if a 

cinema wished to show a newsreel at all, it had to continue showing the same 

one indefinitely. 
 

One major concession extracted by the CEA was that rental prices were fixed 

(ostensibly to reflect the lower cost of film stock and transport), and clause 1 

(e) of the contract stated that they could only be raised, by authorisation of 

the CEA-NRA committee, if the price of film stock increased or as the result of 

force majeure (unforeseen circumstances constituting legal grounds for 

                                                            
32 MARGARET DICKINSON and SARAH STREET, Cinema and State (London, 1985), pp. 89-102. 
33 THE ARTS ENQUIRY, The Factual Film (London, 1947), pp. 75-76. 
34 Today's Cinema, 27 April 1943, pp. 3 & 12. 
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cancelling a contract).35  Despite this carrot, supplementary contracts met 

with a hostile response from cinema owners, who alleged that distributors 

had threatened to withdraw supplies unless new contracts were signed 

before existing ones expired.36  Exhibitors also wondered whether the level 

of public demand for newsreels justified committing themselves to 

supplementary contracts: Kine Weekly's reporter observed that in cinemas 

where newsreels were not shown due to supply problems, "their absence has 

passed without comment from patrons."37

 

When CEA president Henry Simpson addressed an angry gathering of the 

Northern Counties branch on 19 May, his only substantial defence of the new 

arrangements was to hint at the alternatives: 
 

We have avoided the curse of having to play a national newsreel and have 
secured for all our members, and not a favoured few, a supply of newsreels 
at their old costs.  Moreover, the renter cannot increase his price, which is 
again a novelty for a war-time commodity.  The committee, in my opinion, 
has taken a long-sided view in making the frozen conditions as far ahead as 
possible, for, I repeat, as soon as the emergency passes and more film stock is 
available the scheme automatically comes to an end [...] We have up to now 
by the adoption of this scheme avoided any further control of our business 

methods.38

 

During the seven years of their existence, supplementary contracts were to 

prove a major influence in newsreel production and its impact on the British 

public.  The commercial environment in which the pre-war newsreel industry 

had functioned was now suspended both at the production stage, by means 

of the rota system, and at the exhibition end through the use of 

supplementary contracts.  Whatever cinemas were showing newsreels by the 

autumn of 1943 would have to continue doing so until such time as order no. 

430 was rescinded, and therefore another effect of the contracts was that by 

preventing exhibitors from cancelling their newsreel, the Government had 

effectively fixed the size of the audience.  As its critics were quick to observe, 

the Government now exercised a great deal of control over newsreels, as the 

MOI were charged with circulating rota footage, and the Board of Trade 

                                                            
35 This clause is reproduced in R[eport of a] G[eneral] M[eeting] of the C[inematograph] 
E[xhibitors'] A[ssociation], 14 December 1949, p. 3; held in the British Film Institute Reference 
Library, London. 
36 For example, in Today's Cinema, 3 August 1943, pp. 2 & 12, a cinema owner in Devon suggested 
that distributors were using the supplementary contract as a pretext for discriminating against 
independent exhibitors in favour of the circuits, as the latter tended to pay higher rental charges for 
newsreels. 
37 Kinematograph Weekly, 3 June 1943, p. 1. 
38 Kinematograph Weekly, 20 May 1943, pp. 3 & 12. 
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dictated the number of copies that could be printed and how long they could 

be. 
 

Figures dating from just before the abolition of the contracts in 1950 show 

that Gaumont-British and Pathé achieved the widest circulation with 218 and 

204 prints per issue, closely followed by British Movietone with 191.  British 

Paramount and Universal operated on a smaller scale, with just 160 and 158 

prints.39  In this context, the NRA and the CEA conducted ongoing 

campaigns against the rota system and supplementary contracts respectively, 

but the only concessions they gained were occasional ad hoc allocations of 

extra stock for coverage approved by the MOI, the first such occasion being a 

million feet to print film of the D-Day landings.40  The restrictions were also 

attacked by press commentators, one remarking that the public "would 

definitely welcome a much more generous ration" of newsreel footage.41  The 

critic Joan Lester emphasised that the distribution of newsreels "must be 

immediate and complete", suggesting that their positive propaganda value 

had grown, roughly in proportion with the fortunes of the Allied armed 

forces: 
  

As a very special concession the liberation of Paris was permitted an 
additional 300 feet.  Even this was insufficient... Good news is the stuff for 
good morale.  After five years of war the cinema public could do with more 

than ten minutes of this kind of thing.42

 

But the most significant episode of the war in terms of newsreel coverage was 

yet to come, and it was one which would hardly fit Lester's criterion of "good 

news".  On 15 April 1945, the British Second Army, closely followed by 

military cinematographers and Paul Wyand of British Movietone, entered the 

Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in Northern Germany.43  As it became 

clear what had taken place there, the military authorities immediately sought 

to secure footage for use as evidence in war trials and for the 'denazification' 

of German civilians.44  But as initial feelings of shock gave way to a more 

                                                            
39 PRO BT 64/4510 (NRA figures, 4 July 1950).  Given that supplementary contracts had the effect 
of virtually fixing newsreel circulation since 1943, these figures can be taken as a representative 
sample throughout the seven-year period.  
40 Evening News, 8 June 1944. 
41 News Chronicle, 31 August 1944. 
42 News Chronicle, 3 September 1944. 
43 Wyand's account of filming there can be found in Useless if Delayed, pp. 159-167. 
44 A leading article in The Times on 20 April argues that the German population must accept 
collective responsibility for the Holocaust; it elicited responses (23 April, correspondence section) 
suggesing that, to this end, German civillians should be made to watch films of the concentration 
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rational analysis of the nature and extent of the Nazi war crimes, the issue 

inevitably arose of exhibition to the British public.  When American footage 

from Buchenwald, which had been liberated a few days earlier, reached 

London, it was viewed by an Army censor, who reported that: 
 

These films are the most damning and incontrovertible evidence it has been my 
lot to view.  Much of the material is too dreadful for exhibition in a place of 
entertainment (though such exhibition with suitable commentary would be 
salutary).  In my opinion some active action should be taken to ensure that 
these films be shown under official auspices with the widest possible 
coverage.  I also feel that an opportunity should be given to officials and 

members of His Majesty's Government to see them.45

 

There was only one distribution infrastructure which came close to operating 

both "under official auspices" and "with the widest possible coverage", and 

that was the newsreels (a feature-length documentary detailing Nazi 

atrocities was under discussion throughout the summer of 1945 but was 

abandoned when the Americans withdrew support46).  A screening of the 

unedited Buchenwald footage was organised by the MOI for newsreel 

executives on the afternoon of 10 April, and a memo from a senior civil 

servant to Jack Beddington, director of the Films Division, records their 

response: 
 

I took the opportunity yesterday afternoon of seeing this film, together with 
the Principals of the five Newsreel Companies, by whom its reception was 
varied.  Whereas Mr. Cummins [British Paramount] immediately expressed 
the intention of using the material (subject only to the deletion of autopsies), 
Sir Gordon Craig and Mr. Sanger took the view that, pictorially, it was not 
entirely convincing and that, to show pictures unless they were convincing, 
might have a boomerang effect since the public might query the authenticity 
thereof.  Movietone, therefore, do not propose to use the material.  So far as I 
could judge, the other three companies could not make up their mind one 

way or the other.47

  

So, even though a myriad of official controls governed the operation of 

newsreels in wartime Britain, the Ministry of Information felt unable to 

directly require producers to use the concentration camp footage (on paper, 

at least), despite the Army censor's insistence that it be shown as widely as 

possible.  But it was the discovery of Bergen-Belsen, liberated by British 

                                                                                                                                             
camps.  See also CAROLINE MOOREHEAD, Sidney Bernstein: A Biography (London, 1984), pp. 164-
169. 
45 PRO INF 1/636, report by Cecil W.B. Matthews, Army Official Film Censor, 10 April 1945.  
His emphasis. 
46 See correspondence in PRO INF 1/636 and NORMAN LEBRECHT, "Out of the archives: the horror 
film that Hitchcock couldn't bear to watch", Sunday Times, 19 February 1984, p. 5. 
47 PRO INF 1/636, E.T. Adams to Beddington, 11 April 1945. 
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troops rather than Americans, which probably forced the Holocaust to the top 

of the newsreel agenda.  The historian Martin Gilbert offers this explanation: 
 

...for these were not reports of discoveries by other armies in the distant 
corners of the Reich, but of horrors as seen by men from London and 
Manchester, from the Midlands and the North of England, familiar enough 
with the horrors of war by April 1945, but shocked as they never thought 

they could be by the sights that confronted them.48

 

On 25 April, Bracken announced to the House that footage from Belsen and 

Buchenwald would be released by newsreel producers "so far as they find it 

possible to do so" (only Pathé did not release any).49  Later that day an 

official of General Film Distributors (GFD, the Rank Organisation outlet for 

Gaumont-British and Universal) announced that cinemas all over the country 

would show scenes from the camps, varying from 45-second "flashes" to reels 

lasting 10 minutes.50  Two days afterward, private screenings took place of 

the newsreels which were to be released the following Monday, 30 April.  In 

the grand committee room of the House of Commons, MPs saw the films in 

accordance with the Army censor's wishes, whilst British Movietone held a 

private screening for journalists. 
 

Over the weekend, brief descriptions of the Movietone film appeared in 

several newspapers.  The Daily Express emphasised that the sequences "do 

not spare the feelings of filmgoers",51 and the Daily Herald made specific 

reference to shots of a "death wagon loaded with bodies."52  The Daily Mail 

said simply that it was "the most horrible film ever shown on the screen", 

suggesting that Movietone's justification for releasing it was that that the 

events it depicted were so unique that the principle of littera scripta manet was 

not in itself sufficient: 
 

Nothing has been omitted.  The view of those responsible is that the public 
should be able to see in their entirety the uncensored scenes that no one may 

in future doubt or ever forget the evidence of German brutality.53

 

The film itself takes the form of a narrative, based on the tour of Buchenwald 

undertaken by a special parliamentary delegation on 21 April.  The 

commentary, spoken by the Conservative backbench MP Mavis Tate (a 

                                                            
48 MARTIN GILBERT, The Dent Atlas of the Holocaust (London, 1993), p. 230. 
49 410 HC Deb. 5 s., col. 820, 25 April 1945. 
50 News Chronicle, 26 April 1945. 
51 Daily Express, 28 April 1945. 
52 Daily Herald, 28 April 1945. 
53 Daily Mail, 28 April 1945. 
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member of the delegation), is restricted mainly to factual information, and the 

visuals consist of long panning shots rather than the usual fast cutting, the 

intention probably being to stress the authenticity of the footage.  The 

complete sequence of 490 feet forms the penultimate episode of a reel which 

includes the carpet-bombing of Nuremberg, reports of mass-suicides by Nazi 

supporters in Leipzig, "for the Führer", and an interview with Lord 

Vansittart.54  British Paramount and Universal took a similar approach, 

basing their reports on the parliamentary visit.55

 

Gaumont-British decided that the story was of sufficient importance to 

devote their entire issue to the subject, introduced by an intertitle that read 

simply, 'Horror in our time'.56  It was this account which elicited the largest 

volume of press coverage, and, indicative of Emmett's reluctance to water 

down his editorial convictions, consists almost entirely of material shot at 

Belsen.  What is significant is that it was reviewed by film critics (not staff 

reporters) in similar terms to the ones they had used to describe 

documentaries or fictional films addressing political and social issues.  For 

Helen Fletcher in the Sunday Graphic: 
 

I can't find too much praise for the moral courage of the cameramen who 
made themselves make it or for the decorous fury of its noble and reticent 
commentary.  Since it speaks straight to the individual conscience every 

human being who sees it will carry away something different.57

 

An anonymous critic writing in Time and Tide, also described Emmett's 

commentary as "reticent", and concluded that the episode reflected credibly 

on Gaumont-British: 
 

Even during the worst period of anti-Nazi films the twin spectres of Censor 
and Box Office protected us from seeing quite what Nazism really was.  
Nothing in Horror In Our Time protects us.  On the familiar screen we see the 
unfamiliar shapes of naked evil. [...] Yes, cinema has done its most hateful 
job honourably and decently and has provided a record for posterity that 

nothing can expunge.58

 

Similar sentiments were expressed about the role of the cinematographers in 

their work at Belsen and Buchenwald, one commentator stressing that "I 

                                                            
54 British Movietone News, vol. 16, no. 830 (30 April 1945).  The Buchenwald sequence was 
repeated in the following issue. 
55 British Paramount News no. 1478; Universal News no. 1543 (30 April 1945). 
56 G-B News no. 1181 (30 April 1945), 889 feet. 
57 Sunday Graphic, 29 April 1945. 
58 Time and Tide, 5 May 1945.  Nothing, that is, except nitrate decomposition: there are no prints of 
G-B News no. 1181 available for viewing in any major British film archive. 
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should like to praise the moral courage of the camera-men who steeled 

themselves to make it",59 with a London Evening Standard editorial adding: 
 

For the cameramen who had to do their duty, and move among the mounds 
of dead, and the slowly writhing clusters of living dead, this must have been 
the most ghastly assignment of the war.  They have done their work 

unflinchingly, sparing neither themselves nor us.60

 

The same writer also exhorted his readers "not to spare your feelings, but to 

see them".  Whether prompted by the unprecedented level of media attention 

or not, the British public did so en masse.  Early the next morning large queues 

formed outside news theatres in London, consisting, according to the 

Standard's reporter, almost entirely of people who had come specifically to see 

the atrocity newsreels.61  The only controversy surrounding their exhibition 

focused on whether or not they should be shown to children.62

 

In terms of the way the British media reported the discovery of the 

Holocaust, what is most significant in respect of the newsreels is that a group 

of commercial organisations made what was essentially an independent 

decision that their public service function overruled their institutional status 

as a part of the entertainment industry.  Although the Government was 

heavily involved in this process, the decision of Pathé not to release any 

concentration camp footage demonstrates that the MOI was either unable or 

unwilling to compel the newsreel companies to implement its wishes.  Whilst 

it was common knowledge during the war that films were heavily influenced 

by political factors, the decision of newsreel producers to release 

concentration camp footage left them with a degree of respect they had not 

hitherto been able to command.  A Times leader declared that "the news-reel 

companies, in distributing the evidence, are fulfilling a public duty",63 

sentiments which were widely expressed elsewhere.  Critical reactions 

elicited by the actual films confirmed that newsreels had achieved a cultural 

standing which would make it very difficult for the intelligentsia to write 

them off as, in Grierson's words, "dim records of the evanescent and the 

essentially unreal."64
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1938), p. 142. 

74 



The Newsreel and its Audience in Post-War Britain 

A morbid postscript remains to this episode, one which does much to 

illustrate the change in public expectations of the newsreels bought about by 

their coverage of the Holocaust.  On 11 October 1946, Howard Thomas, 

producer-in-chief of the newly relaunched Pathé News, wrote to the editor of 

The Times stating that film of the forthcoming executions of war criminals at 

Nuremberg would be made available.  His subsequent request is worth 

quoting in full, as it constitutes a clear expression of the difficulties faced by 

newsreels in defining their post-war social function: 
 

During the last few years newsreels have screened stories which, in pre-war 
days, would have been considered unsuitable for public exhibition, notably 
the Belsen concentration camp, the dead bodies of Mussolini and Himmler, 
as well as many horrifying war scenes of the destruction of men, women and 
children.  Some members of the public regard it as increasingly the duty of 
newsreels to screen the truth, and not to conceal the terrors of war.  On the 
other hand, many people go to the cinema for recreation and audiences 
include children and adolescents.  Is it our duty to the public, as a news 
organisation, to publish or to suppress this film of the hanging?  It would be 

valuable to have the views of your readers.65

 

To put it another way, should the post-war newsreel seek to build on the 

wartime move toward realism in the cinema as a whole, or did its audience 

seek a return to pre-war banalities?  Whatever the answer, Thomas' plea was 

quickly taken up by reporters who proceeded to solicit prominent public 

figures and the vox populi for a series of feature articles (the Daily Graphic even 

invited its readers to send in a postcard, marked 'Nuremberg', expressing 

their views66).  Typical responses can be found in the Evening Standard, 

whose headline proclaims that 'Goering will be filmed as he dies' and then 

publishes quotes from a Nuremberg judge, a bishop, a film industry 

executive, Lord Vansittart and an ex-army officer.67  All but the latter were 

firmly opposed to the idea, a pattern which is repeated in other such straw 

polls. 
 

What is most notable about the reaction to Pathé's request is that, whilst 

representatives of the establishment such as politicians, religious leaders and 

academics condemned the proposal on moral grounds, many of those 

interviewed who had actually experienced the war, either on active duty or 

the home front, were decidedly enthusiastic.  Set against Sir William Darling 

MP pontificating that "in the last few years we have seen enough of pictures 
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of this character" was Olga Noble-Mathews of Paddington, whose postcard 

asked: 
 

People were not squeamish at watching pictures during the war of men, 
women and children hanging, and worse, as victims of the Nazis.  Why this 
sudden aversion to filming the just hanging of the chief perpetrators of all 

the atrocities?  By all means show the final chapter.68

 

If success is measured in column inches, the establishment won the day.   Of 

the Daily Graphic postcards, 70% were against, editorials were published 

denouncing the suggestion and J. Arthur Rank refused to exhibit such scenes 

in any of his 570 cinemas.  The Daily Telegraph felt that, as far as the newsreels 

were concerned, World War II was the exception which proved the rule: 
 

The general undesirability of displaying such scenes as were recorded at 
Belsen, for instance, held good; but this principle was over-ridden for the 
particular purpose of impressing upon the ordinary man the reality of facts 
so abominable that imagination hardly conceived them without visual 
evidence.  No such reasoning can apply to the execution of Goering and his 
fellows.  No normal person will have doubts about their end or wish to see 
its details.  Only the most degraded or the most vindictive would desire to 

witness the criminals last moments.69

 

The one other dissenting voice came from the secretary of the NRA, who 

asserted that "I am not yet satisfied that the man in the street does not want 

to see the hangings",70 and in any case the affair turned out to be a fulmen 

brutum.  When the inevitable parliamentary question was tabled, Attlee said 

that there had never been any intention to film the executions at all, and 

added that he was "strongly opposed" to the public exhibition of such film.71  

But it is unlikely that Pathé's original request was simply a question of 

whether or not to show Goering on the gallows, and its end result was to 

send a message to the newsreel companies that the issue was far from 

resolved as to if and how they should tackle politically contentious affairs in 

future. 
 

And it was this single issue which dominated the debate over newsreels in 

1945 and 1946.  Had the events of the previous five years conditioned Britain's 

four million weekly cinema attenders to newsreels which routinely covered 

the important political and social issues of the day?  Or was their main 

concern still, as it allegedly always had been, "to get away from the whole 
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nasty business for a couple of hours?"72  If the critics and commentators, if 

pseudo-academics such as Roger Manvell and Paul Rotha, or if the 

polemicists of Penguin Film Review and such institutions as the Socialist Book 

Centre are to be believed, then the newsreel stood on the brink of an 

opportunity to insert itself into the English libertarian tradition of the printed 

press, an idea which their producers had thus far used sporadically and 

inconsistently in the face of what they perceived as unwarranted curtailment 

of their jurisdiction by circumstances outside their control. 
 

In terms of market saturation, the newsreels had justified their existence 

whereas the Documentary Movement, and just about every other form of 

non-fiction cinema, had clearly failed to do so.  By charting the progress of a 

major international conflict as comprehensively as they did, newsreels had 

proven that they were no longer just a trivial adjunct to the entertainment 

industry.  In post-war Britain, the people who made them would find 

themselves charged with describing a social climate far removed from any 

they had ever encountered, whilst at the same time having to cope with a 

system of official restrictions on their activity that had remained intact since 

1943.  The shifting institutional context in which they operated coupled with 

the news events they encountered and the resulting films they produced is 

one of the few areas to remain largely unresearched in what is perhaps the 

most heavily debated decade in British cinema history. 

 

Not surprisingly, the coming of peace bought with it demands from all 

quarters of the film industry (except the Documentary Movement, who 

wanted exactly the opposite) for a scaling-down of Government activity as it 

affected them.  As far as the newsreels were concerned, Pathé's production 

manager wrote that, "in common with other newsreel executives", his 

priorities were the end of stock restrictions and the speedy demobilisation of 

newsreel technicians from the services film units.  Accepting that these 

measures had been necessary in wartime, he continues: 
 

But with the ending of the war, and in fact with the final "all-clear" in 
Europe, there can be little or no justification for many of the restrictions on 
the gathering of news, and filming of countless events or ceremonies, and 

not least, the progress of our new world.73
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The rota system gradually fell rapidly into obsolescence, as did the 

Government department which had administered it, during the summer of 

1945.  Soon after VE-Day, Universal cameraman Ronnie Noble recalled, "we 

were back to real open competition as it had existed between the wars",74 

although even if commercial prerogatives were once more dictating the 

newsreel's content, distribution remained tightly regulated.  The underlying 

issue behind these questions, availability of film stock, was one which the 

CEA began to address in April 1945.  Their target was the MOI, whose 

ongoing production programme had come to be regarded by exhibitors as a 

waste of film.  The Daily Film Renter warned that: 
 

Branches [of the CEA] up and down the country are very critical of stock 
wasted on M. of I. shorts.  Exhibitors feel that there is really no need for a lot 
of the M. of I. films that are being made, and, of course, these food flashes 
and the like are completely un-necessary these days and only use up 
valuable stock. [...] The M. of I. will have to see the light of common sense, 
because the situation is indeed very serious.  Rest assured, the trade itself is 

not taking it lightly.75

 

A joint film industry deputation put their case to the Ministry on 14 May, but 

to no avail, as on 21 May Thurtle told the Commons that Government 

"information films" would not necessarily be scaled down and certainly 

would not be scrapped.  The industry then turned their attention to the 

Board of Trade, which was visited by representatives of the CEA and the 

Kinematograph Renters' Society (KRS) the following week.  All this exercise 

achieved was a noncommittal statement of support which the Daily Film 

Renter dryly observed "could mean anything or nothing", reiterating that "the 

demand for a cut in propaganda films should be put forward with force and 

urgency."76  Then came the general election, causing negotiations to grind to 

a halt throughout June.  
 

The incoming administration was more receptive than its predecessor, 

although the worsening shortage of stock caused it to rule out any 

deregulation for a further year.  The wartime Films Division of the MOI 

wound down its operations following the resignation of Sidney Bernstein on 

27 August 1945, who resumed his pre-war career as one of Britain's leading 

independent exhibitors and a prominent figure within the CEA.  Both 

exhibitors and the NRA continued to campaign against the restriction of 

                                                            
74 RONNIE NOBLE, Shoot First (London, 1955), p. 107.  Similar recollections by Paul Wyand can be 
found in Useless if Delayed, p. 177 ff. 
75 Daily Film Renter, 30 April 1945, p. 4. 
76 Daily Film Renter, 28 May 1945, p. 4. 
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stock, the former pressing for a reduction in official film 'propaganda' through 

the trade papers, whilst the latter took advantage of a visit by American 

newsreel executives in August to draw attention to their grievances.77

 

The Board of Trade, on its part, had to cope with a closure of the UK Kodak 

plant for refurbishment between June and August, with the result that 

virtually all emergency reserves of stock being held in the country were 

exhausted.  This was exacerbated by the failure of an attempt to establish a 

film base factory in Britain using equipment from the occupied Agfa 

laboratories in Germany, as they were situated in American held areas and 

the US authorities refused to hand anything over in the face of objections 

from Kodak.78  As a result of these setbacks, it wasn't until July 1946 that, 

subject only to the retention of a three-zone London release area, the 

manufacture of prints of entertainment features was entirely deregulated.79  

A month later, it was announced that an extra 100 feet per issue would be 

permitted for newsreels, but supplementary contracts were to remain in 

place.80

 

Meanwhile, questions of editorial policy remained unresolved.  Pathé, with 

the approval of the NRA, decided to invite all parties competing in the 

general election to provide a speaker who would be filmed, thus provoking 

an inconclusive controversy, just as their proposal to show the Nuremberg 

hangings would later do.  A CEA General Meeting on 11 July 1945 

condemned the move as a "mistake",81 and a former president later told the 

London and Home Counties Branch that "patrons were not interested in the 

political views of the newsreel people."82  The proprietor of an independent 

cinema in Surrey riposted: 
 

With regard to kinema patrons, I can assure Mr. Speakman that out of many 
hundreds of people with whom I have discussed this question, much interest 
has been shown, and the general opinion is that during the election the 

newsreels have become adult.83

 

This incident is typical of what happened throughout the remainder of the 

decade, as accusations of political bias and, to a lesser extent, censorship, 

                                                            
77 Daily Film Renter, 8 August 1945, p. 4. 
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79 Board of Trade Journal, 6 July 1946, p. 861 & 20 July 1946, p. 935. 
80 Board of Trade Journal, 3 August 1946. 
81 Daily Film Renter, 11 July 1945, p. 3. 
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resurfaced with a vengeance.  But with a guaranteed market deriving from 

the supplementary contracts, producers did not have to be quite so cautious.  

As 1946 wore on, the Battle of the Atlantic, which had lead to the creation of 

statutory instrument no. 430, gave way to an economic crisis that sustained it.  

For newsreel producers, this was a double-edged sword.  Whatever 

operational difficulties it may have imposed, the war had at least provided a 

constant flow of ideal news material, but in the years that followed, Castleton 

Knight of Gaumont-British summed up the situation by lamenting, "What can 

we do when the big story concerns world economics?  You can't film a dollar 

crisis."84

 

But with supplementary contracts ensuring a fixed income, newsreels had the 

confidence to implement major policy changes that would have been 

unheard of before the war.  The Pathé Gazette was relaunched as Pathé News in 

January 1946, its producers seeking to move more towards the structure of a 

magazine film (i.e. less stories per issue, but covered in greater depth).  

Writing in Penguin Film Review two years later, Pathé's managing editor, 

secure in the knowledge that exhibitors were prevented by law from voting 

with their cheque books, contended that his was the only newsreel to have 

made any serious attempt to address the burning political and economic 

issues of the day.  He then severely criticised the prevailing attitude within 

the CEA with regard to controversial subjects in newsreels: 
 

The assessment of news by the criterion of what the exhibitors are supposed 
to want is venal and bad journalism.  Nor do I believe it essential to be 
overawed by this bogey.  The answer is to move forward slowly and to 
demonstrate that audiences have a wider interpretation of the word 

entertainment than is generally supposed.85

 

Sir Gerald Sanger, editor of British Movietone, director of the Daily Mail, 

production adviser to the Conservative and Unionist Film Association and 

pillar of the establishment par excellence took a somewhat different view, 

arguing that the problem was not exhibitors, but rather left-wing politicians 

who happened to disagree with him: 
 

When Sir Ben Smith reduced rations in the Spring, British Movietone News 
published an interview in which he explained why he was doing it.  We also 
included a statement by a dissatisfied housewife.  The side-by-view 
treatment of a controversial topic was according to the objective principle.  
However, it was not regarded as such by vocal protagonists of Sir Ben Smith, 
who took the view that by putting the housewife's statement last we had 
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given her the last word.  The incident excited Miss Jennie Lee, MP, who 
attacked us in the Tribune a few weeks before that lively Labour weekly was 

itself calling for the resignation of Sir Ben.86

 

Castleton Knight also implemented a change of emphasis at Gaumont-British.  

He too moved toward the style of magazine films, but, as the Rank 

Organisation also produced This Modern Age, some form of distinction was 

necessary.  This took the form of supplementing the regular series of G-B 

newsreels with special releases, an early example of which was Victory Parade, 

an extended version of G-B news no. 1298 covering the pageant in London on 

8 June 1946, shot in Technicolor (the conventional newsreel release was in 

black-and-white).87

 

The film illustrates Knight's strategy of substituting debate with spectacle, 

and marked the start of a drastic departure from Emmett's policy of ongoing 

coverage of major political issues.  It was made at a cost of £10,00088 (the Arts 

Enquiry estimated an average budget of £500 per newsreel89), utilised every 

Technicolor camera in Britain and was released following a publicity stunt in 

which a print was flown to New York to be shown at the US première of 

Henry V (1944, Olivier).  The bulk of the film consists of a two sequences in 

which representatives of the various agencies involved in the Allied war 

effort parade past the King and Queen, followed by shots of fireworks over 

the Thames as a male choir sings There'll Always be an England (all the verses, 

presumably to encourage audience participation).  The riot in Dublin is 

perhaps unsurprising, but it is notable that what was ostensibly an ideology-

free account of a national celebration should also elicit criticism of its content 

on political grounds: 
 

Although a little more time is taken over the parade, the general impression 
is not more complete.  Two serious errors of editorial judgement are the 
cutting short of the pipers and a treatment of the infantry almost as insulting 

as that of the BBC's commentary.90

 

Yet, despite this kind of negative scrutiny, there was a sustained attempt to 

build on the public's acceptance of the newsreel as it had existed during the 

war.  In some cases this took the discursive form advocated by Pathé, whilst 

in others potentially controversial developments were made to fit a 
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predetermined ideology intended to offset the sort of objections made by 

exhibitors and the Manchester Guardian.  Thus, when in July 1946 a group of 

squatters occupied a disused army base near Scunthorpe, British Movietone 

filmed the story (something which would have been unlikely before the war).  

The item as released runs 195 feet and starts by emphasising the occupants' 

plight, the commentary stating that they had come to the town on business 

and had been forced to sleep in cinemas since their arrival.  It then cuts to 

medium close-up of the husband: 
 

"My name is James Fielding.  I'm a married man with four children and came 
to Scunthorpe on a job of work and spent many weeks of searching, which 
was fruitless, for accommodation... I found that several of the huts had straw 
in them and that evidently sheep had wandered in, or had been put there by 
neighbouring farmers.  I felt if it was alright for animals to be put in, it was 
much more right that homeless human beings should have them.  We take 
the view that any right-minded man would agree with the action our 

desperation forced us to take."91

 

The piece as a whole, and especially the commentary, depicts Fielding as a 

'plucky Brit' who had taken a justified initiative by providing shelter for his 

family in adverse circumstances, rather than an activist seeking to highlight 

shortcomings in Government housing policy.  When Communists occupied a 

block of flats in Kensington the following month, Movietone were at pains to 

stress that the move was a politically motivated protest.92

 

Writing in 1949, an anonymous contributor to the Oxford-based journal 

Sequence noted with condescension that newsreel coverage of military 

conflicts was typified by "pontifical clichés about refugees, bandits, 

'widespread chaos and suffering' and 'a future in the balance'."93  From this 

we can derive two salient points: firstly, that newsreels covered military 

conflicts on a regular basis at all, and secondly that the author detects on the 

part of their editors an attitude resembling the archetypally superficial, 

apolitical yet 'entertaining' newsreel that exhibitors were alleged to prefer.  

Perhaps the clearest demonstration of these conflicting factors, conditioned as 

they were by the continuing operation of supplemental contracts, can be 

found in newsreel coverage of the first significant military conflict to involve 

British forces after 1945, the Korean War. 
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When, in August 1950, the aircraft carrier Theseus left Plymouth to join a 

United Nations force attempting to expel Communist rebels from South 

Korea, preparations for her departure were filmed by Gaumont-British.  The 

reel carrying the story begins by describing the birth of Princess Anne (89 

feet), in a style epitomising everything which progressive editors and critics 

had come to reject in the newsreel of the 1930s: the commentary states that 

"the whole world rejoiced" at news of the event, that large crowds 

congregated outside Buckingham Palace, illustrated by what is probably stock 

footage, and concludes with an emblematic shot of the Royal Family: 
 

"A proud moment for our King and Queen, representing as the do all that is 
best in British home life, when they welcome their second grandchild to their 

happy family circle."94

 

Next comes a sequence of three short items, consisting of American cross-

channel swimmers, a Council of Europe summit (at which, ironically, 

Churchill was proposed as Europe's first defence minister) and the unveiling 

of a transparent anatomical model of the female body ("so that men can say 

she's the first woman they've been able to see through", 135 feet).  The Korea 

story then follows, occupying over half the reel's total length (422 out of 679 

feet).  It is based around a vivid, idealistic commentary that terms North 

Korean and UN troops 'Reds' and 'the forces of freedom' respectively, starting 

with the arrival of American marines lead by General MacArthur.  Then 

comes the film from Plymouth, which is an interesting example of the textual 

strategies used in 1930s newsreels, and of their application to the ideological 

requirements of exhibitors and audiences in post-war Britain. 
 

It opens with another emblematic shot, this time of a Union flag as the 

camera pans downwards.  A strident military march begins and the 

commentator explains that preparations are underway for the departure of 

Theseus for Korea, whilst a simple montage shows supplies being loaded and 

sailors walking up a gangplank.  At this point the audience is simply being 

told what the images show (or, in the case of stock shots, are intended to 

represent).  The commentary suddenly ceases to be purely descriptive with 

the sentence, "...her guns, still in their weatherproof coverings, will soon, no 

doubt, speak the message of freedom to the Red aggressors", immediately 

followed by the music track with a rallentando, a change of key and two 

phrases of Rule, Britannia played in the dominant minor while the visuals 

show a pallet-load of shells being taken aboard.  A join in the music track 
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then brings it back into the major during an overhead shot of the aircraft 

carrier and, finally, the concluding bars of Rule, Britannia and the Union flag 

again.95  The remaining section of the reel shows American attacks against 

Communist targets. 
 

Gaumont-British's coverage then, takes an unproblematic view of the conflict, 

making a straightforward distinction between allies and opposition, 

presenting an untraumatic account of the fighting in Korea and making no 

reference to any controversy surrounding Britain's involvement (ironic, given 

China's subsequent intervention).  The established textual devices of 

newsreels are used to construct a vivid narrative, through commentaries in 

which opposing forces are given dramatic metaphors and a musical score that 

accentuates shifts of emphasis within and between each sequence.  A 

newsreel, therefore, intended to be acceptable to exhibitors through 

emphasising visual spectacle whilst seeking to avoid political controversy.  

But even this sort of compromise was questioned by one critic, who 

wondered if it genuinely reflected what audiences sought: 
 

This week, pictures of blazing Korean villages, American guns pumping 
shells into the distance and landscapes disintegrated under the onslaught of 
Flying Fortresses were accompanied by a commentary whose hearty gusto 
would have been suitable at a football match. [...] Pictures of British ships 
and other war material being "taken out of moth balls" were described as re-
activation "after the long years of peace"!  From the audience of which I 
made one there arose long, astonished and derisory whistles.  One lady near 
me who, perhaps, had not found five years a long time in which to forget her 
husband, lover or son, said "I can't stand this," and walked out.  She 

expressed, I think, the predominant sentiment in the audience.96

 

Yet again, attempts by the newsreel editors to balance the conflicting 

demands of exhibitors, audiences, the Government and their own desire 

(conditioned, perhaps, by a wider cultural impetus) to expand their remit 

resulted in compromise and a tendency toward caution amid accusations of 

political bias and censorship.  Within five years of the newsreels having 

"fulfilled a public duty" in a way no other medium could have accomplished, 

critics were suggesting that their approach to world affairs had become crass 

and insensitive, a state of affairs reflecting the unique institutional 

circumstances in which newsreels operated between 1945 and the demise of 

supplementary contracts.  As exhibitors were forced to show them, 

progressive editors such as Cave were given the opportunity to redefine the 
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product based on their own perception of public opinion rather than those of 

exhibitors and critics, whilst showmen like Castleton Knight were equally 

able to revert to making films of uncontroversial, 'manufactured' stories, 

concentrating on sports and royalty (albeit with the vastly greater production 

values made possible by the Rank Organisation) and occasional, 

uncomplicated handing of serious news.  But such a situation could not last 

indefinitely. 
 

The fuel crisis arising from the severe winter of 1946-47 revived the debate 

over official control of newsreels on two fronts.  Firstly, the additional stock 

allocation granted to newsreels the previous summer was revoked on 27 

February 1947, restoring the wartime length of 700 feet, and by the time that 

emergency had passed another one had come along, namely the 75% tax 

imposed in August under the 1932 Import Duties Act on all foreign films, a 

side-effect of which was to destabilise the import of raw stock.  Secondly, 

power cuts which hit the country in February gave rise to an incident which 

confirmed the suspicions of many within the CEA that newsreels were 

subject to underhand censorship and had in effect become vehicles for 

political propaganda. 
 

As a result of the power shortage, Pathé and Paramount were unable to print 

copies of their 13 February release, but Movietone made a limited number of 

prints and both the reels distributed by GFD (G-B and Universal) operated a 

virtually normal service.  This lead to an argument within the NRA amid 

suggestions that Movietone, with the backing of 20th Century Fox and 

Viscount Rothermere, and Rank, with his vast commercial infrastructure, had 

been able to pull strings that the other two hadn't.97  When the Board of 

Trade announced that Britain had to reduce stock consumption by 1,500,000 

feet per week, the CEA suggested this might be achieved by halting newsreel 

production altogether,98 a proposal, which, to no-one's surprise, was 

vehemently rejected by both the NRA and the KRS.99  The resulting 

stalemate dragged on throughout 1947 and the spring of 1948, resurfacing 

briefly when it emerged that Rank had obtained exclusive rights to cover the 

Olympics.  In July 1948 Pathé attempted to break the stalemate by 

announcing that it was abandoning supplementary contracts, and that 
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exhibitors would henceforth be able to cancel their contracts or sign new 

ones, subject to print availability. 
 

This move was far less controversial than the publicity it elicited would 

suggest, as exhibitors who cancelled their supplementary contracts with 

Pathé were unable to sign any new ones with the other four, who continued 

to operate the scheme as normal, and it was entirely to be expected when, 

some weeks later, Pathé claimed that their action had caused virtually no 

effect on bookings.  More significantly, it was welcomed by the CEA, who 

concluded that it would add weight to their attempts to persuade the Board 

of Trade to rescind order no. 430.100

 

The eventual demise of the order has its origins in the decision by Sidney 

Bernstein to ban newsreels altogether from the 55 cinemas under his control, 

the culmination of a behind-the-scenes campaign which, according to 

Bernstein's biographer, began as early as the spring of 1947.101  Following 

Pathé's decision he decided to call Movietone's bluff and attempted to 

terminate the contract for one of his cinemas in north London.  Movietone, 

supported by the NRA, promptly sued, and the resulting case dragged on 

until the summer of 1950.102  More recently Bernstein's campaign had 

involved the MP John Foster, who met with Board of Trade officials on his 

behalf in June 1949,103 and subsequently tabled a question to Harold Wilson 

(then president of the Board of Trade) which failed to elicit any indication as 

to when the order might be revoked.104  On 5 July Bernstein issued a 

statement announcing his intention to stop showing newsreels, 

encapsulating the views of exhibitors and critics who had become 

increasingly critical of their content since the war ended.  His charges were 

that: 
 

1. Newsreels, with one exception [Pathé], are of poor quality, lacking the 
sense of journalistic sensitivity and showmanship. 
2. They bore audiences.  In the Bernstein Questionnaire (1946-47), only 41% 

of patrons thought newsreels good.105

3. Newsreels to-day make no contribution to box-office receipts. 
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4. Newsreels show incompetence in production, often are politically biased 
and include outmoded social items. 
5. Newsreels often publicise features controlled by parent companies which 
may be booked to opposition theatres; sometimes they even publicise social 
and political friends. 
6. British newsreels, again with one exception, are inferior to American and 

some Continental newsreels.106

 

Bernstein had chosen his moment carefully.  The CEA had become 

increasingly vocal in their opposition to the contracts, as it had recently 

become apparent that large quantities of stock were being exported from the 

UK to sterling area countries,107 thus proving, suggested Bernstein, that 

limiting domestic stock consumption was no longer a necessary austerity 

measure.  Shortly before his decision, the film industry magazine Impact had 

published an article by an American TV news cameraman accusing the NRA 

of operating a monopoly by surreptitiously reintroducing a rota system and 

restricting membership to the existing 'big five' companies, a view shared by 

the Association of Cine-Technicians.108  An anonymous ACT member 

subsequently wrote a leader in Tribune praising Bernstein's stance and 

denouncing the political bias of newsreels which he argued was characterised 

by "veiled innuendoes, pointed omissions and the glamourisation of 

Churchill and prominent Tories."109  The proprietors of Tribune concurred: 
 

Are the political friends of Mr. Sanger, who, according to Sidney Bernstein, 
he has been publicising, all fully paid-up members of the Labour Party?  
Believe that and the names of the editors of this magazine are Humphrey 

Bogart and Lauren Bacall.110

 

In the following weeks another chain of 14 news cinemas in Yorkshire and a 

number of independents followed Bernstein's lead and cancelled their 

newsreels, no doubt encouraged by the remarks of trade press columnists 

such as this one: 
 

Sidney Bernstein, with his vigorous criticism, is only saying what many an 
independent has said for a long, long time - and if the newsreel companies 

are wise they will take heed of his statement...111

 
                                                            
106 Film Industry, 14 July 1949, p. 4. 
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Another widely held belief was that the BBC Television Newsreel had 

become superior in quality to anything that NRA members could offer.  

Before the war, the BBC had televised the Gaumont-British and Movietone 

newsreels, but after Television broadcasts resumed in June 1946 relations 

between the BBC and the film industry deteriorated.  One specific area of 

contention was the televising of Central Office of Information (COI, formerly 

the MOI) shorts that had been shown in cinemas under the COI-CEA 

monthly release agreement (see chapter 5), but there was also a general belief 

among distributors and exhibitors that TV broadcasts of any material shown 

in cinemas jeopardised the cinema exhibition industry.  In 1948 the BBC 

reported that "…the televising of films [during 1947] was still hampered by 

the ban on newsreels and most British and American feature films."112  On 5 

January 1948 the BBC broadcast its first Television Newsreel, produced by a 

unit that was very similar in terms of manpower and organisation to those of 

the cinema newsreels.  The main difference was that as only one print was 

needed for transmission, production costs were lower, news could be 

broadcast more quickly and the BBC were entirely unaffected by 

supplementary contracts.113  The advantage in production values that this 

gave them did not go un-noticed by Bernstein and his colleagues:  the BBC 

apparently received and rejected three offers, including one from Bernstein, 

to book their newsreel into cinema circuits.114  The main reason why the film 

and television industries had become competitors in a way that they were not 

before the war had a lot to do with the rapidly increasing popularity of 

television: 61,000 TV licenses had been issued by August 1948,115 rising to 

885,000 by June 1951.116

 

Meanwhile the CEA stepped up its campaign by balloting the branches on 

whether supplementary contracts should be scrapped and with another 

parliamentary question, to which Wilson replied that withdrawal of the order 

was contingent on restricting domestic consumption of stock "in order to 

satisfy export demands."117  In other words, the Board of Trade had 

indicated that their position was negotiable.  The CEA then suffered a setback 

when the results of its survey showed that only a "limited number" of 
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exhibitors had replied and those who had were split over the issue.  The 

General Council was thus forced to drop the matter, "until some fresh 

happening really affecting the issue" were to arise.118  This was not long in 

coming, for in December the NRA notified them of a proposed 20% increase 

in rental charges to cover increased stock costs (probably caused by the recent 

devaluation of the pound).  As far as the CEA membership was concerned, 

this was the straw that broke the camel's back and there followed an tense 

general meeting at which one speaker said that "the time had come to tell 

them that exhibitors were entirely dissatisfied with their product."119

 

On 6 January 1950, the Board of Trade initiated a consultation process by 

writing to the CEA and the NRA seeking their opinions on supplementary 

contracts.  Although they had previously emphasised that there was no 

question of any more stock being available,120 the CEA, noting the result of a 

new survey in which 20 branches had voted for ending the contract 

compared to just 4 against, reaffirmed their position that the supply of stock 

should be deregulated,121 and the NRA estimated that if supplemental 

contracts were to be abandoned without any increase in stock consumption 

then 230 cinemas would be left without a newsreel.122  If the Board of Trade 

were still in any doubt as to how to proceed, the issue was effectively settled 

when on, 21 June, an appeal by Bernstein in the Movietone case was upheld 

by Lord Justice Denning in the High Court: 
 

It [the 1943 order] was made in war-time to deal with war conditions, and 
they [the parties to the supplementary contract resulting from the order, i.e. 
Bernstein and Movietone] must have contemplated that it would be 
cancelled at or shortly after the end of the war.  They cannot have 
contemplated that it would be continued in peacetime to deal with dollar 
shortages - certainly not that it would still be continuing five years after the 
war had ended.  That being so, the court should not apply the agreement in 

this uncontemplated turn of events.123

 

He added that "in my opinion, the supplementary agreement ceased to apply 

before May, 1948" (when Bernstein had originally withdrawn newsreels from 

his north London cinema), questioning whether the 1943 order should have 

been reinstated under the Supplies and Services (Extended Powers) Act, 1947.  
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In other words, the 1943 order was probably illegal.  The Board of Trade 

admitted defeat (unlike Movietone, who appealed to the House of Lords) and 

procured the estimated 20 million feet per annum needed for extra prints 

(based on pre-1943 figures) by cutting exports to Spain and Turkey, a decision 

that was communicated to Kodak on 24 June.124  On 4 September, Statutory 

Instruments 1950 no. 1469, the Cinematograph Film (Control) (Revocation) 

Order, 1950, was published, effective from 1 October.  When Movietone's 

appeal was upheld a year later, supplementary contracts were a thing of the 

past and by then the question was purely academic.125

 

In common with the British film industry as a whole, the experiences of 

World War II, and in particular the unprecedented scale of Government 

intervention redefined newsreel production and consumption in ways that 

had profound consequences for the remainder of the decade.  Despite a 

legacy of suspicion within the trade and its customers of 'politics' and 

'propaganda', producers responded to the occasion and transformed the 

newsreel from a notorious succession of trivia into a pervasive distillation of 

the most extensive national emergency experienced in Britain since the 

Norman conquests.  As the tide of war turned, a cinemagoer recalled that "we 

cheered the newsreels almost as if we dared to let our feelings have vent for 

the first time."126

 

If an enduring image of British popular culture in the 1940s consists of, as 

Paul Addison puts it, "Colonel Blimp being pursued through a land of 

Penguin specials by an abrasive meritocrat, a progressive churchman and J.B. 

Priestley",127 then the threshold on which newsreels found themselves in the 

summer of 1945 embodies all these paradoxes.  They were conceived as 

packaged entertainment in the days of Lumière and stylistically refined 

through the following decades before emerging as an institutionalised 

adjunct to the feature film industry in the sound era.  In this context, 

newsreels supposedly had to address the vital issues of their day, yet they 

had to do so in avowedly recreational spaces and to spectators whom 

exhibitors argued were neither able nor inclined to absorb the intricacies of 

international affairs or domestic politics.  The issue underlying all the debates 

that follow centres on those spectators and just how the experience of World 

                                                            
124 PRO BT 64/4510, R.G. Somervell to Kodak, 24 June 1950. 
125 All England Law Reports, 1951, vol. 2, p. 617 ff. 
126 GUY MORGAN, Red Roses Every Night (London, 1948), p. 71. 
127 PAUL ADDISON, The Road to 1945 (2nd ed., London, 1994), p. 282. 
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War II affected - or failed to affect - their expectations of the cinema.  If we are 

to believe Colonel Blimp, then we are to believe the consistently expressed 

sentiments of exhibitors, that official 'propaganda' films should cease 

forthwith, that coverage of the 1945 general election was a 'mistake' and that, 

with the end of the war, their patrons sought a swift return to the staple diet 

of mass-produced entertainment which had characterised cinema 

programmes in the 1930s.  Powerful supporting evidence for this view can be 

found in the fact that a mere eighteen months after forcing themselves to see 

what were probably the most traumatic images shown to the paying public, a 

large cross-section of them rejected the idea of the Nuremberg executions 

being filmed. 
 

The Penguin specials, on the other hand, tell a different story.  According to 

Roger Manvell and the documentary movement, broadsheet press critics or 

even progressive newsreel editors such as G. Clement Cave, the war had 

transformed the public perception of cinema into a progressive institution 

where the election provided newsreels with a chance to "become adult" and 

exhibitor-showmen were condemned as a vulgar anachronism, requiring 

"venal and bad journalism" from their newsreels.  But however central the 

issue of audience taste is to the question of content, it can never be 

definitively settled, in statistical terms at least.  It thus becomes necessary to 

establish the institutional context in which the process of change was 

situated, and by doing so the true character of the post-war newsreel, and the 

strategies adopted by their producers to address the latest variant of its 

paradoxical mode of exhibition, begins to emerge. 
 

Unlike entertainment features, documentaries or films for non-theatrical 

exhibition, newsreels remained subject to what were intended to be wartime 

emergency restrictions throughout the 1940s.  The nature of these restrictions 

gives some clue as to how they developed: their most important effect was to 

freeze the distribution and exhibition infrastructure which had existed prior 

to their introduction in May 1943.  In other words, newsreels had a 

guaranteed market and thus a guaranteed audience, and the companies that 

made them had a guaranteed income.  One set of unusual constraints, 

therefore, had the effect of suspending another set of familiar ones, as 

newsreel editors were not bound by the wishes of exhibitors to the extent that 

they would have been had the latter been able to exercise their normal 

commercial judgement.  A variety of strategies emerged, with Pathé boldly 

addressing the main newsreel's major problem, namely that "you can't film a 
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dollar crisis" by adopting a more flexible format on the one hand, and 

Gaumont-British reverting to sports and pageantry, but applying vastly 

superior production values on the other. 
 

But, side-by-side with the freedom enjoyed by producers lay a heightened 

sense of criticism from within the film industry and from society at large.  The 

same Penguin Special mentality which offered so much promise for the 

newsreel's ability to equate entertainment with public service also elicited 

intense criticism by commentators and politicians whenever the content of 

newsreels fell short of their expectations.  Indeed, just what was expected of 

the newsreels was never really understood even by their own producers, as 

shown by Pathé's decision to seek guidance through the correspondence 

column of the Times over their putative Nuremberg film. 
 

In the end, the continued pressure from exhibitors was too great for either 

the Board of Trade or the NRA (which, unsurprisingly, had never been 

opposed to supplementary contracts) to bear.  This followed a familiar 

pattern that was established when the CEA became a significant political 

force before the war, representing as they did the main revenue-earning 

sector of the film industry.  When, finally, suspicions of right-wing political 

bias, poor quality, monopolistic practices and attempted price-fixing by the 

newsreel companies converged with an attempted boycott by a prominent 

and respected exhibitor, the writing was on the wall.  What is significant is 

that it all took so long. 
 

So, what of the newsreels that were made during this period?  The tensions 

affecting their production - of Colonel Blimp offset by Penguin specials and 

freedom from market forces marred by accusations of propaganda - 

manifested themselves as a profound sense of compromise in which 

ideologically complex issues had to be tackled in a way that avoided any 

discussion of their ideology.  Thus a housing shortage was allowed to exist as 

long as it was evacuated of any political specificity and expressed purely in 

terms of one family against the elements, and when the Cold War gave rise to 

military conflict, newsreels gratefully resorted to bombastic clichés which 

negated any attempt at analysis. 
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If, as Peter Forster has argued, the BBC was slowly "shifting the whole 

national ballast of interest from films to television" by the late 1940s,128 then 

the absence of any real sense of direction shaping cinema newsreels in post-

war Britain (either from within the film industry or from wider social and 

political forces) can be seen as a portent of their eventual demise.  Whether 

this is the case or not, the newsreel duly took its place within the wider frame 

of a British cinema that enjoyed its greatest successes, in which were laid the 

seeds of its ultimate downfall. 

                                                            
128 PETER FORSTER, "J. Arthur Rank and the Shrinking Screen" in MICHAEL SISSONS and PHILIP 
FRENCH (eds.), Age of Austerity (2nd ed., London, 1986), p. 281. 
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  3. The Magazine Film 
 
 
 
 
 

"In 1950, two important events took place in Britain.  Brumas [a polar bear at 
London Zoo] made her first public appearance, and there was a general 

election."1

 

This combination of priorities was a familiar one for cinema audiences in 

Britain.  The basic paradox it refers to - the association of serious political 

discussion with trivial interest items, such as the birth of a polar bear - was 

one which every commercial film-maker working in non-fiction had been 

dealing with since the development of the cinema exhibition industry had 

defined the economic and cultural parameters governing their activities.  It 

also prompted Paul Rotha to opine, as late as 1967, that "of all branches of 

cinema, the newsreels have perhaps been the least progressive since 1929."2

 

To write off a 38-year legacy as crudely as Rotha does is an overstatement at 

least, but his remark does point to the underlying constraint which the 

conventional newsreel had been under almost since its inception.  They were 

entertainment products designed and marketed as icing on the cake of the 

feature film industry, rigid in format and restricted by various forms of 

censorship and their customers' (i.e. cinema exhibitors) understanding of 

what the market would bear.  Yet at the same time, they were expected to 

present 'serious' news in a way that augmented the coverage of print and 

broadcast media.  As I have shown in the previous chapter, these conflicting 

pressures were reconciled during the war to an extent unknown before or 

after it.  In the post-war period, newsreel producers were forced to revise the 

style and content of their films in order to reflect both the society they were 

trying to describe and the sensibilities of their audience.   
 
                                                            
1 Opening commentary from "Where Britain Stands" (issue 36, 1950) in the This Modern Age series. 
2 PAUL ROTHA, The Film Till Now (6th ed., London, 1967), p. 123. 
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This lead to a divergence of approaches and a lessening of the consensus 

which had previously existed as to the role newsreels should play within a 

typical cinema programme.  Gaumont-British under Castleton Knight 

decided to emphasise visual spectacle and showmanship, resulting a series of 

issues in Technicolor, but sticking to pre-war staples, notably sport and royal 

appearances.  Pathé, on the other hand, took advantage of the continuation 

of supplementary contracts and evolved a more discursive format, covering 

political issues and international affairs.  But in general terms, newsreels as a 

whole gradually lost the public service function they had occupied during the 

war, and it became apparent that another form of non-fiction cinema might 

become commercially sustainable. 
 

This genre was the magazine film, a hybrid which appeared to combine the 

industrial advantages of the newsreel with the cultural status of 

documentaries.  Like newsreels, they were issued regularly with the same 

length and overall format, and as such were more acceptable to exhibitors 

than the majority of non-fiction shorts, as, by the mid-1930s, continuous 

double-feature programming had become standard practice everywhere 

except for repertory and news theatres.  Quite apart from the level of 

exhibitor resistance to the Grierson school, in a market where a two-minute 

variation in a film's running time could determine whether or not it achieved 

a circuit booking, the production schedules of most documentary units were 

incompatible with these demands in that their flow of releases was erratic 

and their definition of a 'short' often meant anything between 5 and 55 

minutes. 
 

Theatrical magazine films were, by and large, marketed by the same 

distributors as newsreels.  The essential difference is that they were not 

dependent on the same time scales.  Whereas in the context of newsreels, 

'topicality' involved putting images on the screen more quickly than the 

opposition, its application to the magazine film was centred more on the 

public appeal of its editorial standpoint.  The earliest British example of any 

significance was Pathé Pictorial, released monthly from 1918 and consisting of 

material culled from Pathé newsreels.  However, it was essentially a device 

for exploiting redundant footage to small-scale exhibitors unable to afford an 

up-to-date newsreel, and as such lacked either the political commitment or 

the cinematic craftsmanship with which its successors attempted to capture a 

large, mainstream audience. 
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The magazine film in the form that was to proliferate in post-war Britain has 

its origins in the American series The March of Time (MOT).  Although a 

number of authoritative accounts have been written of MOT,3 few have 

examined its impact on British audiences specifically, and none has 

investigated its UK production unit  in any significant detail. 
 

 
 

Fig. 5: 1936 Advertisement for the March of Time British series.4

 

The emergence of MOT in Britain broke new ground in that it was one of 

very few non-fiction film series before the war, other than newsreels, to be 

shown regularly in mainstream public cinemas.  If one also takes into account 

the fact that MOT was intended primarily to address contentious issues in 

current affairs, something which, due to the censorship climate of the British 

                                                            
3 The most comprehensive being RAYMOND FIELDING, The March of Time, 1935-51 (New York, 
1978). 
4 Reproduced from World Film News, no. 4 (July 1936), p. 8. 
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film industy in the 1930s, was discouraged in a number of different ways, 

then MOT was undoubtedly unique. 
 

The first issue of MOT was released in New York on 1 February 1935, 

produced by the veteran newsreel cameraman Louis de Rochement as a spin-

off to the current affairs magazine Time.  It had existed as a radio series on the 

American network CBS since March 1931, which had dramatised news events 

through the use of actors performing scripts based on statements made by 

politicians and celebrities (examples given by Fielding include Hitler, 

Mussolini, Stalin and Haile Selassie).5  The film version sought to combine 

the image-gathering techniques developed by the major newsreel companies 

with an extended, discursive format and a distinct editorial standpoint.  Each 

issue was two reels long.  The first issues contained several items, but De 

Rochement eventually decided to cover individual stories in greater depth, 

and by the summer of 1938 all MOT films were devoted to a single topic. 
 

The most crucial respect in which MOT detracted from established newsreel 

practice and followed the traditions of its broadcast predecessor was in a 

somewhat flexible approach to the notion of authenticity.  Actors were used 

and scenes were faked where genuine footage was either unavailable or 

could not be made to fit the pre-determined agenda of De Rochement (or, 

more usually, that of his sponsor, Henry Luce, the newspaper magnate who 

owned Time).  This approach inevitably courted controversy leading to 

protests and censorship, notoriously over Luce's vigourous endorsement of 

the anti-Communist Chinese military leader Chiang Kaishek and an item 

accusing the Louisiana state governor Huey Long of maladministration and 

corruption (exponents of effects theories will note that he was assassinated 

shortly after the film was released), the commentary of which remarks, "Huey 

boasts that back in Louisiana he has the best legislature money can buy."  This 

kind of polemicism expressed through quickly paced, newsreel-style visuals, 

a strident musical accompaniment (all of which were specially composed or 

arranged) and the stentorian commentary of Westbrook van Voorhis, 

invariably concluding with the epithet "time marches on", all made for 

compelling cinema.  It is also alleged to have provided the blueprint for what 

was arguably the most successful series of documentaries to have been 

produced by the British film industry. 
 

                                                            
5 RAYMOND FIELDING, op. cit., pp. 11-19. 
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MOT was released in Britain from the autumn of 1935, and soon afterwards a 

production unit was established in London under the supervision of De 

Rochement's younger brother, Richard.  Rachael Low states that the British 

company was established in August 1936, adding that "the ubiquitous John 

Grierson seems to have acted in a consultative capacity."6  Interviewed in the 

1970s, Richard de Rochement stated his belief that Grierson actually played a 

pivotal role in selling MOT to the British public: 
 

...I esteemed him highly for making the British public very conscious of The 
March of Time idea.  He didn't try to take it over and say, "This is 
Documentary," but he pushed it forward and had the people take a look.  
This was very helpful and gave us some standing that we, as a foreign 

importation coming into Britain, might not have had.7

 

Herein lies another manifestation of the Brumas paradox: that an operation 

closely associated with big business and endorsed by the Hollywood 

establishment (MOT was distributed in Britain initially by Radio Pictures 

(subsequently RKO) and, from 1942, by TCF) should attract the attention of 

the man who, at the time, rejected all the values this ostensibly stood for and 

advocated a proto-BBC public service model for a state-run film industry. 
 

Furthermore, Grierson not only acted in a consultative capacity for MOT: he 

became one of its most outspoken advocates, a view expressed in several 

articles written both for the general public and for Documentary Movement 

consumption.  In a 1938 edited book of articles (which included pieces by 

other prominent figures including Hitchcock, Graham Greene and Sidney 

Bernstein) purporting to be a wide-ranging "survey of the cinema", Grierson 

made extensive claims for MOT in relation to his own public service agenda: 
 

Only three years old, it has swept through the country, answering the thin 
glitter of the newsreels with nothing on the face of it more dramatic than the 
story of cancer research, the organisation of peace, the state of Britain's 
health, the tithe war in the English shires, the rural economy of Ireland, with 
here and there a bright and ironic excursion into Texas centennials and the 

lunatic fringes of politics.8

 

He goes on to acknowledge that the commercial provenance of MOT would 

ultimately militate against the proto-Reithian emphasis on discursivity which 

remained his ultimate goal, but continued to enthuse over what he saw as its 

                                                            
6 RACHAEL LOW, Films of Comment and Persuasion in the 1930s (London, 1979), p. 44. 
7 Transcript published in JAMES BEVERIDGE, John Grierson, Film Master, (New York, 1978), pp. 112-
117. 
8 JOHN GRIERSON, "The Course of Realism" in CHARLES DAVY (ed.), Footnotes to the Film (London, 
1938), p. 144. 
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potential for appropriating the conventions of mass-entertainment to 

stimulate public awareness of current affairs rather than to inhibit it: 
 

But it seems sensible for the moment that March of Time has won the field for 
the elementary principles of public discussion.  The world, our world, 
appears suddenly and brightly as an oyster for the opening: for film people - 
how strangely - worth living in, fighting in and making drama about.  More 
important still is the thought of a revitalised citizenship and of a democracy 

at long last in contact with itself.9  
 

This last sentence points to the real reason behind his interest in MOT: it was 

more a case of what he thought the magazine film could achieve than an 

unqualified endorsement of the state of the art as it then existed.  Grierson 

realised that the unique production values and polemical editorialising of 

MOT had captured the public imagination on a scale that his own movement 

had failed to do (when the seventh issue was released in June 1936, Radio 

Pictures claimed that it would be shown in 800 cinemas, which was about 

20% of the UK exhibition market10). 
 

In Documentary Movement circles, this argument had to be put in slightly 

more circumspect terms.  In October 1936, World Film News, the Documentary 

Movement organ edited by Grierson's sister which preceded Documentary 

News Letter, published an article on MOT by the political columnist George 

Dangerfield headed "Is it Fascist?".  Dangerfield suggested that the 

predominant narrative technique of MOT was essentially one of reductio ad 

absurdum in that it tended to condense multifaceted issues into two 

straightforward, diametrically opposed cases.  Predictably, he laid the blame 

for this tendency at the door of market forces, noting that "you have paid 

your money, and there is a lot of money involved in The March of Time", and 

concluding with a call for MOT to "photograph the roots instead of the 

branches."11

 

Grierson wrote a response defending the MOT formula, suggesting that its 

producers had found a feasible way of adapting documentary realism to the 

needs of mainstream entertainment.  "In the atmosphere of the cinema, 

where political discussion is only a curtain-raiser to Garbo, complication is the 

devil", he warned.  Grierson rejected the idea that the need to dramatise 

                                                            
9 Ibid. 
10 See their advertisement in World Film News, vol. 1, no. 3 (June 1936). 
11 GEORGE DANGERFIELD, "March of Time Under the Scalpel", World Film News, vol. 1, no. 7 
(October 1936), pp. 6-7. 
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current affairs in a way that made them accessible to a mass public was in 

itself evidence of a sinister political disposition: 
 

March of Time is not fascist, complacent, irresponsible or any of the villainies 
charged.  It picks the bits of contemporary history that pack the punch, as a 
screen journal must.  Eight thousand theatres of circulation need tempo in 
the story telling, sensation, novelty, clash, suspense, in fact all those things 

which entertainment on a mass scale imposes on a film producer.12

 

Probably the least significant aspect of Grierson's writing on MOT is his 

conclusion, which suggested that an alternative, "more discussive" version 

would eventually be produced for television and "the halls" (non-theatrical 

distribution).  Certainly this proposal was in line with Grierson's often-stated 

belief that the educational aims of the Documentary Movement could not be 

achieved under the commercial pressures of mainstream film culture, but, as 

recent research has pointed out, his own goal of a NTD infrastructure able to 

reach a similar audience proved equally infeasible.13

 

Writing in 1972 Paul Rotha criticised Grierson's involvement with MOT, 

arguing that its journalistic approach was superficial and that as a result, the 

educationalist principles of the Documentary Movement had been 

compromised by his involvement: 
 

In one way, March of Time was a very bad influence before the war on a part 
of British documentary.  Grierson, and others influenced by him, fell under 
its spell.  Its string of images, usually thrown together with unrelated editing, 
its strident, one-level voice delivery, these made a powerful impact all right 
but it was an impact quickly to become dulled.  To many in the audience, the 
words of its sound track penetrated one ear and left the other with nothing 
behind. […] What was seen and said was all too soon forgotten.  No single 

issue had the long-term quality of a North Sea or a Song of Ceylon.14

 

Whilst Grierson does not seem to have answered that charge specifically in 

print, his defence of the MOT formula in World Film News suggests that he 

acknowledged the need for compromise in attempting to influence the choice 

of cinema audiences.  His experiences in Canada producing The World in 

Action during the war lead him to make a similar argument a lot more 

forcefully: 
 

                                                            
12 JOHN GRIERSON, "Pity the Journalist", Ibid. 
13 See NICHOLAS PRONAY, "John Grierson and the Documentary - 60 Years On", Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television, vol. 9, no. 3 (1989), passim; PAUL SWANN, "John Grierson and the GPO 
Film Unit, 1933-39", Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 3, no. 1 (1983), p. 27 ff; 
BRIAN WINSTON, Claiming the Real (London, 1995), pp. 65-68. 
14 PAUL ROTHA, "Afterthought" in IAN AITKEN (ed.), The British Documentary Film Movement 
(Edinburgh, 1998), p. 161. 
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If our stuff pretends to be certain, it's because people need certainty.  If our 
maps look upside down, it's because it's time people saw things in relativity.  
If we bang them out once a fortnight and no misses, instead of sitting six 
months on our fannies and cuddling them to sweet smotheroo, it's because a 
lot of bravos in Russia and Japan and Germany are banging out things too 

and we'd maybe better learn how, in time.15

 

Therefore, even the founder of the Documentary Movement acknowledged 

the potential of magazine films for communicating information and 

arguments effectively and to a large audience. 
 

Grierson was not the only Documentary Movement activist involved with 

MOT, although his articles suggest that he was its most enthusiastic 

supporter from within the Movement (in contrast to Rotha's misgivings: even 

during the 1930s he warned of "the danger of journalistic reporting and the 

snapshot influence of the March of Time").16  When the London production 

unit was formed, two of its rising stars were appointed as directors: Edgar 

Anstey, on the strength of his sponsored films Housing Problems and Enough to 

Eat (both 1935), and Harry Watt, following the success of Night Mail (1935) 

and his espousal of the 'story documentary' approach, which he had argued 

was the only way for the Griersonian public service agenda to be made 

acceptable to the paying public.17

 

Precise details as to how the MOT London unit operated do not seem to be 

extant.  Watt's recollection (cited by Rachael Low) was that it simply gathered 

footage, and that editorial decisions were made in New York.18  However, De 

Rochement and his brother seem to have acknowledged that the content of 

MOT as it was marketed in America might not have been entirely compatible 

with the British market, and some material was shot especially for the British 

edition.  An article in World Film News, published shortly before the first issues 

were released, suggests that there were differences in form as well as in 

content: 
 

WFN expects that in the English version, March of Time will approximate to 
the recognised style of English editorial, that editorial statement will be less 
direct, and that a less sensational atmosphere of presentation will be sought.  

                                                            
15  JOHN GRIERSON, "The Documentary Idea", ibid., pp. 104-105. 
16 PAUL ROTHA, "Films of Fact and Fiction", Theater Arts Magazine (New York), March 1938, 
reprinted in Rotha on the Film (London, 1958), pp. 205-213. 
17 PAUL SWANN, The British Documentary Film Movement, 1926-46 (Cambridge, 1989), p. 157. 
18 RACHAEL LOW, op. cit, p. 45.  Richard de Rochement recalls that MOT also employed Len Lye 
and Humphrey Swingler (see JAMES BEVERIDGE, op. cit, p. 114). 
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Recent visits of editorial chiefs from the US confirm on this point, and 

promise effective changes.19

 

It is interesting to speculate what the author had in mind as a source for "the 

recognised style of English editorial", although the characteristics by which he 

defines it bear a remarkable similarity to the stated objectives of the 

Documentary Movement.  In practice, the combination of Grierson's desire to 

stimulate public debate and the MOT emphasis on showmanship achieved 

controversial results.  Anstey directed items on malnutrition and the poor 

state of the British coal industry, whilst Watt produced an item on the 1936 

tithes dispute, arguably the most politically controversial film to actually be 

released in pre-war Britain that dealt with domestic affairs (it was also shown 

in the US).20

 

This item strongly criticises the Church of England for its insistence in 

collecting an ancient (and, it is argued, anachronistic) tax levied on farm land, 

and features a sequence photographed in Suffolk of farmers resisting the 

bailiffs' attempts to evict a group who were boycotting the levy.  The 

depression, we are told, made the tithe “an intolerable burden”, and the film 

goes on to argue that the Government had betrayed its citizens by allowing 

the Church to enforce it.  To this end we see a shot of a farmer asserting that: 
 

“We have tried for years the way of compromise and of appeal to the 
responsible authorities, and our words have found no audience and awoken 

no response.  We have therefore declared war.”21

 

Whether it was the result of a Griersonian inclination to impartiality or the 

unseen hand of the BBFC (physical evidence on a 1936 print tends to suggest 

the latter: see footnote 21), the piece as a whole stops short of unqualified 

condemnation of the establishment.  After further vilification of the Church of 

England (“feeling became bitter and personal between clergy and their 

parishioners”), we see a crudely staged scene in which a vicar acknowledges 

to a farm labourer that the tithes are causing hardship.  The eviction sequence 

does not include footage that Watt obtained of British League of Fascist 

                                                            
19 World Film News, no. 1 (April 1936), p. 3. 
20 Catalogued on the BFI SIFT database as “England’s Tithe War”, although the intertitle on the 
1936 nitrate print I saw simply read “England!” (NFTVA no. 2032359B,  complete length 1,965 
feet; tithe item runs 653 feet). 
21 Ibid., part 2 (2032359BB), 630-653ft from start of reel.  Despite being one continuous shot, this 
sequence contains a set of changeover cues (reproduced from an internegative, not engraved on the 
print itself), the second of which appears just before the sentence “We have now declared war.”  This, 
together with the presence of a cement join between each of the three items which comprise the issue, 
suggest that a number of different versions were prepared, possibly for censorship reasons. 
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activists, including Oswald Mosley, who sought to hijack the episode by 

supporting the farmers in their attempts to evade the bailiffs.  Finally, the film 

concludes by emphasising that the whole affair was an economic dispute, 

appearing to stress that it had not engendered any ideological opposition to 

the Church.  We see a vicar taking Communion against the following 

commentary: 
 

“For long after the last tithe has been paid, the countryman will stand as he 
has always done – the bulwark of the Church of England.  Time marches 
on.” 

 

The tithes film was, therefore, a distinctly muted example of the radicalism to 

which Grierson and Watt aspired, although it is unlikely that most audiences 

would have regarded it as a product of the British Documentary Movement.  

In the context of an MOT issue (which also included items on a fisheries 

dispute between the US and Canada and on corruption in American horse 

racing, which it suggested was caused mainly by British expatriate criminals), 

and with a commentary by Westbrook van Voorhis, the overall effect must 

have seemed like American intervention in British domestic politics. 
 

In addition to the activities of Richard de Rochement’s production unit and 

those of the Documentary Movement personnel working for it, the 

controversial stance of MOT in international affairs attracted the interest of 

the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) on a number of occasions.  

Extensive cuts were demanded in a number of releases before certificates 

were issued.  George Elvin, president of the Association of Cine-Technicians 

(the largest film industry trade union), even went as far as to suggest that, 

because of the problem, the MOT London unit was at risk of closure (in fact it 

continued to operate until after the war): 
 

The March of Time, is, of course, the main sufferer from the censor's scissors, 
so much so that it is closing down as far as a permanent production 
organisation in this country is concerned.  Whatever one's views on the 
subject matters of this production, no-one can gainsay that it has raised the 
value and prestige of the cinema by straight portrayals of social topics of 

prime concern to every citizen and cinema-goer.22

 

By all accounts, the most notorious items were 'Geneva' (1935, 1st year no. 8), 

dealing with the collapse of the League of Nations, 'Rehearsal for War' (1937, 

3rd year no. 6), on American involvement in the Spanish Civil War, and, most 

spectacularly, 'Inside Nazi Germany' (1938, 3rd year no. 12).  The latter was 
                                                            
22 GEORGE H. ELVIN, "This Freedom: An Enquiry into Film Censorship", The Cine-Technician, vol. 
4, no. 19 (1939), p. 145. 
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not only a cause-celèbre in Britain.  An exposé of what was allegedly everyday 

life under Hitler's régime, it was the first mainstream film to address the Nazi 

rearmament programme, persecution of the Jews and imperialist aspirations.  

Concluding with sequences of Nazi activity among the American-German 

population, 'Inside Nazi Germany' provoked an intense controversy when it 

was initially shown in New York.23  Its submission to the BBFC in February 

1938 coincided with the eve of Chamberlain's appeasement negotiations, and 

it is hardly surprising that the censors were apprehensive about its likely 

impact on the British public: 
 

In my opinion the public exhibition of this picture in England would give 
very grave offence to a nation of whom we are on terms of friendship 
[Germany] and which it would be impolitic to offend.  I suggest that 
conditions are by no means similar in the US and in England: 3,000 miles of 
Atlantic Ocean is a useful buffer.  The cinemagoing public in England seek 
amusement, not political guidance from the screen, and are quite likely to 

resent such guidance if it comes from an alien source.24

 

In other words, the problem was not only the content of the film, but also the 

combination of a sensitive political issue being associated with the Hollywood 

entertainment industry.  However arbitrary the censor's conception of the 

British public may be, there is some evidence to suggest that it had a basis in 

truth.  The film was eventually cut to less than half its original length, and 

even in truncated form appears to have caused a certain amount of interest.  

In a House of Commons debate on film censorship which took place in 

December 1938, a Conservative backbench MP told the House: 
 

I saw the cut version [of 'Inside Nazi Germany'] in a news cinema, and no 
ordinary person could hear what was going on because the place was in such 

an uproar.25

 

Ultimately, Grierson's enthusiasm for MOT probably stemmed from the fact 

that it was able to stimulate that kind of attention, as well as achieving 

regular, widespread distribution.  Of the two alternatives, newsreels tended 

to avoid any attempt at discursivity and documentaries did not, as a general 

rule, have access to the cinemas.  In the pre-war period, therefore, the 

magazine film in the form of MOT established itself as a compromise formula, 

resorting to techniques of sensationalist journalism as a form of 

entertainment, yet by doing so it put many of Grierson's ideas into practice.  

                                                            
23 For a full account see RAYMOND FIELDING, op. cit., pp. 187-201. 
24 BBFC, Scenario Reports, 1938/19 (15 February 1938); held in the Special Collections Division, 
British Film Institute Reference Library, London. 
25 343 H[ouse] of C[ommons] Deb[ates]., 5 s[eries]., col. 1294, 7 December 1938. 
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But although his involvement with MOT gave its British edition an enhanced 

institutional status in some respects, the cultural provenance of MOT was 

indisputably American. 
 

The verdict of hindsight appears to be that MOT enjoyed its greatest popular 

and critical success in Britain during the mid-1930s.  Although it continued to 

be shown until 1951, interest in MOT among the Documentary Movement 

declined following Grierson's departure for Canada, and the wartime 

censorship régime resulted in MOT bearing strong similarities to the 

conventional newsreels.  By the late 1940s, publishing on the subject was 

limited mainly to criticism of individual releases.  Roger Manvell could almost 

have been writing an obituary for the series, when, in the film educationalist 

movement's bible, Film, first published in 1944, he concluded that: 
 

...it has often been courageous and outspoken in its criticism of dictatorship 
and fascism, when people who should have known better were praising 
Hitler's architecture and Mussolini's trains.  Here are some of its subjects, the 

earlier dates significant.26

 

Manvell then lists a selection of issues released between 1936 and 1941.  

Support for this view came from Edgar Anstey writing in Penguin Film Review, 

who was concerned more with filmic style than historical significance.  

"...March of Time in its hey-day," he suggested, was "in the two years 

immediately prior to the war...".27  His opinion of the current (i.e. in 1949) 

state of art was that: 
 

To-day, the magazine film [the author is referring specifically to MOT] has 
become a medium for the editor rather than the director.  The shooting is 
rarely imaginative and the characters are eliminated rather than 

interpreted.28

 

The idea that the discursive but polemical style of MOT had become 

something of an anachronism in the post-war era was not restricted to 

intellectuals.  An anonymous Times review of 'Answer to Stalin' (1949, 14th 

year no. 1) pinpoints what many had come to regard as the shortcomings of 

the format: 
 

The new issue of March of Time would not pretend to objectivity.  There is a 
challenge even in the three-word title 'Answer to Stalin', and the film as a 

                                                            
26 ROGER MANVELL, Film (3rd ed., Harmondsworth, 1950), p. 121. 
27 EDGAR ANSTEY, "The Magazine Film", Penguin Film Review no. 9 (May 1949), p. 18. 
28 Ibid., p. 21. 
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whole has the air of a contentious leading article written with conviction, in a 

hurry, and with whatever illustrations came first to hand.29

 

The film's overall format bears many similarities to that of 'Inside Nazi 

Germany'.  Communism is presented as the antithesis of liberal democracy in 

much the same way that Nazism was eleven years previously: Stalin is cast as 

a dictator and the emergence of an Eastern bloc is discussed with rhetoric 

borrowing heavily from Churchill's 'Iron Curtain' speech, stressing the threat 

to the stability of western Europe caused by Soviet expansion.  The one 

essential difference between the two films is that the latter strongly advocates 

the Marshall plan as a means of countering this process, resulting in 

accusations of propagandising on behalf of the US government.  But despite 

this somewhat crude promotion of Henry Luce's political agenda (not for the 

first time), the overall outlook of 'Answer to Stalin' is extremely similar to that 

of its notorious predecessor.  Yet its reception in Britain was far more 

guarded.  The film did not meet with any censorship problems, and although 

this can largely be attributed to the fact that the British and American 

establishments had much more in common on the issue than had been the 

case with Nazism in the spring of 1938, there is a strong sense that the 

bombastic approach of MOT was far less appropriate to the debates taking 

place than it had been before the war.  The Times continues: 
 

The film itself is not to blame for the fact that the answer to Stalin should 
seem to disjointed and fragmentary; the fault lies rather in the unsatisfactory 
nature of the cinema-journalist medium.  Too much substance must be 
crammed into too little space, and both camera and commentary are inclined 

to shout at the top of their voices.30

 

The underlying argument behind these comments is that MOT had become 

eclipsed by events, a view which historians tend to accept.  Fielding observes 

that the style and format of MOT  "scarcely varied from the day it opened 

until the day it closed", claiming that to be the reason why the series declined 

after the war: 
 

If the March of Time's originality had been a growing, changing thing, if it had 
inspired more emulation than it did imitation, it might have survived the 

familiarity that breeds net losses in both the film and television businesses.31

 

The British journalist Max Hastings concurs, describing the series as having 

"ailed through the late 40s", because, as a cinematic and political institution, it 

                                                            
29 The Times, 22 January 1949, p. 6. 
30 Ibid. 
31 RAYMOND FIELDING, op. cit., p. 303. 
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was rooted firmly in the previous decade.32  Yet, among the critics and 

intellectuals who formed the cultural periphery of Britain's film industry, the 

case which Grierson had made for the public service aims of MOT remained 

an attractive one. 
 

Grierson himself (together with another Documentary Movement figure, 

Stuart Legg) had tried to adapt the format to state sector production with his 

World in Action series for the National Film Board of Canada, which ran from 

1941 until 1945.  Its content focused almost exclusively on international affairs 

(the title sequence proclaimed it to be "a screen editorial on great events 

shaping the destiny of nations the world over") and the complexity of 

argument within its narratives was frequently allowed to take precedence 

over any perceived need for entertainment values.  World in Action, therefore, 

was clearly based on Grierson's involvement with, and criticisms of, MOT 

during his final years in Britain before the war.  But ultimately, political 

exigencies put an end to the series when Grierson and Legg began to explore 

ideas which contradicted Canadian foreign policy.33

 
 
This Modern Age – a British March of Time? 
 
This Modern Age (TMA) was the longest-running and most significant 

magazine film series to be produced in Britain.  The only other project which 

approached it in terms of editorial coverage and audience reached was the 

Government’s regular monthly release programme of 'information' films, 

started in 1941 as a propaganda exercise, and which survived in various 

forms into the 1950s.  But these can be discounted as magazine films in the 

sense that I have defined them, as they were commissioned from a large 

number of production units and covered a wide, and essentially unrelated, 

range of subject matter.  Indeed, their only real similarity to their commercial 

counterparts was the method of their distribution (theatrical and at regular 

intervals). 
 

One of the reasons I have discussed the Documentary Movement’s 

involvement in MOT and its reception in Britain at some length is that TMA, 

which released 41 films between October 1946 and January 1951 (see 

appendix 1 for a complete TMA filmography), is generally thought of as a 

                                                            
32 MAX HASTINGS, "Time Marches On!", Sight and Sound, vol. 54, no. 4 (1985), p. 277. 
33 For a detailed account of World in Action, see GARY EVANS, John Grierson and the National Film 
Board (Toronto, 1984), pp. 164-223 
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British imitation of MOT.  It is not hard to see why these comparisons have 

been made: both series followed a similar style and format (each issue ran for 

two reels and covered a single subject), and relied to a great extent on an 

elaborate commentary and music track.  MOT was sponsored by an American 

media conglomerate and was known to be the brainchild of its owner, Henry 

Luce, whilst TMA was subsidised by the more profitable activities of the huge 

film industry combine that was the Rank Organisation, and received much 

personal attention from J. Arthur Rank himself.  Both were shown widely in 

mainstream cinema circuits, and, apart from newsreels (which were subject to 

state intervention in other ways, as discussed in chapter 2), were the only 

non-fiction films to be so distributed in which the Government did not have a 

direct financial interest. 
 

However, it is necessary to challenge many of the assumptions which have 

resulted from these comparisons, most of which tend to diminish the 

significance of TMA within the industrial and cultural context of its 

production and exhibition.  Pat Jackson, the documentary director whose 

feature Western Approaches (1944) was hailed as a landmark of the British 

realist tradition, condemned TMA as “rather a poor reproduction” of MOT.34  

Edgar Anstey, writing in 1949, dismisses them both for similar reasons, 

concluding that “as a practitioner who has been responsible for items both in 

March of Time and This Modern Age, I am likely to be more conscious of aim 

than of achievement.”35

 

I have been unable to find any writing by Grierson himself which mentions 

the series, reference to which is also absent from Paul Rotha’s condemnation 

of the decline of documentary in the years immediately following the war.36  

More recently, the journalist Geoffrey Macnab, in a history of the Rank 

Organisation, prefaced his brief remarks on the series by describing it as an 

“attempt to outdo” MOT.37  All in all, this tendency to dismiss TMA as an 

inferior by-product of MOT and, by implication, its widespread exhibition in 

Britain, has tended to prevent its inclusion in the debates surrounding the 

                                                            
34 Interviewed by ELIZABETH SUSSEX in The Rise and Fall of British Documentary (Berkeley, 1977), p. 
166. 
35 EDGAR ANSTEY, op. cit., p. 17. 
36 PAUL ROTHA, “Forgotten Lessons in Realism”, The Times, 25 September 1952. 
37 GEOFFREY MACNAB, J. Arthur Rank and the British Film Industry (London, 1993), p. 136.  
Macnab’s account contains a number of factual errors: the title of Sudan Dispute (1947) is given as 
Sudanese Dispute (ibid.), and, in another implied comparison with MOT, Macnab states that “every 
episode” of TMA concluded with the line “…the challenge must be met in this modern age”. This 
was not the case; see, for example, the continuity excerpts reproduced in appendix 1. 
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ideas of 'quality' and 'realism', ones which John Ellis has so convincingly 

argued were central to British film culture in the post-war period.  Even the 

recently published British Cinema Book, despite being wide enough in scope to 

include chapters on such topics as “British Cinema and Black Representation” 

and “Low-budget British Films in the 1930s”, does not mention TMA once, 

despite containing no less than seven chapters which are, to varying degrees, 

relevant to it.38

 

My discussion of the series will not attempt to refute the existence of a 

relationship between TMA and MOT, but it will argue that the idea of TMA 

as a inferior attempt to replicate the latter does not stand up to anything 

more than superficial analysis.  The main source of this idea is, of course, the 

Documentary Movement.  It is ironic to note that, although in interviews 

conducted by academics thirty years after the event, former documentary 

activists were queuing up to dismiss TMA on these grounds, during the 1940s 

their very same movement had criticised post-war issues of MOT, arguing 

that its heyday had been in the 1930s (i.e. during the time of the most 

significant Documentary Movement participation in it).  This comment in 

Documentary News Letter is typical: 
 

During the palmy days of isolation, when Europe was nobody's business, 
and America had only herself to take care of, March of Time could usually be 
relied upon to perform an accurate and unbiased job of pictorial journalism.  
Pictorial accuracy may still be found, but isolation cannot be had in this, the 

American century.  Time Marches On.39

 

Whereas the precise reasons for the movement’s dismissal of TMA are not 

entirely clear, there are a number of possibilities.  Firstly, they had a track 

record of advocating film production financed by the taxpayer rather than 

the private sector, and, together with the press critics and intellectuals, had 

opposed the growth of the Rank Organisation and what it regarded as 

monopolistic practices.  When the Board of Trade committee chaired by 

Albert Palache delivered its report on Tendencies to Monopoly in the 

Cinematograph Film Industry in 1944, the Association of Short Film Producers 

(effectively a front for the Documentary Movement until the formation by 

Rotha of the Federation of Documentary Film Units in 1945: see chapter 5) 

approved virtually all of its recommendations intended to halt further 

expansion by Rank.  These included the passing of control over studio space 

to the Board, legislation restricting the conditions which distributors could 
                                                            
38 ROBERT MURPHY (ed.), The British Cinema Book (London, 1997). 
39 Documentary News Letter, vol. 7, no. 63 (1948), p. 6. 
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Fig. 6:  Detail from a 1946 advertisement for The March of Time, the American 
magazine film which was distributed in the UK between 1935 and 1951. 

Fig. 7:  This Modern Age was launched in September 1946.  Its producers sought to 
replace the polemical style of March of Time with a more subtle approach consisting of 
high-quality production values and an emphasis on editorial impartiality. 
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impose when renting films to exhibitors and a greater proportion of box office 

receipts going to independent producers.40

 

Furthermore, the absence of any senior Documentary Movement 

personalities working regularly for TMA served to enforce their suspicions 

over its decision to use writers and technicians drawn mainly from the 

feature film industry.  Although Anstey claims to have produced “two or 

three items” in the series,41 Coal Crisis (issue 7, 1947), is the only one to which 

his name has definitely been linked, and that was about the sum total of 

Documentary Movement participation in TMA.  Given the Movement’s 

inclination to emphasise its own importance, it is hardly surprising that many 

of its key protagonists should construct TMA, in which they played little or 

no part, as an attempt to imitate what they considered to be the success of 

MOT in the pre-war period, as they could justifiably lay claim to a significant 

involvement in the latter (ironic, given that, during the final years of its 

existence, Documentary News Letter turned out to be one of TMA’s most astute, 

and generally enthusiastic critics). 
 

From that point on, things followed an all-too-familiar pattern.  As in so many 

of the Movement’s assertions, their verdict on TMA seems to have been 

accepted unreservedly in the tiny volume of writing published since it 

emerged (i.e. the paragraphs in Sussex’s and Macnab’s books).  The only 

detracting voice comes in an unpublished research paper from 1974, which, 

for some reason, found its way into the British Film Institute library.  In it, the 

author warns against uncritically accepting this version of events: 
 

There would be little cause for interest in This Modern Age if it distinguished 
itself only as it emulated March of Time.  This Modern Age deserves to be 
investigated not only on the basis of its similarity to that series, but as a 
specialised form of communication which was designed to meet the needs of 
the Rank Organisation and of the nation.  To accept “likeness” as a yardstick 
of TMA’s success would be to equate its eventual failure as a film series with 

its “failure” as a “British March of Time”.42

 

Taking Harkness’ suggested line of enquiry as a starting point, I shall now 

consider the reasons why TMA was formed and the Rank Organisation’s 

involvement in it. 
 

                                                            
40 P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], London, BT 64/96, “Replies from Trade Associations on the 
Recommendations of the Monopoly Committee Report” (undated). 
41 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 166. 
42 RICHARD HARKNESS, This Modern Age, research paper, Temple University (1974), copy in BFI 
library, p. 5. 
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The somewhat prosaic tale of Joseph Arthur Rank’s transformation from a 

Yorkshire flour-milling magnate and staunch Methodist into, arguably, the 

most successful industrialist in the history of British cinema has been covered 

extensively elsewhere.43  It does not need to be repeated here other than to 

note that the crucial stages of that process took place against the political 

background of World War II.  Rank acquired control of Denham and 

Pinewood studios in 1939, Gaumont-British and the Odeon exhibition chain 

in the autumn of 1941 and established Independent Producers Ltd., an 

umbrella organisation controlling the group’s production activity, in August 

1942. 
 

Rank’s interest in non-fiction cinema stemmed firstly from his ownership of 

the Gaumont-British and Universal newsreels, and secondly from his 

relationship with the Government.  The Crown Film Unit operated out of 

Pinewood Studios, which Rank had leased to the Home Office, and all 

commercial feature production came under the auspices of the Ministry of 

Information (MOI) Films Division and its Ideas Committee, which was, 

according to Porter and Litewski, “the fount of feature production policy”.44  

This policy was primarily concerned with ensuring that Britain’s studios 

made films with national interest and the war effort in mind, an objective 

which necessitated close co-operation between Rank and the wartime 

Government. 
 

This public service aspect of Rank’s business activities was a significant 

contributory factor in the monopoly debate.  His growing prominence within 

the film industry had caused left-wing critics and representatives of the 

Documentary Movement to argue that the extent of his holdings thus ran 

contrary to the public interest.  The result was the Palache Committee, 

established by the Labour president of the Board of Trade, Hugh Dalton, in 

1943.  Their report, published in August 1944, and described by an 

anonymous New Statesman journalist as “really an account of Mr. Rank’s 

recent business activities”,45 emphasised that this cultural dimension 

distinguished the film industry from other comparable economic sectors: 
 

A cinematograph film represents more than a mere commodity to be 
bartered against others.  Already the screen has great influence both 

                                                            
43 The most commonly quoted accounts are GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., and ALAN WOOD, Mr. 
Rank (London, 1952) – see especially pp. 105-110. 
44 VINCENT PORTER and CHAIM LITEWSKI, “The Way Ahead”, Sight and Sound, vol. 50, no. 2 
(1981), p. 110. 
45 New Statesman and Nation, 12 August 1944. 
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politically and culturally over the minds of the people.  Its potentialities are 
vast, as a vehicle for the expression of national life, ideals and tradition, as a 

dramatic and artistic medium, and as an instrument for propaganda.46

 

In tones which echoed The Film in National Life, the report was implying that 

Rank’s position within the film industry involved certain moral obligations.  

Although no action was taken on Palache’s key recommendations in the 

short-term, the end of the war ten months later brought with it the election of 

a Labour government and a contraction of the MOI Films Division, including 

the dissolution of the Ideas Committee.  The Crown Film Unit was scaled 

down, and, with the exception of Humphrey Jennings, its prominent 

directors dispersed, either to other documentary units, the studios, or, in the 

case of Jackson, to Hollywood.  Apart from two remaining projects - Children 

on Trial (1946, Jack Lee) and School for Danger (1947, Edward Baird) - the 

production of expensive, feature-length 'story documentaries' ceased, and the 

short film programme, including the monthly releases, increasingly 

concentrated on specific informational issues such as road safety and 

vaccination rather than on the broader political subjects which Grierson and 

his acolytes had always sought to address.  As Rotha complained: 
 

When the COI replaced the MOI, our Civil Service at the Treasury said, “No 
more giving you x-million a year.  We’ll give you a little here and there.  
Now you become a service station.  If the Ministry of Health wants a film on 
the immunisation of children from I don’t know what, you must make this 
film for them.  So in other words, what happened was they took out all the 

imagination of the idea from behind the units.47

 

Opposition to Rank, meanwhile, remained constant.  The Documentary 

Movement, having enjoyed their finest hour, was campaigning for state-

sector film production to remain at its wartime level (and the numerous 

cuttings from Documentary News Letter which can be found in the Public 

Record Office files dealing with films policy during and immediately 

following the war suggest that it was being listened to), and in 1946-47 three 

pamphlets were published suggesting that Rank’s religious beliefs and his 

emphasis on 'quality' production amounted to little more than a front for 

unbridled mercenary capitalism.48

 

                                                            
46 BOARD OF TRADE, Tendencies to Monopoly in the Cinematograph Film Industry (London, 1944), 
para. 7. 
47 Interviewed in EVA ORBANZ (ed.), Journey to a Legend and Back (Berlin, 1977), p. 36. 
48 RALPH BOND, Monopoly (London, 1946); R.J. MINNEY, Talking of Films (London, 1947); 
FREDERIC MULLALLY, Films: An Alternative to Rank (London, 1946). 
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The establishment of a prestigous, high-profile magazine film series, 

therefore, had the potential to kill two birds with one stone.   On the one 

hand, it would fill the gap left by the MOI’s production programme in a way 

which came under control of the industry rather than the Government (a 

move likely to be approved by exhibitors’ representatives)  and on the other it 

would serve to deflect much of the criticism of Rank which centred on moral 

arguments as opposed to economic ones, of the sort raised by the Palache 

committee.  Pat Jackson asserts that the original idea for the series stemmed 

from an approach made by Documentary Movement representatives at the 

end of the war: 
 

We wrote a letter to Rank, a lot of us, saying, “Please don’t let this tradition 
of film-making die because we have really put documentary on the map, the 
international map.” […] We knew that our days with the Crown Film Unit 
were numbered before absolute strangulation took over. […] The answer to 
what we were asking for was This Modern Age, which Rank thought was a 
fair enough contribution to an analysis of the everyday scene.  But, of course, 
it was not the style we wanted at all.  I mean, March of Time was doing it far 

better.49

 

If this account is true, it does much to explain the Movement’s dismissal of 

TMA, suggesting that they were attempting to operate to their own agenda 

but under Rank’s patronage.  This was not quite the way Rank envisaged 

things.  The obvious similarities with MOT can be explained quite simply: the 

fixed format and release schedule were necessary, just as MOT’s producers 

had found them necessary, in order to facilitate the widest distribution 

possible, as exhibitors, the majority of whom operated continuous, double-

feature programmes, were able to accommodate a regular series of films of a 

specific length more easily than an intermittent flow of productions which 

could last anything between five minutes and an hour.  Yet Rank’s choice of 

film makers shows that he did not intend TMA to be a commercially 

bankrolled outlet for the Documentary Movement’s political and ideological 

beliefs, as all the key players in the series came either from a feature film 

background or from broadcast and print journalism. 
 

The executive producer was Sergei Nolbandov, a Russian lawyer born in 1895 

who had emigrated to Britain shortly after graduating from Moscow 

University in the mid-1920s.  His first job in the British film industry was as 

an editor and assistant scriptwriter with Ivor Montagu and Adrian Brunel's 

company, followed by a number of positions in minor studios until he was 

                                                            
49 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 166. 
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hired by Michael Balcon and worked at Ealing as a scriptwriter on There Ain’t 

No Justice (1939).  Nolbandov subsequently produced The Proud Valley (1939) 

and Convoy (1940), both directed by Penrose Tennyson.  His directorial debut 

was Ships with Wings (1941), which he also scripted, and Nolbandov then 

directed Undercover (1943) before leaving Ealing to work for the MOI Films 

Division in an advisory capacity.50  He was then taken on by the Rank 

Organisation to begin preparatory work on TMA just before the end of the 

war.  An article written by Nolbandov in 1933 suggests that, having worked 

in a wide range of production contexts, he believed that established studios 

with firm financial backing provided a more economic production base than 

individual film-makers could: 
 

Producers with a steady working production unit and with powerful 
financial backing are in this respect much better situated than producers of 
isolated films, despite the fact that the latter may have more money per 
individual film.  By commanding better studio and technical facilities, by 
working with a permanent staff, and by careful scheduling of their films in 
the order of shooting, they can show better results on the screen for much 

less money invested.51

 

It would seem logical to infer, therefore, that as far as documentary 

production was concerned, Nolbandov regarded an established unit 

producing an ongoing series such as MOT as a preferable option to 

individuals working on one-off projects (e.g. Rotha).  Nolbandov’s pre-TMA 

fictional output also provides some important clues as to his possible 

objectives for the series.  Charles Barr, noting that he worked exclusively with 

Tennyson during the opening phase of his career, argues that, taken together, 

the spate of Ealing war films in which Nolbandov was involved – There Ain’t 

No Justice, The Proud Valley, Convoy and Ships with Wings – were at the 

vanguard of the realist tradition which critics would later claim as the 'quality' 

hallmark for an indigenous British film culture, and which the Documentary 

Movement would claim to have engendered.  In their attempts to portray 

social cohesion in the face of national crisis and addressing the 'how we fight' 

and 'why we fight' questions by drawing on production techniques more 

commonly associated with the Crown Film Unit (as part of the pre-

production research for Convoy, Tennyson undertook operations at sea), Barr 

suggests that these films marked an important break from the Ealing of the 

                                                            
50 Accounts of Nolbandov's work at the MOI vary: several newspaper reports from the period 
describe him as an 'associate producer', whilst Sidney Bernstein recalls that he was a film editor: see 
CAROLINE MOOREHEAD, Sidney Bernstein: A Biography (London, 1984), p. 164. 
51 SERGEI NOLBANDOV, "Costing Productions" in ADRIAN BRUNEL, Filmcraft (London, 1933), pp. 
179-180. 

114 



The Magazine Film 

1930s.52  Moreover, they were also the collaboration between Balcon and the 

Ideas Committee, and thus were a precursor for the more celebrated 

examples of the Government-private sector co-operation such as In Which We 

Serve (1942), The Way Ahead (1944) and Powell and Pressburger’s wartime 

films.  An interesting aspect of the reception of Nolbandov’s wartime output 

can be found in Jeffrey Richards’ study of Ships With Wings, which reveals 

that, whilst the quality press and Documentary News Letter thought the film 

was not 'realistic' enough (comparing it unfavourably with Target for Tonight 

and Forty-Ninth Parallel), Nolbandov’s combination of war propaganda and a 

romantic sub-plot obviously found favour with the public.  Balcon’s response 

to the negative press coverage was to commission a Mass Observation survey 

of audience reaction to the film, which found that 87% of those questioned 

expressed some liking for it.53  It could well have been this ability to integrate 

the wartime 'quality' discourse with the need for commercial viability which 

bought Nolbandov to Rank’s attention. 
 

Nolbandov, therefore, was trained as a commercial film maker and had no 

ideological link with the Documentary Movement, but at the same time he 

was closely connected with the public service role which the film industry 

had adopted as a result of the war and the MOI’s production programme.  As 

the executive producer of TMA, he would bring this range of experience to a 

series which would attempt to reconcile the educational dimension of 

investigative journalism with the cultural demands of the entertainment 

industry. 
 

Working immediately below Nolbandov was George Ivan Smith, who held 

the title of 'associate producer and literary editor'.  Smith was an Australian 

journalist who had previously worked in commercial radio, the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation and later as head of the BBC Pacific Service.  James 

Lansdale Hodson, the novelist and playwright, was initially a scriptwriter, 

who took over Smith’s position in 1947 when the latter left to join the United 

Nations.  In addition to his literary career, Hodson had undertaken a small 

amount of film work, his only output of any significance being the 

commentary for Desert Victory (1943).  Robert Waithman, a journalist and 

                                                            
52 CHARLES BARR, Ealing Studios (2nd ed., London, 1993), pp. 18-27. 
53 JEFFREY RICHARDS, “Wartime British Cinema Audiences and the Class System: the case of Ships 
With Wings (1941)”, Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 7, no. 2 (1987), pp. 130-
131. 
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diplomatic correspondent of News Chronicle for the duration of the war, was 

appointed deputy literary editor in February 1948. 
 

The list of technicians working on TMA provides yet another indication that 

the series was conceived with production values normally associated with 

substantially budgeted ‘A’ features.  Although not a member of the 

permanent staff, John Monck directed a number of issues.  The commentators 

were Bruce Belfrage, Leo Genn, both stage actors who specialised mainly in 

character roles, Robert Harris, a radio journalist and Bernard Miles, the actor 

and director, who, by the outset of TMA had established himself as a 

prominent film maker in his own right. 
 

Eric Cross was the chief cinematographer, and most of his department had 

worked either in features or newsreels.  Among the more prominent 

cameramen was Clifford Hornby, who had been a locations and second unit 

director of photography for before and during the war,54 and Ted Moore, 

whose previous career had been at Elstree Studios and the RAF Film Unit, 

where he had shot the British sequences for Journey Together (1945).  Sound 

recordists John Woodiwiss and Don Alton had at their disposal the latest RCA 

Photophone location sound cameras, capable of mixing up to three channels 

without the distortion introduced by the previous generation of studio post-

production equipment.55  Music was composed by Muir Mathieson, by then 

the acknowledged head of his profession who, in the words of a gushing 

panegyric by John Huntley, had “put British movie music on the map.”56  

During the war, he had encouraged Britain’s leading classical musicians to 

enter the film industry, and believed that carefully written scores could offset 

the lack of production values in other areas.  The music was conducted by 

John Hollingsworth, probably the only TMA regular to have been mainly 

associated with documentaries, having joined the RAF Symphony Orchestra 

when it was formed in 1940.  In this capacity he had conducted Leighton 

Lucas’ score for Target for Tonight and numerous features and shorts for the 
                                                            
54 For an account of his pre-war career, see CLIFFORD HORNBY, Shooting Without Stars (London, 
1941). 
55 From the release of 'Women in Our Time' (issue 22, 1948), TMA used the Rank-owned 
Gaumont-Kalee recording equipment, a low-quality system previously used only on the Gaumont-
British newsreel.  It seems reasonable to speculate that its expansion was part of Rank’s research and 
development programme, hence its use on TMA and a small number of Rank features in the late 40s 
and early 50s, including The Man in the White Suit (1951).  In the author’s opinion, the sound 
quality from the twin-bilateral variable area tracks is audibly inferior to the RCA duplex prints 
(comparing original release prints played on the same equipment), especially in sequences where 
dialogue, music and effects are mixed into the same channel, but this impression is purely subjective. 
56 JOHN HUNTLEY, British Film Music (London, 1948), p. 37. 
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services film units, including Burma Victory (1945, Army Film Unit) and 

Children on Trial (1946, Crown Film Unit).  Behind the key creative personnel 

was an extensive team of researchers, editors and librarians.  When the first 

issue was released, the TMA permanent staff numbered over 50. 
 

TMA’s inaugural issue, 'Homes for All', was first shown in September 1946, 

and provides us with a fairly coherent statement both of the filmic style its 

producers were trying to evolve and of their approach to the subject matter.  

The topic it dealt with was urban redevelopment, one which had previously 

been addressed in the Rank Organisation’s first feature-length documentary 

The Way We Live (1946, Jill Craigie), released a month earlier.57

 

For a series which would later sell itself on impartiality and even-handedness, 

'Homes for All' certainly presents a forceful case for the Government’s 

planning policy.  An intertitle following the opening sequence makes it plain 

that the film is not restricting itself to a discussion of how Britain should seek 

to recover from the effects of the Blitz: “Throughout the world, millions are 

homeless.  Britain’s housing problem has the biggest history because Britain 

lead the world into industrial expansion.” 
 

We then see a revisionist account of Britain’s social history from the Industrial 

Revolution to the Great Depression, the commentator concluding that “150 

years were spent wrecking a heritage.  This is the price we pay for an age of 

anyhow.”  A disequilibrium stage in the narrative is marked by a climactic 

bombing sequence, and then a hint at its resolution in the last shot from reel 1 

– a Labour campaign poster bearing the slogan “Let’s build the houses – 

quick!”  The second half of the film concentrates on the idea of a planned 

building programme being the only way to avoid repeating the mistakes of 

the past, and asserts that massive Government intervention is needed to 

achieve this in the face of economic and infrasturctural obstacles, although 

the message here becomes somewhat contradictory. 
 

Firstly we are told that only state control and standardisation “can produce 

the components we need in the numbers we need – in their millions”, this 

message being reinforced by a montage sequence set to music, recalling 

Things to Come, showing pre-fabricated bungalows being produced on an 

assembly line.  Yet the film also warns against “the old curse of mass-

                                                            
57 These two films are so similar in construction and argument that it would seem reasonable to 
speculate that their production was in some way connected. 
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building, the sameness, the monotony, the dreary uniformity… the 

Government must never forget this”: cue shots of 1930s slum housing.  Thus, 

whilst the script of 'Homes for All' endorses the unprecedented extent of the 

Government’s involvement in the lives of British citizens, it is a qualified 

endorsement rather than an uncomplicated celebration of some mythical 

socialist utopia. 
 

At first glance it might seem surprising that a film financed by big business 

should be arguing so strongly in favour of public sector expansion.  It was 

well known that Rank was at loggerheads with Labour’s policy toward the 

film industry, and especially the initial architects of that policy, the 

Chancellor (and instigator of the Palache report) Hugh Dalton and president 

of the Board of Trade Stafford Cripps.  Indeed, cynical observers regarded 

TMA as essentially a public relations exercise – “a sop to the socialists” in Jill 

Craigie’s words58 - one of a number of schemes intended to demonstrate that 

the Rank Organisation was a responsible business, addressing those moral 

obligations alluded to by Palache and various others.  By so doing, they 

would deflect the criticism of the press and the left-wing intelligentsia, and 

thus stand a better chance of heading off the more extreme measures, such as 

state ownership of cinemas, which the latter had proposed.  This idea is 

backed up by much of the critical reaction to TMA, as in this review of 

'Shadow of the Ruhr' (issue 21, 1948): 
 

“Mr. Rank’s Tory friends were shocked at the most telling tributes the 
Labour government has had.  But what ever you think of monopolies in 
general and J. Arthur Rank in particular, at least he gives his producers a 

freedom almost unknown in the cinema world.”59

 

Furthermore, credence is given to this view both by a pointed reference to 

pro-Government issues of TMA in an 'approved' biography of Rank, written 

by one of his apologists and published in 1952,60 and also by the arbitrary 

nature of Rank’s decision to terminate the series in 1949, citing massive 

financial losses incurred by his production operation, losses he believed were 

caused by misguided Government policy. 
 

But such a theory is not needed to account for the cautious advocation of 

Government housing policy evident in 'Homes for All'.  Ever since a feature 

entitled 'A Plan for Britain' had appeared in the 1941 New Year issue of 

                                                            
58 Quoted in GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., p. 137. 
59 Reynolds News, 19 September 1948.  The author is Joan Lester. 
60 ALAN WOOD, op. cit., p. 205. 
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Picture Post, a political lobby dubbed the 'New Jerusalem Movement' by the 

historian Correlli Barnett, had vigourously promoted the idea that an 

enhanced standard of living at home should be an inevitable consequence of 

a victory abroad.  It was an idea that had gathered steam with the publication 

of the Beveridge report a year later, and which culminated in the April 1945 

election of a Labour government, one that had been secured largely on the 

back of a manifesto which had made housing provision arguably the single 

most important issue.61  The inaugural production of TMA was largely an 

exposition of these arguments, ones which had already been endorsed by the 

public at large, and so with hindsight its editorial content was not as 

controversial as it might seem. 
 

'Homes for All' is far more interesting in terms of its aesthetic content.  

Carefully framed panning shots, intricate lighting effects and artistic montage 

sequences contrast sharply with the rough-and-ready cinematography 

normally associated with virtually every other form of non-fiction cinema 

being produced at the time.  The soundtrack consists of a literate and tightly 

constructed commentary, which at times verges on the poetic (the repetition 

of the “age of anyhow” motif) and a dense music track.  It follows established 

newsreel practice in that it only incorporates direct, synchronised sound, 

complete with 'dead track', in one sequence where a person is shown 

speaking direct to camera (although more use was made of direct sound in 

the later issues). 
 

Compared with a typical MOT approach the film is far more slowly paced, 

but with a more carefully defined relationship between image and sound.  

The practice of describing an image in the commentary text, or 'calling the 

shot', was one that Louis de Rochement had deliberately avoided on the 

grounds that it retarded the progress of the narrative and thus was less likely 

to hold the spectator’s attention.62  Instead, MOT commentaries were 

supposed to elaborate on the visual element or instruct the spectator as to 

how it should be interpreted.  For example, the sequence from 'Inside Nazi 

Germany' of a protest meeting against the establishment of a Nazi summer 

camp near a New England settlement is not introduced (as it might have 

been in a typical newsreel from the period) with a sentence such as “…these 

                                                            
61 CORRELLI BARNETT, The Lost Victory: British Dreams, British Realities, 1945-50 (London 1995), p. 
152.  Planning and the 'New Jerusalem' movement are covered at greater length in the section on The 
Way We Live in chapter 4 
62 See RAYMOND FIELDING, op. cit., p. 81. 
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pictures show American citizens protesting against Nazi military activities on 

the outskirts of their village…”.  Instead, it introduces an emotional 

dimension to the sequence, hence a statement that the principle US Nazi 

representative “…meets with unexpected opposition in a community long 

proud of its tolerance.” 
 

The authors of TMA commentaries, by contrast, tended to regard calling the 

shot as a legitimate device for emphasising the intrinsic visual properties of 

an individual shot or sequence, rather than a narrative defect.  Thus, in 

'Homes for All', we are told only that “this was the result” [of 1930s slum 

clearance schemes], before being shown unaccompanied images of tenement 

blocks.  The overall impression is that the film, at this stage, is not passing a 

negative judgement on what was, at the time, regarded as the way forward in 

housing policy.  A more effective example can be found in issue 6, 'Palestine' 

(1947).  Shots 95-97 of reel 2 show the devastated remains of the King David 

Hotel, including the bodies of some of the victims, with the commentator 

stating simply that “…a wing of the King David Hotel, Jerusalem, British 

headquarters, was blown up in 1946.” (see appendix 1 for a continuity 

extract).  Edgar Anstey’s verdict on the slowly-paced TMA commentaries was 

that their authors were “obviously seeking and finding a higher degree of 

precision in their commentary wording than the genre has yet experienced”, 

and suggested that the result was “a consequent gain in the freedom and 

power of the camera.”63

 

Although the first few releases of TMA lay down definite markers as to how 

the aesthetic elements in the series would eventually develop, the techniques 

which went into them were distinctly experiential, especially as regards 

sound design.  Of issues 1-5, Documentary News Letter remarked: 
 

…it is apparent that the unit still has a great deal to learn about sound-track 
– what to put on and how to time it with the shots; how to achieve some sort 
of synthesis so that tracks and visual fuse up into a film; and a lot to learn 
about how the facts, which they photograph so well, can be made 

intellectually or emotionally exciting.64

 

In many ways this learning curve is evident in all of these films, which show 

an extensive range of stylistic and narrative approaches. 
 

                                                            
63 EDGAR ANSTEY, op. cit., p. 20. 
64 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 56 (1947), p. 89. 
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The second TMA film, 'Scotland Yard', opened at the Odeon, Marble Arch, on 

10 October 1946.  Again concentrating on domestic affairs, it examines the 

problem of black marketeering using the case study of a woman arrested for 

causing a disturbance.  A police officer identifies the stockings she is wearing 

as having been stolen from a warehouse in which a security guard had been 

murdered.  The Scotland Yard machine then goes into action in an attempt to 

identify and apprehend the criminal responsible. 
 

The entire film is built around this structuring narrative, an approach similar 

to the one taken by the story documentaries made during the war.  The 

crucial difference is that none of the characters have speaking parts, apart 

from two moralising monologues delivered by the Metropolitan Police 

Commissioner, Sir Harold Scott.  The film depends to a large extent on 

effective editing and a virtuoso commentary spoken by Bernard Miles.  

Immediately after the opening scene in which the woman is arrested we see a 

montage sequence of filing cabinets and card indices as Miles’ voice drops to 

a monotone and warns: 
 

“If you have ever been convicted, you are indexed here, under your name 
and every one of your aliases.  The sort of crime you commit and how you 
go about it – picking a lock, breaking a window, using a jemmy – all are 
noted in this room.  Even knowledge of the offence and how you did it, 
without a name, may be enough to track you down.” 

 

The understated yet unsettling way in which direct address to the spectator is 

used here contrasts sharply with the bombastic approach which had become 

the trade mark of MOT, heightened by the fact that the track is, at this point, 

completely silent apart from the commentary.  In a later scene showing the 

interrogation of a suspect, Miles imitates the voices of both protagonists 

interspersed with that of the third person commentator, the reflection of one 

on the other eliciting an almost Brechtian sense of identification followed by 

detachment.  The film does, at times, verge on the melodramatic (“…the 

mysterious world which police and criminals live in is very much a world of 

their own, with a hint of strangeness, even by day…”).  In the concluding 

scene (see continuity excerpt in appendix 1), we see the Commissioner warn 

against the purchase of black market goods on the grounds that trivial crimes 

can lead to more serious ones.  There then follows a shot of the suspect’s cell 

door, upon which is a blackboard stating that he has been charged with 

murder.  Given that this offence carried a mandatory death penalty in 1946, 

the sequence leaves little to the imagination.  However, the overall 
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impression of the film is of the immense possibilities offered by what is 

essentially a very simple technical and structural formula. 
 

 
 

Fig. 8: Frame enlargement from 'Scotland Yard'. 
 

The ideological message being put forward in 'Scotland Yard' is contained 

primarily in the two book-end scenes of the Commissioner.  It follows the 

lead established in 'Homes for All' (which justifies a centralised planning 

policy as something which the public voted for and therefore deserved to get) 

in that crime is expressed as something of concern to society as a whole rather 

than as a problem which only the Police can deal with.  Thus we are told that 

“science works hand in hand, but the policeman on the beat is as necessary as 

ever”, as the visuals take us from the Scotland Yard map room and powerful 

new police cars to images of a policeman checking that front doors are locked 

and talking to someone on a street corner. 
 

The Commissioner specifically emphasises the nature of the current crime 

wave as a consequence of the war, noting that shop-breaking and tax evasion 

have doubled since 1938, but that personal violence, murder and the use of 

firearms by criminals had not increased (statistics which tend to undermine 

the narrative which follows).  In the closing speech he augments the direct 

address in the commentary by again stressing that the prevention of crime is 

up to the spectator as much as it is the duty of the Police: 
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“…when we buy goods under the counter we forget that we are pandering 
to the black marketeer who gets his stuff from the thieves in our midst.  
These thieves flourish because of the demand…” 

 

The moral of the story was not lost on the critics, nor on the Metropolitan 

Police, who persuaded GFD to re-release the film a year later as in 

conjunction with a publicity campaign against the black market.65  Jympson 

Harman in the Evening News noted that: 
 

The film has a “black market” message for the public.  It shows how a simple 
thing like accepting a pair of stockings “under the counter” encourages the 

present crime wave and in this case leads to murder.66

 

The first two issues of TMA, therefore, are notable more for style than for 

content, an important conclusion in view of the repeated comparisons 

between TMA and MOT.  The political standpoint advanced in them is not 

quite that of the strict neutrality which would later be promoted as the 

hallmark of the series, but the debates they address are opened up to a 

greater extent than had been the case in most newsreels and Government 

films from the period.  Housing provision and the crime wave are shown to 

be a direct consequence of the war and dealing with them is said to be the 

responsibility both of official agencies and the public at large. 
 

The next three films, 'Tomorrow by Air' (issue 3, 1946), 'Fabrics for the Future' 

(issue 4, 1947) and 'Thoroughbreds for the World' (issue 5, 1947) are 

concerned with industrial and technological issues rather than overtly 

political ones.  They did not have such a favourable reception as the earlier 

releases, largely because they were deemed to be stylistically weaker.  

Documentary News Letter, in its review of 'Tomorrow by Air', hinted at the way 

in which there seemed to be a formulaic narrative applied to each subject 

TMA dealt with in turn, by sarcastically remarking that “there ought to be a 

legal way of banning the line ‘Then came war! (boom-boom)’ from 

commentaries for the next ten years.”67  As for 'Thoroughbreds for the 

World', the only positive comments “M.E.C.” in the Monthly Film Bulletin 

could come up with were that “the shots of horses and foals of all ages are 

lovely, and, since the breeding of bloodstock is such an essentially British 

practice, the film should be of interest to cinema audiences overseas.”68

 

                                                            
65 See the London Evening Standard, 16 September 1947. 
66 Evening News, 27 September 1946. 
67 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 56 (1947), p. 89. 
68 Monthly Film Bulletin, vol. 14 (1947), p. 16. 
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Issue 6, 'Palestine' (1947), is significant for two reasons: it was the the first film 

in the series to address foreign affairs, and was also the first TMA issue to be 

advertised and marketed in a way that stressed editorial impartiality, and 

these two precedents are very much connected.  Whereas the topics that had 

previously been dealt with by TMA were essentially matters of social 

consensus, the Empire in general, and Palestine in particular, were the subject 

of intense controversy and volatile public opinion.  A wave of terrorism 

perpetrated by Jewish extremists had been taking place in the province as a 

result of Britain’s refusal to admit large numbers of refugees from the Nazis (a 

policy dating from the Versailles negotiations, at which Britain, in the Balfour 

declaration, had given an undertaking not to allow Jewish settlers to 

outnumber the indigenous Arab population).  When President Truman 

applied pressure on Churchill at the Potsdam conference to increase the 

number of immigrants, the Palestine question went instantly to the top of the 

British foreign policy agenda, a question which the Jews regarded as a 

struggle against British oppression and British public opinion regarded as 

American imperialism. 
 

Shortly after Labour were elected, Attlee agreed to a joint Anglo-American 

inquiry.  But the Government refused to issue any more immigration permits 

in the meantime, Aneurin Bevin tersely commenting that as the Jews had 

already waited 1,900 years for a national home, then another twelve months 

would not make much difference.69  But it was the explosion of a terrorist 

bomb on 22 July 1946 at a Jerusalem hotel which hardened Government 

policy and turned public opinion decisively away from the Jewish cause.  The 

incident claimed 91 lives and caused a wave of jingoist rhetoric in the press.  

On 24 July the Daily Express even published a recruiting advertisement for the 

Palestine Police depicting heavily-armed militia and captioned “How to join a 

Crack Force”.  During the whole of 1946, 73 troops and over 300 civilians had 

been killed or wounded.70

 

By sheer coincidence, a TMA unit were in Jerusalem at the time of the hotel 

bomb and shot footage of the acting high commissioner, Sir John Shaw, 

directing rescue operations.  Researchers in London had also pulled off a 

journalistic coup, by uncovering a Nazi newsreel in which the Grand Mufti of 

Jerusalem (a senior Arab official) appears to give a Nazi salute to what are 

                                                            
69 DAVID LEITCH, “Explosion at the King David Hotel” in MICHAEL SISSONS and PHILIP FRENCH 
(eds.), Age of Austerity (2nd ed., Oxford, 1986), p. 55. 
70 Ibid., p. 57. 

124 



The Magazine Film 

supposedly Muslim troops of the SS.  It was these two items which formed 

the basis of 'Palestine', around which a commentary was written, stressing 

British impartiality in the face of terrorism and subversion.  A prologue shows 

footage of General Allenby entering Jerusalem, which, according to the 

commentary, “marked the liberation of Palestine.”  GFD’s press release for the 

film assures us that “the Arab and Jewish stories are shown separately”, but 

they are shown to a very specific end, as the text makes clear: 
 

Britain had lead the way in freeing Palestine: her Balfour Declaration lead to 
the League of Nations mandate which made it possible for Jews to go back to 
Palestine.  The film emphasises that Britain was charged with 
ADMINISTERING PALESTINE FOR ARAB AND JEW. 

 

Of the Arab-Nazi connection: 
 

German newspaper photographs are shown of the Mufti in Germany with 
Moslem troops of the Wehrmacht.  Arabs claimed that these were faked by 
Nazi propagandists.  “THIS MODERN AGE” presents a sensational answer – 
a captured Nazi newsreel, which is shown for the first time in the free world.  
In it the Mufti of Jerusalem is seen, in the presence of Nazi officers, giving 
the Nazi salute to Moslem troops of the SS during the war. 

 

Of the Jewish terrorists: 
 

With equal force the film condemns Jewish extremists who resort to 
terrorism.  Wanted members of the Stern Gang, and the Irgun, are shown.  
Graphic shots of the 1946 bomb outrage at the King David Hotel were taken 
by the Unit’s cameramen shortly after the explosion. […] Britain was forced 
to hunt out the terrorists.  The camera covers searching in streets and in 
settlements.  Among the results are discovered dumps of illegal weapons 

which Jews all over Palestine had been storing for the final showdown.71

 

                                                            
71 Press release for 'Palestine' releaed by GFD/This Modern Age Ltd. (from microfiche in BFI 
library).  Author’s emphasis. 
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Fig. 9: A meeting of Jewish settlers; 'Palestine' (production still). 
 

Slightly less evident than the scrupulous even-handedness toward Arab and 

Jew is the distinctly anti-American tone of the film.  The King David Hotel 

scene is introduced by shots of British security police sealing off an area of 

Jerusalem, whilst the commentary tells us that the Anglo-American Inquiry’s 

recommendation that Britain should admit a further 100,000 Holocaust 

victims had not been matched by any offers of financial support (see 

continuity excerpt in appendix 1).  After the Nazi newsreel sequence there 

appears an animated map of the Middle-East as the commentator asserts that 

“…the U.S. has conflicting interests, which lead to support for anti-British 

Jews at home, and appeasement of Arabs for new American oil concessions in 

Saudi Arabia.”  The closing scenes bring together these three tropes which 

form the bulk of the narrative – the Arab involvement in Palestine, the Jewish 

involvement in Palestine (with both the structure of the film itself and the 

publicity surrounding it emphasising impartiality where each is concerned) 

and the American interference in Britain’s administration of Palestine – to 

argue that Britain had been left in a Catch-22 situation in which she was 

obliged to contain a civil war within the province itself and what her 

government believed to be an unsatisfactory response from the international 

community. 
 

GFD’s extensive publicity appears to have paid off.  When 'Palestine' was 

released in February 1947, the critical response to the film concentrated more 
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on the impartiality angle, and on comparisons with what was perceived to be 

the level-headed, rational and therefore British attitude of TMA with the 

crude propagandising of its American counterpart, than on the more subtle 

political ideas it contained.  Documentary News Letter concluded that “…the 

balance struck leaves each side equally deserving, each equally 

blameworthy.”  It then goes on to take a now-familiar broadside at MOT: 
 

It will be interesting to see whether the fretful stridency of the March of 
Doom catches the ears of world audiences more firmly than the reasoned, 

warmer tones of this latest screen periodical.72

 

Over half of TMA’s output dealt with international affairs (22 out of 41 films), 

and Rank’s publicists would seek to associate this discourse of even-

handedness with each and every one, especially those dealing with the 

transition of Empire countries to independence.  Taken together, the distinct 

narrative blueprint evident in 'Palestine' can be identified, in some shape or 

form, in all these films.  It consists of four key elements. 
 

Firstly, there is a historical overview designed to justify Britain’s involvement 

in these countries in the first place.  A typical example is 'Sudan Dispute' 

(issue 8, 1947), in which the opening sequence briefly explains the immediacy 

of the debate, namely the upcoming renewal of the 1936 Anglo-Egypt Treaty.  

This is abruptly followed by an intertitle which reads simply “What are the 

facts?  What is the Sudan?”  This also evolved into a recurring TMA device, 

dividing the film into a sort of three-movement structure consisting of 

Introduction – intertitle – exposition, development – intertitle – conclusion (another 

example being the excerpt from 'Where Britain Stands' - see appendix 1).  We 

are told that General Gordon entered Khartoum to put down slavery and 

that Kitchener “was the first man to speak of Sudan for the Sudanese”, 

followed by a brief description of events leading to the establishment of the 

Anglo-Egyptian administration of the country in 1899. 
 

The second phase of the film describes what has been achieved as a result of 

that administration, designed in narrative terms to lead into a discussion of 

the opposing viewpoints in the debate at hand, and in aesthetic terms to 

show off the extensive production values on which TMA also marketed itself.  

This consists of a sequence running over 300 feet of tribal dancing in a 

Sudanese village.  The images appear to be professionally lit and shot on 

quite slow panchromatic stock, and so look remarkably sharp and contrasty, 

                                                            
72 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 56 (1947), p. 89. 
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and are accompanied by a Muir Mathieson score and synchronised location 

sound of almost studio quality.  This in itself sets it apart from the low-budget 

travelogues which audiences would have been familiar with, but the object of 

the exercise was not simply aesthetic quality.  In a sparse but shrewdly 

interjected commentary we are told that the tribespeople were “slaves in the 

past, free men today”, and that the revival of these indigenous cultural 

practices was made possible by the introduction of modern agricultural 

techniques which broke up a nomadic culture and encouraged the 

establishment of permanent settlements. 
 

The third sequence leads into the debate itself.  Britain’s favoured option, an 

independent Sudan, is rejected by Egypt because Sudan contains the source 

of the Nile, and the presence of modern sovereign state in control of Egypt’s 

main natural resource is seen as a threat to her economy and national 

security. Britain favours complete independence as she feels that half a 

century spent developing the institutions of a democratic state have 

adequately prepared Sudan, and that continued Egyptian administration 

could lead to civil unrest.  This leads into the second intertitle: “This is the 

result of fifty years’ administration by the Sudan Government.” 
 

The concluding phase of the film suggests that the debate will be settled by 

the emergence of political parties established by the Sudanese, ending with 

images of a public meeting and the summing up: 
 

“Are the Sudanese to determine their own future?  Egypt says no, Britain 
says yes.  A vital principle is at stake.  The people must have the right to 
decide their own destiny in this modern age.” 

 

This narrative model is most clearly evident in the TMA issues addressing 

international affairs.  It turned out to be extremely successful in deflecting 

any suggestions of bias and concentrating critical reaction towards the notion 

of impartiality.  As with 'Palestine' and 'Sudan Dispute', the idea was rammed 

home by GFD publicists throughout the existence of TMA.  A catalogue 

issued in 1950 defined the difference between TMA and Rank’s newsreel 

operations as follows: 
 

This Modern Age is not biased in any way.  It has handled many controversial 
and important topics since the series was started four years ago and the 
latest four issues are of equal significance.  They tackle the problems of 
nations and peoples who are playing important parts in the political and 
economic structure of the post-war world.  Their difficulties are boldly 
explained and all possible solutions given a hearing. […] It is this quality 
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which has lifted its reputation above that of any other feature and given it 

first place in the minds of cinema-goers.73

 

A brief review of 'Sudan Dispute' in the Times agreed, noting simply that the 

film was “admirably photographed” and that “the opposing points of view 

are fairly stated.”74  But although this view was widespread, it was not 

universal.  “G.F.” in the Manchester Guardian hinted at some of the possible 

drawbacks to the rigidly formulaic structure used in 'Palestine' and 'Sudan 

Dispute' when, in respect of the latter, he suggested that TMA was 

oversimplifying the subject matter: 
 

Although there is a clear definition of Egypt’s claim to control of the Nile, the 
conflict of British and Egyptian opinion on the future of the Sudan is 
presented purely as a question of whether or not the Sudanese are entitled to 

govern themselves as an independent nation.75

 

But dissenting voices such as his were the exception which proved the rule: 

that the TMA approach was generally welcomed by critics, whose two key 

criteria for appraising the series were the documentary-realism discourse and 

comparisons with MOT.  Reflecting on the legacy of TMA shortly before its 

demise, Roger Manvell asserted that “at no time since before the war was the 

pattern of world affairs portrayed so consistently on the British screen.”76

 

When it came to domestic politics, TMA did not feel the need to be quite so 

circumspect.  Interspersed with 'Palestine' and 'Sudan Dispute' came 'Coal 

Crisis' and 'Development Areas' (issue 9, 1947).  The former, directed by the 

Documentary Movement veteran Edgar Anstey, was a vehement indictment 

of what he perceived to be the lack of investment in coal by the Labour 

government since nationalisation.  The film argues that under private 

ownership, the coal industry had updated obsolete equipment and 

maintained safety standards, and that by not doing so, the Government was 

failing in its duty.  Miners, we are told, are “the Royal Engineers of this 

underground battle for coal”, and a dramatic narrative is built up around the 

idea of coal being an essential source of energy needed for the country to 

function properly.  This point was reinforced by the timing of the film’s 

release in April 1947: the fuel crisis resulting from the severe winter of 1946-47 

                                                            
73 GFD distribution catalogue, 1950, back cover.  Copy in 'GFD' subject file, BFI Library. 
74 The Times, 24 April 1947, p. 6. 
75 Manchester Guardian, 23 April 1947. 
76 ROGER MANVELL (ed.), The Year’s Work in the Film, 1950 (London, 1951), p. 27. 

129 



Chapter 3 

had caused colossal power cuts, widespread cold-related illness and direct 

losses to industry put at over £200 million.77

 

It was this film which gave rise to another piece of Documentary Movement 

mythology surrounding TMA.  Edgar Anstey, when interviewed by Elizabeth 

Sussex in the 1970s, recalled that the overtly partisan stance of 'Coal Crisis' 

was a cause of concern for Rank, who feared recriminations from those 

individuals criticised in the film, but agreed that it should nonetheless be 

exhibited.78  This anecdote, although it does tend to support the avowed 

political neutrality of the Rank Organisation, reads suspiciously like an 

attempt on Anstey’s part to associate himself with what the Documentary 

Movement regarded as the most successful film in the series. 
 

In fact, the polemical statements in those TMA films dealing with domestic 

politics as opposed to the formulaic way in which the series addressed 

international affairs had become apparent as it approached the end of its first 

year.  'Development Areas' applied the 'Homes for All' blueprint to industrial 

deprivation (“Industrial Britain… a proud history shot through with the 

tragedy of unemployment”): the post-1918 boom was deflated by a 

worldwide depression and punitive import tariffs, cue stock footage of the 

Jarrow marches, followed by the intertitle “What peace could not do, war 

accomplished.”  Centralised planning of industrial distribution, we are then 

told, is the only way to prevent the boom-and-bust cycle from being re-

established.  'Development Areas', however, is a lot less subtle in terms of its 

political message.  We are shown chiaroscuro-laden images of Welsh mining 

villages whilst Hodson’s commentary reels off their names, as in Thomas 

Chalmers and The River (1938, Lorentz).  Emotive similes and metaphors are 

used throughout the film (“…men rust and rot in idleness as do iron and 

steel…”), more often and more prominently than in 'Homes for All', 'Scotland 

Yard' or 'Coal Crisis'.  Documentary News Letter thought this a positive step, 

and preferred it to the methodical detachment of 'Palestine' or 'Sudan 

Dispute': 
 

The treatment is forceful and, compared with the mouselike timidity of 
many films on similar subjects, as bold as a lion – a circus lion, anyway.  It is 
on issues such as this, rather than 'Sudan Dispute', that This Modern Age 
should build a reputation as an adult, entertaining, informative, reliable 

screen periodical.79

                                                            
77 K.O. MORGAN, Labour in Power, 1945-51 (Oxford, 1984), p. 340. 
78 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 166. 
79 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 58 (1947), p. 119. 
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Three further releases completed TMA’s first full year of operations: 'Rape of 

the Earth' (issue 10, 1947) on soil erosion, 'Home and Beauty' (issue 11, 1947), a 

social interest piece in the vein of 'Tomorrow by Air' and 'Fabrics of the 

Future', and 'Antarctic Whale Hunt' (issue 12, 1947), which built, to a certain 

extent, on the aesthetic experimentation in 'Scotland Yard'. 
 

'Antarctic Whale Hunt' also introduced another foil to the TMA armoury, as it 

drew on the travelogue-documentary genre, one which had hitherto 

occupied a sort of cultural limbo between the 'interest' film, a low-budget 

form of production which relied essentially on an attractionist aesthetic, and 

the ideological values and narrative structures evolved by documentarists.  

The genre had been consistently popular over the previous two decades: 

British examples from the silent period include Nionga (1925), Livingstone 

(1926) and Stampede (1930), whilst in the 1930s Robert Flaherty produced Man 

of Aran (1934) and Elephant Boy (1937) in Britain.  There were also several re-

releases of Herbert Ponting's footage from the Scott Expedition under various 

titles between 1924 and 1935.  As has been noted in chapter one, Michael 

Powell’s contribution, The Edge of the World (1937), had initially lead critics to 

associate him with the Documentary Movement. 
 

This combination of authentic images, removed from the everyday 

experience of most British film audiences, together with a political dimension,  

offered the ideal outlet for TMA, given that the series was marketed on the 

basis of feature-quality production values and the ability to present 

controversial ideas fairly and effectively.  'Antarctic Whale Hunt' brings 

together both of these: although the film is predominately a straightforward 

account of a voyage of a whaling factory ship, its script makes the object of 

the exercise quite clear.  “To the limitless waste of sea and ice comes an 

industry” is the guiding motif used in the opening sequence, reconciling the 

ideas of mythologising a physical landscape (see continuity excerpt in 

appendix 1) and then destroying that mystique by celebrating the industrial 

processes which take place on the ship.  The need for more whale meat in 

counteracting the 1947 food crisis is also a prominent message of the film.80

 

But the most obvious aesthetic feature of 'Antarctic Whale Hunt' was the 

extraordinary quality of the location cinematography (filmed by Alex Bryce), 

                                                            
80 For an account of the Government's various initiatives in dealing with food shortages, including 
the importation of whale meat, see SUSAN COOPER, "Snoek Piquante" in MICHAEL SISSONS and 
PHILIP FRENCH (eds.), Age of Austerity (2nd ed., London, 1986), passim. 
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something which was consciously repeated in subsequent TMA issues which 

added a discursive slant to the conventional travelogue.  Predictably, 

Documentary News Letter (now relaunched as Documentary Film News) was 

worried that visual beauty would become the object of the exercise and that 

the topical slant would end up as little more than a hook to hang it on.  

Referring to 'Jamaica Problem' (issue 14, 1947), their reviewer concluded that 

“visually, the film is effective”, but that “one could imagine March of Time 

making more of the visual material” through a more provocative 

commentary.81  Two months later, Clifford Hornby finished work on 'Land 

Short of People' (issue 15, 1947), a film on the depopulation of the Australian 

Outback which, although produced with the assistance of the Australian 

government and the personal support of the Prime Minister (according to 

Nolbandov),82 consists mainly of unstructured scenes (again, photographed 

and recorded with a technical quality almost unknown outside the feature 

studios) showing Aboriginal rituals. 
 

These developments set a pattern which would be reflected in the bulk of the 

TMA releases for 1948 and 1949.  The films which dealt with foreign affairs 

did so either through the formulaic narrative by which the early examples 

such as 'Palestine' and 'Sudan Dispute' were seen as a relevant but non-

partisan contribution to those debates, or by foregrounding the extraordinary 

production values which the series had come to represent.  But the issues 

concerning domestic political and cultural issues tended to make far more 

polemical statements, and it was these films which tended to attract a greater 

amount of critical interest. 
 

In 'Will Britain Go Hungry?' (issue 13, 1947), TMA appropriated images of the 

Dust Bowl to condemn the Government for failing to introduce intensive 

farming techniques.  The British – Are They Artistic?' (issue 16, 1948) attracted 

a large amount of press coverage.  This is hardly surprising, as the film 

tackled head on the ideas of 'high' and 'low' culture which had emerged 

during the war (see chapter 1), and, specifically, had underpinned the agenda 

of the film education movement and the magazine Penguin Film Review.  As 

Richard Winnington noted in the News Chronicle, the film could not be 

accused of subtlety.83  It opens by describing the growing popularity of 

                                                            
81 Documentary Film News, vol. 7, no. 64 (1948), p. 43. 
82 This claim is made in the TMA press release for 'Land Short of People' – copy on microfiche in 
BFI Library. 
83 News Chronicle, 14 February 1948. 
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'serious' art forms, including a lengthy sequence from Arthur Bliss’ latest 

ballet, a Benjamin Britten opera and the obligatory footage of Myra Hess 

playing in the National Gallery.  A concerted effort is made to emphasise that 

this phenomenon is not restricted by conventional class barriers, citing 

examples including the Army Bureau of Current Affairs and the LCC Art 

Class.  The commentator then warns that “all the same, we’d better keep our 

feet on the ground. […] Thrills, crooning and Jazz appear to be our chief 

delights.”  In this way, a arbitrary barrier is established between 'high' and 

'popular' culture, an idea which reaches its climax in an interview with Robert 

Donat (see appendix 1 for a complete transcript), who we see posed on a 

Pinewood set, opining that “…since the war, we’ve made some very fine 

films – but we’ve also made some very bad ones.”  Interestingly, Donat 

concludes with the idea that quality is directly related to public preference 

(“…if you insist on the best, you’ll get it.  After all, you pay for it.”), reflecting 

Roger Manvell’s view that the war had democratised the notion of a film 

culture based on indigenous artistic traits rather than purely economic 

parameters.  However, if the audience accepted this point, then the overall 

message of 'The British – Are They Artistic?' hardly complemented its 

audience.  The closing sequence intersperses books about art with titles such 

as Bed for Beginners: Being a Gentleman's Guide to Scientific Seduction in Eight 

Easy Lessons, a pianist in a pub and the Bliss ballet. 
 

Much of the press coverage pointed out that this dichotomy was an 

extremely crude one.  A reporter for the Daily Telegraph even questioned the 

validity of the premise embodied in the film’s title: 
 

A good many Britons would probably reply, cheerfully, “No, thank you – we 
leave that sort of thing to foreigners.”  Most foreigners would think the 

question silly.84

 

A more typical reaction was to accept the premise but to argue that it had 

been grossly oversimplified.  According to Richard Winnington in the News 

Chronicle: 
 

The conflicting choices at the end – the broad and narrow roads which face 
the stunted Briton – are not subtly posed.  It is not a choice between music 
and pin tables, ballet and roller skating, but between the quartet and the 

theatre organ, Dostoyevsky and Dorothy Whipple.85

 

                                                            
84 Daily Telegraph, 6 February 1948. 
85 News Chronicle, 14 February 1948. 
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And a correspondent for the Daily Graphic was not entirely convinced by 

Donat’s evangelising, complaining that “I keep on insisting on the best, but I 

don’t get it.”86  Nevertheless, with 'The British – Are They Artistic?', TMA 

began to look at the cultural issues facing British society in the immediate 

post-war period, and, in doing so, probably achieved a greater impact on 

audiences and critics than had been the case with their issues on foreign 

affairs or the strictly political approach they had hitherto taken to domestic 

matters. 
 

The next of these films was 'Women In Our Time' (issue 22, 1948), a vaguely 

structured survey of “the position of women in Britain today”, as it was 

advertised.  Taking the suffragette movement as a starting point (complete 

with exhaustive repetitions of Ethel Smyth’s March of the Women), the film 

examines the growing number of women in professional occupations and 

argues that the war acted as a catalyst in this respect.  The narrative does, 

however, oscillate abruptly between describing a utopia in which both sexes 

enjoy complete social equality, and a clichéd affirmation of what is an implicit 

status quo.  In one staged scene we see a woman attend to her crying baby 

whilst her husband buries his head in a pillow in an attempt to ignore the 

situation; meanwhile, the commentator informs us that “it is women’s beauty 

and graciousness which does so much to enrich our lives.”  Even so, the 

weight of critical opinion pronounced 'Women In Our Time' to be an incisive 

contribution to an important social issue. 
 

A more challenging treatment can be found in 'Education for Living' (issue 27, 

1949). In this film (directed personally by Nolbandov), TMA put forward a 

strident defence of the recent legislation which had raised the school leaving 

age from 14 to 16.  “A schooling in the democratic way of life is not an easy 

one” is the position from which the film argues for the massive expenditure 

required by the new system.  Full-scale secondary education, we are told, is 

necessary to maintain Britain’s industrial competitiveness, for the cultural 

benefits it offers the population and for its ability to produce individually-

minded citizens.  Although many of the traditional TMA hallmarks are still 

apparent (the sound quality in the opening sequence showing a primary 

school assembly is so clear that the acoustics of the hall are easily audible), in 

this case they serve to enhance the message of the film rather than to 

substitute for it.  Taken as a whole, 'Education for Living' makes an 
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impressive counterpoint to Warren Chetham Strode’s play The Guinea Pig 

(and the subsequent film directed by Roy Boulting in 1948), an account of an 

East End boy who wins a scholarship to a prominent public school which had 

aroused a great deal of controversy at the time the Education Act was in 

preparation.  TMA followed the film up with 'Fight for a Fuller Life' (issue 30, 

1949), which made similar arguments for further and higher education. 
 

The two remaining TMA issues on British affairs were 'When You Went 

Away' (issue 33, 1949), a lightweight survey of the tourism industry, and 

'Where Britain Stands' (issue 36, 1950), a summing-up of what Britain had 

achieved between the end of the war and the 1950 general election.  The film 

can also be seen as summing up TMA’s contribution to the film industry and 

film culture of that time, bringing together the industrial advances which had 

been necessary to safeguard the country’s economic position, the wide-

ranging social reform at home and the retrenchment of the Empire and 

Britain’s changing role in world affairs. 
 

The TMA issues on British affairs, therefore, gradually became more self-

assured as the series progressed and experimented with a number of filmic 

styles and techniques.  From the minimal story documentary narrative in 

'Scotland Yard' to the different strands of argument followed through in 

'Education for Living', TMA’s film makers actively sought ways of making 

non-fiction cinema into a medium which could bridge the paradox between 

entertainment and discursivity, rather than rely on the sensationalism upon 

which MOT depended.  An anonymous writer in the Times Educational 

Supplement observed that in 1949, TMA won the Cinema Exhibitors’ 

Association poll for best money-making shorts, and that “now public affairs 

are beating Donald Duck”: 
 

This Modern Age deserves success, for it has never bought victory as 
entertainment at the price of integrity.  As it gradually develops an extremely 
difficult technique, bounding complex problems in a 20-minute nutshell, 

some will inevitably turn out more satisfactorily than others.87

 

The more circumspect methods used by TMA to tackle international affairs 

drew two strands of reaction.  On the one hand, there was the feeling that 

the rigid format of these issues (which was either the filmed debate model 

used in 'Sudan Dispute' and 'Palestine', or the glorified travelogue à la 

'Antarctic Whale Hunt') limited their audience appeal or their ability to 
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discuss their subject matter in a way which really added anything to the 

debate.  Referring to 'The Fight in Malaya' (issue 40, 1950), a trade paper 

concluded: 
 

The only possible fault that can be found with the films of this series dealing 
with foreign problems is that, in their commendable efforts to tell the 
unbiased truth, they sometimes lack the urgent dramatic quality that would, 

from the popular point of view, make such subjects more interesting.88

 

Even so, the technical quality of many of these films was an important 

mitigating factor.  It is significant to note that the same paper remarked of 

'The True Face of Japan' (issue 37, 1950), that “artistic photography is always a 

feature of the series, but many of the scenes in this issue have a breathtaking 

loveliness which will not easily be forgotten.”89  For a comment like this to 

appear in a journal which is concerned more with commercial aspects of 

cinema than with cultural ones, it would seem that TMA production values 

were a success with audiences as well as with critics. 
 

The other response to TMA’s coverage of international affairs was more 

positive.  Despite their dismissal of the series decades later, prominent 

members of the Documentary Movement argued that TMA: 
 

…has reached an audience unaccustomed to reading well-informed daily 
and weekly journals, and has presented this audience with a fair report on 
world events at a time when mass-opinion is being swayed this way and that 

by prejudiced propaganda.90

 

Needless to say, the reservations expressed by exhibitors as to the perceived 

entertainment value of TMA had never worried the Documentary Movement 

very much, but it is interesting to note the level of support they expressed for 

the series, especially in the light of statements made to people such as 

Elizabeth Sussex in subsequent years. 
 

As I have mentioned earlier, the Rank Organisation incurred substantial 

losses in the closing years of the decade, ones which Rank believed were due 

to failures in the Government’s response to the balance of payments crisis as 

it affected the film industry.  Reducing dollar expenditure on American films 

had been a stated intention of the Attlee government ever since it took office, 

but the discussions which had taken place during 1946 and the spring of 1947 

had been geared towards developing a compromise solution: this would have 
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allowed the import of American films to continue, but limits would have been 

placed on the export of their earnings.  Unfortunately, the loan by the US to 

the UK of $3,750 million agreed in December 1946 had been approved only 

on condition that sterling would be made convertible with the dollar by 15 

July 1947.  Dickinson and Street conclude that this, in conjunction with the 

severe winter of 1946-47, had forced the Government’s hand, and emergency 

measures to restrict the purchase of American films by British distributors 

(which were paid for in dollars) became inevitable within a very short space 

of time.91

 
Thus, on 6 August 1947, a Board of Trade order was made under the 1932 

Import Duties Act which placed a 75% ad valorem tax on the revenue earned 

by all imported cinema films (this subsequently became known as the 'Dalton 

duty', after Hugh Dalton, then President of the Board of Trade).  What the 

Government had not bargained for was Hollywood’s response: less than two 

days later the Motion Picture Producers’ Association of America (MPPAA) 

announced that they were completely boycotting the British market until 

such time as the order was rescinded. 

 
The effect of this for the production sector of the British film industry was 

both profound and immediate.  At the time the order was introduced, less 

than one in five features shown in British cinemas were British films: thus, 

without a massive domestic production drive, exhibitors faced the real 

possibility of a film shortage that would result in cinema closures.  In an 

attempt to overcome the shortfall, it seems that the Government approached 

J. Arthur Rank personally, and tried to persuade him to throw his massive 

production resources into low-budget, high quantity film making in order to 

counteract the Hollywood embargo.92

 
The effect of the 1947-48 production drive can be seen from the figures: of all 

feature films registered for quota purposes in 1947 and 48,93 registrations of 

films over 72 minutes in length increased from 48 to 68, and those between 33 

and 72 minutes (that is, cheaply made ‘B’ films, descendants of the notorious 

‘quota quickies’) almost doubled, from 58 to 101 registrations.94  Virtually all 
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of this increase can be accounted for either by Rank-produced features, or by 

independent films for which GFD had guaranteed distribution in advance.  

Needless to say, the Rank Organisation had stretched itself financially by this 

production drive, and guaranteed exhibition was essential.  Unfortunately, 

when Harold Wilson became President of the Board of Trade following a 

cabinet reshuffle in October 1947, he promptly negotiated a settlement with 

the MPAA, signed on 11 March 1948.  Almost a year’s backlog of Hollywood 

films flooded into Britain just as the early results of Rank’s production drive 

were ready for release. 

 

 
 
Fig. 10: The 1947-48 production drive.  The revocation of the 'Dalton Duty' in 
March 1948 and the huge losses sustained by the Rank Organisation on films 
produced while it was in force precipitated a major retrenchment within the 

production sector of the British film industry.95

 
The Dalton Duty, and the timing of its revocation, has largely been blamed 

for the massive losses sustained by the Rank Organisation and the 

production slump of 1949.  Rank certainly blamed the Government for 

reneging on its promise to protect his post-1947 output from American 

competition.  If Wilson’s recollection, that the imposition of the duty was 

“really to establish a negotiating position”, and not a long-term measure, is 

correct,96 then there is certainly grounds for believing Rank was misled.  In 

any case, the débâcle resulted in Rank sustaining net losses of £16,286,521 

between the imposition of the duty and the annual shareholders’ meeting in 

September 1949.  At that meeting, Rank stated clearly that he blamed the 
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Government’s U-turn, suggesting that “even if all our films had been of the 

quality that we hoped, the unusually strong competition would have made it 

difficult to achieve satisfactory results.”97

 
Inevitably, the first stage of the retrenchment programme needed to offset 

these losses involved cutting back on those uncommercial activities which 

had hitherto been subsidised by the more profitable elements of the business, 

of which TMA was by far the most expensive.  On 15 December 1949, a Rank 

spokesman announced at a press conference that a further 12 issues were in 

production, concluding that ”after that we cannot say.”98

 

The decision to terminate TMA elicited a strong response from the quality 

press, which generally took the line that the series had maintained the 

prestigous reputation of the British film industry for non-fiction in an 

industrial climate which had finished off a large proportion of the 

Documentary Movement’s production base.  The political columnist Norman 

McKenzie wrote: 
 

It has done a worthwhile job; it has been free of any suspicion of 
Government propaganda, and it has held the breach for British documentary 
production at a time when less fortunately places units have had to go out of 

business.99

 

A fortnight after the announcement to terminate the series, The Times 

published an (anonymous) article which, although not explicitly stating that 

TMA was scheduled for closure, sung its praises in a way which suggests that 

it was arguing for the series to be retained: 
 

This Modern Age is altogether more moderate in tone [than MOT], more 
inclined towards understatement, a virtue, or a vice, which the world has 
agreed to regard as exclusively English […] It has by no means mastered the 
difficulties inherent in the technique of the pictorial column - or should it be 
leading article? - but it induces film audiences to think - and what a 

stupendous triumph that is.100

 

As 1950 wore on, support for TMA grew more intense, although it was, by 

and large, restricted to the sector of British film culture which had a track 

record of emphasising the quality-realist discourse (i.e. broadsheet 
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newspapers and the Documentary Movement).  Joan Lester, writing in 

Reynolds News, asserted that: 
 

If anything deserves to be rescued from the wreckage of the producing side 
of the Rank empire, it is this monthly film review.  For four years I have 
watched it grow from a slightly uncertain and stodgy beginning to a sturdy, 
distinctive feature, owing nothing to imitation, combining information with 

cinematic entertainment, often good, and sometimes brilliant.101

 

Interestingly, Paul Rotha made an economic case for retaining the series, 

citing the example of MOT to argue that the initial costs of such a project 

gradually diminish with time.  He suggested that TMA could find an 

important niche market as television assumed a wider role in news coverage: 
 

This Modern Age is a long-term venture which is being cut short before it has 
scarcely had time to grow.  It is being allowed to vanish, moreover, at a time 
when television is making the news-reel of less importance and when the 
need for balanced, editorialised news on the cinema screen has never been 

more needed.102

 

A number of proposals emerged as to how TMA might be saved.  McKenzie 

argued for “a philanthropic foundation to underwrite the losses”, likening the 

problem to that faced by the Army Bureau of Current Affairs after the war 

when the Carnegie Foundation took it over.  A more realistic idea seemed to 

be public subsidy: the Government had established the National Film Finance 

Corporation (NFFC) a year earlier, but this was designed to loan money to 

producers unable to cover short-term production costs, not a system for 

subsidising unprofitable films.  The NFFC’s director, speaking at the 1950 BFI 

summer school, said that he had given “a great deal of thought” to TMA, but 

that the provisions of the NFFC Act precluded any direct subsidy.103

 

It is likely that there was very little political inclination to keep the series in 

business.  Certainly I have been able to find no hard evidence to suggest that 

the Rank Organisation responded positively to any of these suggestions.  In 

any case, the attraction of TMA to the Government, if any, lay in the fact that 

it was a purely commercial operation (unlike other areas of documentary 

production) and thus was not associated in any way with the public sector – 

or, as McKenzie put it with rather less subtlety, “free of any suspicion of 

Government propaganda”.  Thus if TMA were to be funded by the taxpayer, 

it would no longer be seen to have that political autonomy.  In the event, 
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'Turkey – Key to the Middle East' (issue 41), released in January 1951, marked 

the end of This Modern Age. 
 
 
Conclusion: This Modern Age Re-assessed 
 
The arrival of March of Time in Britain marked a turning point in the 

development of an indigenous non-fiction cinema, despite, and because, of its 

American provenance.  For the first time, a regular series of factual films 

(other than newsreels) had proven their commercial viability.  Although 

Louis de Rochement’s 'news as entertainment' formula drew a certain 

amount of fire from the then nascent intellectual film culture in Britain, no-

one could deny that, in one crucial respect, MOT had succeeded where its 

only comparable alternative – the Documentary Movement – had 

demonstrably failed: in reaching a mass-audience. 
 

Grierson’s initial enthusiasm for MOT and his role in establishing the British 

production unit was essentially an acknowledgement of the ideological 

compromise inherent in the MOT idea.  Given his often-stated belief that 

cinema should adopt a public-service approach unhindered by market forces, 

his defence of MOT, often dismissed as a sort of cinematic tabloid journalism, 

seems somewhat atypical.  However, from his writing on Hollywood in the 

1920s and his involvement in the series, we can place Grierson’s approach to 

popular cinema alongside that of Kuleshov or Flaherty, one in which his own 

educationalist conception of the mass-media existed in a relationship with the 

film-making practices needed to reach a wide pubic.  This is notably at odds 

with the philosophy of, for example, Eisenstein or Lorentz, who defiantly, 

and, in their own weltanschauung, unproblematically, rejected the latter. 
 

This Griersonian compromise, then, although firmly rooted in the film culture 

of the 1930s, can be seen as the guiding principle behind This Modern Age.  Its 

translation into a post-war setting, as with newsreels, has its origins in the 

war itself.  The continued exhibition of MOT, together with the 

Government’s monthly propaganda films, reinforced the market for a fixed-

format, regular flow of analytical non-fiction cinema.  A combination of the 

MOT precedent, the critical consensus that MOT was losing its momentum as 

the 1940s wore on and the emergence of the Rank Organisation (the latter, in 

the analysis of Macnab and Dickinson & Street, being largely a consequence 

of wartime changes to the political and economic structure of the film 

141 



Chapter 3 

industry) made it likely that any significant post-war British magazine series 

would have to come from the Rank empire. 
 

This Modern Age emerged against this cultural and institutional background, a 

legacy which can be used both to understand and misunderstand its 

contribution to the post-war British film industry and culture. Two key 

elements of this – MOT and the Documentary Movement – have, in 

particular, caused major problems.  Despite the fact that Sergei Nolbandov’s 

formula detracted from that of MOT in fundamental respects, the latter 

inevitably became the benchmark by which Rank’s series was assessed, both 

by critics and exhibitors at the time and by historians and film scholars since.  

As late as 1993, Geoffrey Macnab used as a starting point for his discussion 

the idea that TMA “was an attempt to outdo” MOT.  As my analysis of certain 

exemplary TMA issues has shown, reading the films simply on the basis of 

this criterion can result in some highly misleading conclusions. 
 

The TMA-MOT comparison was also the agenda used by some notable 

Documentary Movement figures (Rotha, Anstey and Jackson in particular) to 

arbitrarily dismiss the former – in Jackson’s words, “MOT was doing it far 

better”.  But the extent to which this sort of statement can be taken as a 

considered critical judgement or a consequence of Rank’s decision to largely 

exclude the movement’s key film-makers from TMA is open to debate.  The 

case for the latter is strengthened by the fact that the Documentary 

Movement organ, Documentary News Letter/Documentary Film News, published 

a great deal of generally positive criticism during TMA’s lifetime.  The 

dismissals came when a subsequent generation of academics and journalists 

started interviewing the likes of Anstey and Jackson several decades after 

their careers – and TMA - had finished. 
 

So what were these crucial differences between the production strategies of 

TMA and MOT?  In aesthetic terms, expenditure and production values were 

important, and emphasised, aspects of the series.  J. Arthur Rank believed 

that 'quality' in a film was basically an expression of how much money it cost 

(hence projects such as London Town and Cæsar and Cleopatra), and TMA was 

no exception to this credo.  Unlike de Rochement’s dictum that the medium 

should be made to fit the message, the visual and sonic properties of the 

medium itself were very important to Nolbandov and his technicians.  Thus, 

every single shot in every single issue (with the exception of footage included 

for historical reasons, notably Allenby’s entry into Jerusalem and the Nazi 
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newsreel in 'Palestine') was originated on slow 35mm negative stock by 

studio-trained cinematographers.  As one newsreel cameraman observed, 

“TMA looked beautiful, but was like cracking a nut with a sledgehammer.”104

 

Combined with this emphasis on aesthetic quality was a more open-ended 

editorial policy.  A typical instalment of MOT depended on a polemical (and 

preferably controversial) locus standi, and every other aspect of the 

production was subordinate to that, hence the use of deceptively obtained or 

quite simply faked footage in the tithes film and 'Inside Nazi Germany'.  The 

producers of TMA consciously sought to avoid sensationalising their subject 

matter in that way, possibly because the MOT idea was increasingly being 

seen as irrelevant, or, to quote the Times review of 'Answer to Stalin', “[it] 

would not pretend to objectivity.” 
 

Perhaps because of the Reithian emphasis on even-handedness which 

informed many of TMA’s documentary precursors, or perhaps because of the 

preconception that objective journalism was, in the words of another Times 

editorial, “a virtue, or a vice, the world has agreed to regard as exclusively 

English”, this idea was at the forefront of the TMA project.  Evidence of this 

can be seen both from the films themselves and the publicity material and 

critical reaction to them.  Many of the TMA issues, most importantly those 

dealing with foreign affairs, evolved a narrative structure analogous with the 

format of a formal debate, consisting of an introduction, arguments for and 

against, a summing up and a conclusion.  The press releases, posters and 

distributors’ catalogues which accompanied the films stressed their impartial 

stance time and time again.  Whilst the films dealing with foreign issues 

emphasised this discourse to a far greater extent than the domestic ones did, 

the notion that TMA represented a consensus view rather than a partisan one 

was never far away from Nolbandov’s choice and treatment of subject matter. 
 

There was an important connection between the aesthetic and the editorial 

strands of the TMA idea.  The often crude production values apparent in 

MOT (underexposed shots, duped or pirated footage and the almost total 

absence of location sound) tended to be mitigated by the cogency of its 

arguments.  After all, if you are being told that the Nazis are secretly 

attempting to colonise your country, the fact that a sequence of goose-

stepping SS troops is rather dark and slightly out of focus is unlikely to be of 

                                                            
104 Norman Fisher, quoted in JAMES BALLANTYNE (ed.), Researchers Guide to British Newsreels, vol. 2 
(London, 1988), p. 33. 
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major concern.  TMA, however, frequently had to turn to other devices to 

offset the sometimes complex and unglamourous points being expressed by 

its commentaries.  For example, the cinematography in 'Antarctic Whale 

Hunt' and the high-quality synchronised recording of tribal rituals in 'The 

Future of One Million Africans' (issue 39, 1950), more than compensate for the 

slow progression of their narratives.  In critical terms, they rescued these films 

from being dismissed as little more than glorified travelogues. 
 

So, what of the magazine film post-TMA?  A number of other series had 

emerged during the late-1940s, most of them produced by the Government 

(these will be discussed in chapter 4).  The documentary arm of the Pathé 

newsreel company launched Wealth of the World in 1948, but this only lasted 

six months longer than TMA.  The emergence of television was, however, a 

crucial factor.  The BBC Television Newsreel, which started in 1948, was given 

an expanded format in 1950 when the BBC also started to undertake a wider 

range of current affairs production, and it could well be argued that the work 

of TMA in developing aesthetic and editorial approaches to the documentary 

idea can be seen most clearly in early television.  Ironically, television was 

also the indirect cause of one of the last major magazine film series to be 

produced in Britain: when the Rank Organisation pulled out of newsreels 

altogether in 1958, they replaced Gaumont-British and Universal with a one-

reel weekly series, Look at Life, which continued for over a decade. 
 

It is certainly significant to note that TMA’s dates coincide almost exactly with 

those of the Attlee governments.  Whilst Macnab has noted suggestions that 

this points to a direct institutional link between the two,105 I think it is more 

useful to see the series as having been a component in the wider industrial 

and cultural developments which make those years a key period in the 

history of British non-fiction cinema.  That is not to deny the existence of a 

continuing, but changing, relationship between cinema and state, but it must 

be stressed that TMA was conceived and executed as a purely commercial 

enterprise.  Furthermore, it was one which depended on that commercial 

status for the viability of its often prominent claims to impartiality.  The 

termination of TMA was also a commercial decision, albeit one which Rank 

blamed the Government for having to make.  Although it had evolved 

against the background of the 1930s, MOT and various other influences, TMA 

                                                            
105 GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., p. 137. 
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was most definitely, to borrow Richard Harkness’ conclusion, “a film series 

which had arisen to meet the challenges of its time.”106

                                                            
106 RICHARD HARKNESS, op. cit., p. 25. 
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4. The Feature 
Documentary 

 
 
 
 
 
Introduction: The Death of Documentary? 
 

There is no permanent place for them in the average film programme, 
though short ones can be absorbed occasionally for the sake of injecting a 

little variety into the show.1

 
For fifteen years the ugly duckling of the cinema world, the social 

documentary has now become "box-office".2

 

These two remarks, the former from S.A. Myers, an assistant director of 

British Lion distributors, the latter by an anonymous Documentary 

Movement writer, would seem at the very least to imply a lack of consensus 

as to the viability of non-fiction cinema within the commercial distribution 

and exhibition context.  This contradiction can be taken as a useful starting 

point for examining the changes which took place within documentary 

production in the immediate aftermath of World War II, and the wider 

implications of these changes for British film culture and beyond. 
 

To start with, let us reconsider the commonly held belief that the British 

documentary film enjoyed its greatest success during the war years and went 

into a rapid decline thereafter (given that Myers' company distributed a 

significant proportion of the Government's features and shorts during the 

war, it would appear that this view was gaining credence among industry 

circles only 13 months after VE-Day).  The origin of this historiography was 

primarily the Documentary Movement: the reminiscences and 

                                                            
1 "The Trade Discusses Documentaries", Cinema and Theatre Construction, vol. 21, no. 2 (1946), p. 
19. 
2 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 54 (1946), p. 50. 
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autobiographies of figures such as Basil Wright and Harry Watt led Sussex, 

Orbanz et al. to characterise the war years as their 'peak of achievement' and 

for subsequent critical and historical work to seek to contextualise these 

claims through other forms of evidence, notably press coverage and the 

writings of intellectuals.  Typical of these recollections is this comment in 

Watt's autobiography: 
 

…when it comes to our influence on the feature film industry, don't let's kid 
ourselves about our [the Crown Film Unit's] creative impact.  War was our 
bonus, as was the sudden shock that our kind of film was actually taking 

more money at the box-office then theirs.3

 

This was the crucial factor behind the Documentary Movement's supposed 

'peak of achievement'.  It was not so much the final vindication of Grierson's 

public service ideal as an extraordinary social and ideological context which 

enabled the documentary style to become commercially viable.  This was 

essentially the result of three factors: the Government's production 

programme, the role of the distribution and exhibition arms of the film 

industry, and, crucially, the convergence of fictional and non-fictional styles 

of film-making into what Charles Barr terms the "celebrated rapprochement" 

between the Documentary Movement and the commercial film industry.4  
 

The Government's production programme was directly responsible for 

increasing the size and capacity of the documentary production units over 

the course of the war.  Whereas during the 1930s, the actual industrial base of 

the movement had consisted of the GPO Film Unit and a handful of 

companies which were dependent on industrial sponsorship, the 

establishment of a Ministry of Information (MOI) in 1939 and its subsequent 

decision to produce a wide range of documentary and informational films 

greatly increased the level of demand and thus the capacity of supply.  

Approximately 1,400 official films were produced during the war, most of 

them non-fiction; by the end of the war, the member companies of the 

Federation of Documentary Film Units (formed by Rotha in 1944) had 

supplied 90% of the MOI's total output of titles.5 As Rotha asserted, "it was 

there for the nation to use, a body of technicians skilled in dramatising facts 

and information and argument."6

 

                                                            
3 HARRY WATT, Don't Look at the Camera, (London, 1974), p. 186. 
4 CHARLES BARR (ed.), All Our Yesterdays (London, 1986), p. 208. 
5 ARTS ENQUIRY, The Factual Film (London, 1947), p. 66. 
6 Today's Cinema, 2 January 1946, p. 133. 
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The involvement of the commercial film industry in enabling these films to 

reach a large, theatrical audience was another key reason why the war period 

was probably the Documentary Movement's most successful.  This 

involvement operated through two key mechanisms.   Firstly, an agreement 

between the MOI and the Cinematograph Exhibitors' Association (CEA) was 

signed in 1941, whereby the latter's members would show MOI films free of 

charge.7  Initially, these took the form of five-minute films released weekly, 

but in December 1942 the five-minute series was replaced by fifteen-minute 

films released monthly, mainly due to film stock shortages.8  These releases, 

in addition to the numerous non-theatrical shorts commissioned by the MOI, 

provided a continuous and growing source of employment for producers of 

non-fiction films.  Secondly (and more significantly in terms of post-war 

developments in the feature-length non-fiction film), a similar agreement was 

reached between the MOI and the Kinematograph Renters' Society (KRS), 

whereby distributors agreed to release feature-length productions made by 

the Crown Film Unit and the services' film units in the normal commercial 

way, with the producer's share of the box office going to the Exchequer.  

Films were allocated to distributors by means of a rota.9  It was from this 

system that the wartime 'story documentaries' emerged.  The commercial 

success of these films in comparison with the MOI shorts, which met with 

considerable resistance from exhibitors, was an important influence in the 

cycle of feature documentaries which emerged immediately after the end of 

the war, and this point will be discussed in greater detail below. 
 

The final reason why World War II has generally been regarded as the 

Documentary Movement's (and, by implication, the non-fiction film's) most 

successful period was the adoption of 'realist' film-making practices by the 

commercial studios.  Although much attention has been given to the 

ideological significance of this trend, it probably emerged as much out of 

practical necessity as from the influence of documentary on the commercial 

studios.  Basil Wright notes an ironic situation in which the production 

practices of the Documentary Movement and the feature film industry were 

suddenly reversed: 
 

                                                            
7 ARTS ENQUIRY, op. cit., pp. 75-76. 
8 For a detailed account of the MOI's short film programme, see JAMES CHAPMAN, The British at War 
(London, 1998), pp. 86-113. 
9 Ibid.  Aldgate and Richards describe how this procedure operated in the case of Fires Were Started 
(1942, Jennings) in Britain Can Take It (Edinburgh, 1994), pp. 238-240. 
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When the Government took over the then largest studios in Britain - 
Pinewood - and installed the Crown (ex-GPO) Film Unit, together with the 
Film Units of the Armed Forces, a lot of documentary-makers grabbed with 
joy at the elaborate film-making facilities available there.  As the feature 
people surged out onto location, the documentarists rejoiced at building 

complex interior sets of submarines and suchlike on the studio floor.10

 

This wasn't the only example of the cross-fertilisation which established 

'documentary' techniques and practices into commercial studios.  Throughout 

the war period there was a crossover of personnel between the state film 

units and the feature film companies: probably the best known examples are 

Alberto Cavalcanti's and Harry Watt's moves from the Crown Film Unit to 

Ealing, and the Boulting Brothers' and Carol Reed's secondment into the 

Army Film Unit.  Furthermore, critics and intellectuals from the period were 

instrumental in equating the ideas of 'realism' with 'quality', and, as the work 

of John Ellis and Andrew Higson has shown, documentary ideology was 

appropriated in an attempt to define 'Britishness' in terms of a national film 

style as distinct from, and thus ideologically preferable to, the cultural 

domination of Hollywood (this point is covered in greater detail in chapter 

1).11

 

By the end of the war, therefore, non-fiction film, and specifically the ideas 

and practices of the Documentary Movement, had become deeply embedded 

in the British cinema, both at a cultural and an industrial level.  By the 

summer of 1945, the producers and consumers of British films had an 

unprecedented capacity for non-fiction films of every description, yet the 

immediate post-war period is commonly seen as one of rapid and irreversible 

decline.  Prominent Documentary Movement figures have attributed this to 

the changing nature of the Government's involvement (which will be 

examined in depth in chapter 5).  Rotha in particular argued that, whereas 

during the 1930s, documentary production had been financed roughly 

through an even split between state and industrial sponsorship, the war, and 

the MOI's consequent demand for information and propaganda films, had 

resulted in all the movement's eggs being placed in one basket, i.e. the 

taxpayer's.  Thus, according to Rotha, when the transition from the MOI to 

the Central Office of Information (COI) in 1946 resulted in a much reduced 

level of film commissioning, the Documentary Movement began to fall 

                                                            
10 BASIL WRIGHT, The Long View (London, 1974), p. 199. 
11 JOHN ELLIS, "The Quality Film Adventure: British Critics and the Cinema, 1942-48" in ANDREW 
HIGSON (ed.), Dissolving Views (London, 1996), passim; ANDREW HIGSON, Waving the Flag (Oxford, 
1995), pp. 203-220. 
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rapidly apart.12  This view is repeated by almost all of Elizabeth Sussex's 

interviewees and has tended to pervade the bulk of historical writing on the 

documentary (and, by default, the wider sphere of non-fiction film).  For 

example, Stuart Hood asserts that it "did not flourish in the post-war years",13 

and Olivier Barrot offers what is arguably a definitive statement of this 

position: 
 

S'il est vrai que le documentarisme allait prendre une extension jamais 
atteinte dans le monde entier, le cas de la Grande-Bretagne devait se révéler 
bien singulier.  Insensiblement, et malgré quelques réussites imtermittentes, 
la qualité et le rôle du documentaire brittanique vont diminuer, jusqu'à la 
suppression pure et simple par les Conservateurs du Crown Film Unit, en 

1952.14

 

Whether it is quite as simple as that is not entirely relevant to this debate.  

However, in order to understand one of the key areas in which the post-war 

non-fiction film did develop, it is necessary to distinguish, with some degree 

of precision, between 'non-fiction', 'documentary' and 'Documentary 

Movement'.  I have hitherto been using these terms interchangeably, part of 

the reason being that by the end of the war, 'documentary' had become a 

rather loosely-defined term; it covered everything from expensive studio 

features in which critics identified 'realist' narratives and mise-en-scène, to 

instructional films about how to make a compost heap.  Pat Jackson gives us 

some idea of how imprecise a term it had become: in 1947 he told the Penguin 

Film Review that, "when, for example, I hear of Mary Field's Secrets of Nature 

and John Ford's Grapes of Wrath both referred to as documentaries, I feel quite 

justified in drawing my own line somewhere."15

 

It is certainly safe to say that the word 'documentary' was not linked 

exclusively to the ideas and activities of the Documentary Movement, even if 

the Documentary Movement was, by this stage, linked exclusively (both 

institutionally and ideologically) to the apparatus of government.  It is also 

feasible to exclude newsreels and magazine films from our definition of 

'documentary', as they were significantly different from almost all other one-

off non-fiction films released theatrically.  Newsreels were time-specific and 

were never designed to offer much in the way of argument or narrative.  The 

                                                            
12 Transcript of an interview in EVA ORBANZ (ed.), Journey to a Legend and Back (West Berlin, 
1977), p. 36. 
13 STUART HOOD, "John Grierson and the Documentary Film Movement", in JAMES CURRAN and 
VINCENT PORTER (eds.), British Cinema History (London, 1983), p. 111. 
14 OLIVIER BARROT et al., "L'Angleterre et son cinéma", Cinéma d'Aujourd 'hui, no. 11 (1977), p. 74. 
15 "Your Questions Answered", Penguin Film Review no. 3 (1947), p. 84. 
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two main magazine series' which operated in Britain during the period under 

discussion, The March of Time and This Modern Age, were both the product of 

unique industrial conditions and an ideological agenda which reproduced 

itself in successive issues.  Therefore if we discount newsreels, magazine films 

and films produced by the state, what we are left with are feature length non-

fiction films produced and shown on a purely commercial basis. 
 

Richard M. Barsam suggests that in Britain, "the post-war period saw an 

increase in commercial sponsorship, the increased production of films on art, 

the use of longer formats and colour film stock and the production of films 

specifically for showing in public theatres."16  By doing so he is asking us to 

acknowledge that, even if the Documentary Movement went into decline 

after the war, this does not mean that the documentary film did so.  In this 

chapter, therefore, I shall be examining some important, commercially 

produced and distributed non-fiction films from the immediate post-war 

period in order to illustrate one way in which Barr's "celebrated 

rapprochement" of documentary/realism/non-fiction and the commercial film 

industry not only survived, but strengthened, as the 1940s progressed.  I shall 

be using case-studies from the Rank Organisation's documentary output;  

given that Rank was the largest capitalist force in the British cinema at this 

time, his approach to feature length non-fiction deserves detailed attention.  

Three films will be discussed in detail: The Way We Live (1946, Jill Craigie), 

Theirs is the Glory (1946, Brian Desmond Hurst) and XIV Olympiad: The Glory of 

Sport (1948, L. Castleton Knight). 
 
 
Documentary in the market place: distribution and exhibition 
practices in post-war Britain 
 

The film educationalist cannot afford to overlook the importance, for good or 

evil, of the average cinema programme.17

 

In chapter 1 I described how the 1930s marked a gradual progression towards 

a mode of exhibition practice which, with the exception of news theatres, 

came to be dominated by double-feature programming.  As such, the bulk of 

a cinema programme's running time would be occupied by two films, each 

running for an hour or longer, and anything else had to be slotted into the 

time remaining.  This practice had become well established by the mid-1930s: 

                                                            
16 RICHARD M. BARSAM, Nonfiction Film: A Critical History (2nd ed., Indianiapolis, 1992), p. 243.  
My emphases. 
17 JYMPSON HARMAN, "Truth and British Films", Sight and Sound, vol. 15, no. 57 (1946), p. 15. 
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according to Rachael Low, by 1935, only 4% of commercially distributed films 

were 'shorts'.18

 

In this respect the proliferation of Government films during the war period 

can most usefully be seen as the exception which proves the rule, as the two 

main constituents in the MOI's production programme met with very 

different responses from exhibitors and the public.  The story documentaries 

were undoubtedly a commercial success: as a result of the KRS rota system, 

the Treasury received, for example, £77,250 of clear profit from Desert Victory 

(1943, Boulting), £73,636 from Target for Tonight (1941, Watt) and £47,797 from 

Coastal Command (1942, Holmes), thus according H.M. Government the status 

of a profit-making film production company for the first (and probably the 

last) time in its history.19

 

However, the five and fifteen minute films had to be supplied to cinemas free 

of charge (they were distributed by National Screen Services, the company 

which normally handled trailers and publicity material) and were widely 

resented by exhibitors, with some justification.  In fact, the MOI-CEA 

agreement was only signed because of fears by cinema owners that without 

some concession, the Government would seek to acquire statutory powers 

over the content of cinema programmes.  CEA members were firmly 

convinced that their customers disliked MOI shorts: a Kine Weekly editorial 

column from 1941 asserted that, "…what is the real desire of the cinema 

patron?  To get away from the whole nasty business for a couple of hours."20  

The patrons agreed: Mass Observation's 1943 questionnaire of favourite films 

provoked one respondent into complaining that "at practically every occasion 

when I visit a cinema I have to digest some miserable propaganda film about 

the war."21  James Chapman has argued that these sentiments do not entirely 

represent the public response to official shorts, citing positive reports by MOI 

mobile cinema operators who showed them in locations such as church halls 

and factory canteens.22  Even if these films did gain a more positive reception 

in a non-theatrical context (and if so, it was probably because such audiences 

were not having to pay to see them), it would certainly be safe to conclude 
                                                            
18 RACHAEL LOW, Films of Comment and Persuasion of the 1930s (London, 1979), p. 62. 
19 [P]UBLIC [R]ECORD [O]FFICE, London, INF 1/199, "Receipts from the commercial distribution 
of films", memorandum prepared by the MOI for the Treasury Public Accounts Committee (undated, 
but probably summer 1944). 
20 Kinematograph Weekly, 18 September 1941, p. 5. 
21 JEFFREY RICHARDS and DOROTHY SHERIDAN (eds.), Mass Observation at the Movies (London, 
1987), p. 255. 
22 JAMES CHAPMAN, op. cit., pp. 86-113. 
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that the Government's feature films were less problematic for the industry 

than its shorts, an experience which mirrored that of other producers before, 

during and after the war. 
 

Although the monthly releases continued after the dissolution of the MOI, 

the commercial distribution of most other shorts fell off drastically.  In 1949, a 

Board of Trade enquiry on distribution and exhibition (the Plant committee) 

found that during the previous year 94% of cinemas always programmed 

double-features, and only 6% "invariably showed a single feature picture with 

a supporting programme limited to short films."23  Rotha, predictably, had 

criticised this state of affairs, arguing that the problem was a cultural one, 

linked to the cinema's institutional position as part of the leisure industry.  In 

November 1948 he told the Royal Manchester Institute that: 
 

…the habit of "dropping in" at a cinema two or three times a week because 
there was nowhere else to go had been accompanied by an organisation of 
cinemas on a chain-store basis.  The film was often the least important part of 
a cinema, which was often the only social amenity in the residential areas 

which had grown up between the wars.24

 

A group of producers, exhibitors and critics held a discussion on the 

composition of cinema programmes in 1950, and, significantly, all expressed 

dissatisfaction.  The problem was that such a large proportion of exhibitors' 

expenditure on film rental was spent on the main feature that it was deemed 

impossible to produce supporting material of any reasonable quality with the 

money that was left.  For example, in the financial year 1947-48, £27.5 million 

was spent on film rental, of which only £2.5 million went to supporting 

programmes.25    The vast majority of second features were Hollywood B-

films, offered by distributors at heavily subsidised prices and usually as part 

of package deals, or, as R.K. Neilson-Baxter described them, "disastrously bad 

second features which the distributors can't dispose of any other way."26  

Condemnation of the B-feature system was a key element in the critical 

canonisation of The Way We Live, and it would seem that there was a 

significant level of dissatisfaction among audiences.  A letter to the editor of 

the Daily Herald argued in favour of abolishing the double-feature altogether: 
 

                                                            
23 BOARD OF TRADE, Distribution and Exhibition of Cinematograph Films (Cmd. 7837), 23 November 
1949, para. 10 (p. 7). 
24 Manchester Guardian, 27 November 1948. 
25 BOARD OF TRADE, op. cit., para. 41 (p. 19). 
26 "The Cinema Programme in Great Britain" in ROGER MANVELL (ed.), The Cinema, 1951, 
(Harmondsworth, 1951), p. 190. 
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Why do the cinemagoers of this country have to tolerate such trashy 
"second-feature" films?  One is attracted to a cinema by quite a good film 
about which we have read critics' views, and having seen it one has either to 
walk out or sit through the most amazing rubbish which, I am sure, no 
newspaper critic is ever allowed to see.  The point is that most of these silly 
second features are American-made.  Does the British film industry really 

mean to tell us that it cannot replace this muck with good "shorts"?27

 

Without fundamental changes in the composition and/or financing of cinema 

programmes, however, British supporting films, which, unlike American 

ones, could not generate substantial amounts of revenue before even being 

released in the UK, could not hope to compete on this economic basis without 

receiving the sorts of subsidies which the MOI had provided during the war 

period.  As Ronald Neame observed: 
 

The great era of the short film, too, was during the war and just after.  After 
that what happened was that audiences fell away because of general 

economic conditions, and so money was lost.28

 

And it was not only the economics of distribution which discouraged the 

production of supporting material on anything other than minuscule 

budgets.  The prevailing spectatorship practices were another obstacle to the 

producers of documentaries and other shorts.  Apart from in repertory 

cinemas and news theatres, programmes were generally continuous.  This 

meant that a film was not advertised to start at a specific time, but instead 

patrons were able to enter and leave at any point, often seeing the conclusion 

of a film and then remaining in the cinema until the opening scenes of the 

following performance.  Newspaper listings and posters would typically 

state, for example, "continuous from 2.00, last programme finishes 11.35".  

Interestingly, the advertisement for The Way We Live (reproduced as fig. 17) 

does list starting times for each film, but, as far as I can tell, this was not a 

common practice outside the West End. 
 

Critics had complained about continuous programming for a long time, 

arguing that this method of showmanship undermined the artistic integrity 

of films which were so exhibited.  However, it was largely accepted by the 

cinemagoing public, whose judgement of value for money, it seems, was 

based largely on quantity.  J.S. Fairfax-Jones, manager of the Odeon Leicester 

Square, believed that: 
 

At present the overwhelming conclusion is that the public prefers the 
double-feature programme.  During the war some cinemas experimented 

                                                            
27 Daily Herald, 6 August 1946. 
28 "The Cinema Programme in Britain", op. cit., p. 191. 
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with single-feature programmes but the public thought it an indirect form of 
profiteering, since other cinemas in the same district offered longer 
programmes for the same price of admission.  The emphasis therefore is on 
quantity rather than on quality, although it is only fair to say, that as 
between two programmes of the same length, the better of the two may well 

attract greater patronage.29

 

This belief is borne out by the only large-scale audience survey carried out 

during the immediate post-war period (apart from J.P. Mayer's research, 

which did not address the issue of programming).  The 1946-47 Bernstein 

questionnaire (Sidney Bernstein, owner of the Granada circuit, surveyed 

cinema audiences at regular intervals: his attempt to dismantle the 

supplementary contract system of newsreel distribution, described in chapter 

2, was on the basis of these results) found that audiences were very much in 

favour of the existing formats, and, apart from magazine films, were resistant 

to non-fiction shorts.  In response to a question on programming, 46% of 

respondents preferred "two features, newsreel and short", with only 20% 

opting for "one long film, newsreel, short and organ solo".  34% preferred an 

organ solo to a short.  The report concluded: "thus it appears that the demand 

for double features continues unabated" (a transcript of the complete report is 

reproduced as appendix 2).30

 

It can be seen, therefore, that at the end of the war, and with the consequent 

reduction in the Government's production activities, that the prevailing 

exhibition practices and the ways in which their constituent components 

were financed made the commercial distribution of shorts largely 

uneconomic.  There were exceptions, of which This Modern Age was probably 

the most significant.  But, like the MOI films, its production was heavily 

subsidised and thus it did not have to operate according to the economies of 

scale which governed the rest of the cinema programme.  Therefore, it is 

hardly surprising that the major developments in the post-war documentary 

took place at the level of feature film production. 
 
 
The Feature Documentaries of the Rank Organisation 
 

We shall not always have the Ministry of Information with us - indeed, it is 
likely to be one of the earliest casualties of the peace.  Can we hope that the 
best of its film work may be continued and expanded as a commercial 

proposition?31

 
                                                            
29 Ibid., p. 186. 
30 The Bernstein Film Quetionnaire Report, 1946-47, p. 16. 
31 Daily Telegraph, 2 August 1943.  The author is J.E. Sewell. 
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Rank's involvement in documentaries during the immediate aftermath of 

World War II reflects that of his other production activities quite closely.  In 

terms of mainstream fiction films, high budget, high risk films as diverse as 

Henry V, Cæsar and Cleopatra, Men of Two Worlds and The Red Shoes had been 

made partly on the basis of subsidy from Rank's exhibition interests and 

partly in the belief that they would be paid for by foreign markets.  When it 

became clear that such productions could not be sustained by either - as 

Norah Alexander wryly commented, "if our [the British film industry's] 

survival depended on that, we should have about as much chance as a goat 

on Bikini Atoll"32 - retrenchment soon followed.  Although the imposition of 

the 'Dalton duty' in 1947 has often been held responsible for the collapse of 

this production drive (see chapter 3), hindsight shows us that this was, at 

most, little more than a catalyst for existing market forces, and by the end of 

the decade Rank's production capacity had been severely curtailed as a result.  

At the other end of the spectrum were the formulaic, tightly budgeted genre 

films exemplified by the post-war output of Gainsborough pictures, which 

could more feasibly be sustained by domestic revenue. 
 

By the mid-1940s the production side of the Rank Organisation had been 

subdivided into a number of (supposedly) autonomous companies, each with 

their own producers and directors, but all using a pool of studio space and 

facilities, and feeding films into a centralised distribution outlet, General Film 

Distributors (GFD).  Each company evolved a distinct aesthetic identity: 

Independent Producers Ltd. as a production base for the emerging creative 

teams of actors, directors and technicians headed by such figures as David 

Lean and Michael Powell; Gainsborough for popular, low-budget 

melodramas and its attempt to establish a British equivalent of the 

Hollywood star system; and Two Cities as the producer of 'super films' - high 

budget, high culture films which marked the most conspicuous effort on the 

part of British film-makers to satisfy the critics' demand for 'quality' cinema. 
 

It was from this latter stable that the first of Rank's post-war feature 

documentaries emerged.  The Way we Live (TWWL) originated from a 

collaboration between the socialist director Jill Craigie, freelance producer 

William MacQuitty and the head of Two Cities, Filippo del Giudice, in the 

summer of 1945.  On the face of it, the project appeared to benefit all sides.  It 

enabled the producers to obtain adequate finance for a documentary dealing 

                                                            
32 Daily Mail, 29 June 1946. 
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with social problems - hardly a commercial proposition, in normal 

circumstances - yet it also seemed to offer Rank an opportunity to redefine 

the 'quality' film as an economically realistic proposition.  Two points which 

the 1944 Palache Report into film industry monopolisation had emphasised 

were that the 'super films' in which Two Cities specialised (In Which We Serve 

was specifically cited) tended to be unsuccessful in international markets, 

something which was vital if they were to recoup their production costs,33 

and that there was a serious shortage of studio space.34  It is tempting to 

speculate, therefore, that by producing documentaries as second features, the 

Rank Organisation were trying to appropriate the cultural prestige of the 

form whilst also exploiting the well known abilities of non-fiction film makers 

in carrying out location work and on low budgets. 
 

Del Giudice believed that the main reason why 'quality' cinema tended to 

underperform at the box office was the inability of distributors to market it 

effectively, a view which is largely borne out by GFD's handling of TWWL.  

As Macnab puts it, "he regarded them as unnecessary intermediaries, 

jackdaws preying on producers' profits",35 and argued that the best way to 

promote a film for its artistic significance was to restrict it to long runs in a 

limited range of cinemas: in Del Giudice's words, "my contention is that if we 

make a film comparable to Cartier's jewels, we ought to sell it only in 

specialised shops like Cartier's."36  MacQuitty was somewhat more 

pragmatic, noting that the distribution and exhibition infrastructure was 

geared primarily to pushing vast numbers of Hollywood genre films through 

a large number of outlets by means of rigid, inflexible sales and marketing 

techniques.  Del Giudice's ideas, commented MacQuitty, "buggered up the 

whole financial mechanics of running a circuit."37

 

It is interesting to note that Del Giudice's argument had been applied 

specifically to the documentary some twelve years earlier.  In his biography of 

Robert Flaherty, Rotha recounted Flaherty's suggestions for the distribution 

and promotion of Man of Aran (1934): 
 

                                                            
33 BOARD OF TRADE, Tendencies to Monopoly in the Cinematograph Film Industry (London, 1944), 
para. 112. 
34 Ibid., para 22 et seq. 
35 GEOFFREY MACNAB, J. Arthur Rank and the British Film Industry (London, 1993), p. 89. 
36 Letter from Del Giudice to Bernard Miles, 12 November 1947; Bernard Miles papers, BFI Special 
Collections. 
37 Quoted in CHARLES DRAZIN, The Finest Years: British Cinema of the 1940s (London, 1998), p. 27. 
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As Flaherty and many others realised, the public might go if it was told in 
advance of spending its money at the cash desk that it was to be shown 
something different.  Flaherty's idea for specialised distribution to selective 
audiences was sound economically, but it was alien to the cinema trade's 
conception and proven methods of selling mass entertainment, and it 
certainly was not attractive to an industry unsatisfied by anything less than 

100% profit.38

 

Rotha's somewhat jaded conclusion apart, it would seem that the wishes of 

producers charged with commercially exploiting films whose value was seen 

more in terms of artistic value than mass appeal (into which category the 

feature documentary almost invariably fell) found themselves in conflict with 

the established industrial practices of distributors and exhibitors.  I shall argue 

that it is this conflict which characterised the release of The Way We Live 

(TWWL) in August-September 1946 and which precipitated the debate 

surrounding it as to the role of documentaries within the commercial 

exhibition context. 
 

Craigie had directed only one previous film, Out of Chaos (1943), a three reel 

short about Henry Moore and the Blitz which had also been produced by 

Two Cities and distributed by GFD.  The technicians who worked on TWWL 

were drawn from the middle and lower echelons of the Rank studios, and the 

cast, although consisting mainly of non-professionals, also featured Peter 

Willes, a British-born character actor who had emigrated to Hollywood in 

1936 and was probably most recognisable to audiences playing minor roles in 

Idiot's Delight (1939, Clarence Brown) and Northwest Passage (1939, King 

Vidor), before he returned to join the British army and was subsequently 

taken prisoner-of-war.  As with This Modern Age, no-one whose name 

appeared on the credits of TWWL had any significant connection with the 

Documentary Movement apart from the composer: in this case, Gordon 

Jacob, an RCM academic from whom the scores for Close Quarters (1943, Jack 

Lee), and Journey Together (1945, John Boulting) had been commissioned, as 

well as that of the Ealing war melodrama For Those in Peril (1944, Charles 

Crichton).39

                                                            
38 PAUL ROTHA (ed. JAY RUBY), Robert J. Flaherty (Philadelphia, 1983), p. 137. 
39 Jacob is perhaps best known as the author of what remains a standard undergraduate text, 
Orchestral Technique (London, 1931). 
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Fig. 11: Peter Willes with Drake's statue in the background (The Way We Live, 

frame enlargement). 
 

So, although TWWL mirrored This Modern Age in that it was a documentary 

without the documentarists, its subject was one which had preoccupied the 

orthodox Documentary Movement since the middle of the war.  Planning, 

and specifically planning the rebuilding of devastated urban areas, was not a 

new idea to wartime Britain.  The town and country planning lobby actually 

had its origins in the previous decade, when a group of architects and 

sociologists including Ebeneezer Howard and 'Professor of Civic Design' 

Patrick Abercrombie had argued for a Government policy of controlling 

urban growth by designing entire new towns from the ground up.  Although 

their views generated a certain amount of interest, the devolved political 

infrastructure of the 1930s was unable to accommodate such radical thinking: 

Paul Addison aptly quotes an obituary of Abercrombie which commented 

that "…they [Abercrombie's pre-war planning proposals] were persuasive, 

and beginning to be influential, but they were not yet backed by 

administrative power or by economic incentives."40   A number of films on 

urban planning were made during the 1930s, of which the best known is 

probably Housing Problems (1935, Edgar Anstey) in which the residents of an 

East London slum describe the dilapidated and unhealthy conditions in 

Victorian tenement buildings.  The issue was also dealt with in fiction cinema, 

principally through the science fiction genre and films such as Things to Come 

(William Cameron Menzies) and The Tunnel (Maurice Elvey, both 1935), 

which argued for a technocratically-lead society in which planners and 

scientists were depicted as visionaries who could succeed in curing social and 

political problems where others had conspicuously failed. 
 

                                                            
40 PAUL ADDISON, The Road to 1945 (2nd ed., London, 1994), p. 175. 
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Following the winter of 1942, when the victory at El Alamein and the 

publication of the Beveridge Report had shifted public attention toward 

peacetime and reconstruction, the notion of planning captured the 

imagination of the population and of film-makers on a hitherto 

unprecedented scale.  Beveridge had called for the institution of a 

comprehensive, state-funded social security system; in addition, the Uthwatt 

Report, commissioned in January 1941 by the then minister of works Lord 

Reith and published in September 1942, had recommended that all 

development rights to derelict land should be nationalised.  The radical press, 

lead by the Daily Mirror and the Picture Post, continued to explore the idea in 

considerable depth, and, come election time, planning had become a key 

component of Labour's election manifesto.  Pronay cites 54 films dealing with 

reconstruction produced or commissioned by the MOI alone; Nicholas 

Bullock suggests that "taken together, these films are a remarkable testament 

to the vitality of the discussion and the hopes for reconstruction."41  There 

were also a small number of fiction films on the subject, notably Basil 

Dearden's adaptation of the J.B. Priestley play They Came to a City (1944), 

which was rashly described by a National Film Archive cataloguer as "the first 

attempt to carry out socialist propaganda in the British feature film."42  This 

body of films tends to undermine Macnab's assertion that "there was little 

evidence that enthusiasm for town planning extended to the cinema",43 

although it is worth noting that the bulk of this output was in non-theatrical 

shorts and MOI monthly releases, not commercially distributed, feature 

length productions. 
 

TWWL certainly broke new ground in that it was the first such film to be 

made after the end of the war (Rotha's Land of Promise, discussed in chapter 5, 

was produced with public money and industrial sponsorship, and received 

only limited theatrical distribution).  In order to understand the reasons why 

it precipitated such a major debate on the distribution and exhibition of 

documentaries, it is necessary to understand how the film itself combines fact 

with perceived entertainment value, and the attempts to negotiate this 

                                                            
41 NICHOAS BULLOCK, "Imagining the Post-War World: Architecture, Reconstruction and the 
British Documentary Film Movement" in FRANÇOIS PENZ and MAUREEN THOMAS (eds.), Cinema 
and Architecture (London, 1998), p. 55. 
42 Quoted in CHARLES BARR, Ealing Studios (2nd ed., London, 1993), p. 195.  For a comprehensive 
analysis of the fiction films dealing with reconstruction, see JAMES CHAPMAN, Brave New World? The 
Projection of Peace Aims in the British Cinema, 1939-45, unpublished MA dissertation, University of 
East Anglia (1992). 
43 GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., p. 158. 
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contradiction in a way which Craigie and Del Giudice hoped would satisfy 

both requirements.   
 

The film is effectively a dramatised exposition of the Watson-Abercrombie 

plan for the reconstruction of Plymouth following the Blitz attacks,44 built 

around a structuring narrative of a journalist (played by Willes) visiting the 

derelict city to research a newspaper article.  This character acts as a conduit 

through which Abercrombie and the non-professional cast (Plymouth citizens 

playing themselves) are introduced; a series of scenes describes the 

shortcomings of inter-war housing estates, argues that the Blitz provided an 

opportunity to wipe the slate (literally, in many cases) and goes on to detail 

Abercrombie's proposals for rebuilding the city centre and its outlying 

environs.  The overall form of TWWL is similar in some respects to that of a 

story documentary: in a prologue sequence, Willes is seen reading an MOI 

poster in Trafalgar Square which quotes George VI declaring that "…the time 

of destruction is ended, the era of reconstruction begins" and then noticing 

some books on town planning in a shop window.  These scenes provide a 

clear narrative trajectory, which is to discover how town planning works and 

its relevance to the spectator.  This is followed through by Craigie's casting of 

an allegedly typical Plymouth family (who were actually played by unrelated 

Plymouthians chosen through auditions and screen tests),45 and a series of 

sequences in which they are shown having to cope with overcrowded 

housing, derelict and vandalised residential areas, insufficient transport and a 

lack of civic amenities. 
 

                                                            
44 JAMES PATON-WATSON and PATRICK ABERCROMBIE, A Plan for Plymouth (Plymouth, 1943). 
45 MacQuitty states that Plymouth was not the original choice for the film's location: the initial idea 
came from Craigie and Sir Charles Reilly, based on his plan for Birkenhead, but Plymouth was 
eventually chosen after location scouting from a shortlist of cities including Hull and Coventry.  See 
WILLIAM MACQUITTY, A Life to Remember (London, 1991), pp. 297-298. 
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Fig. 12:  The shape of things to come?  The Abercrombie plan for the 

reconstruction of Plymouth city centre (production still).  Ironically, this scene 
was filmed in the city museum. 

 

As the film progresses, however, episodes of daily domestic problems give 

way to wider questions of Abercrombie's plan and its reception by the people 

it will affect.  A public meeting is shown in which Abercrombie details his 

proposals and invites responses from the floor.  Negative as well as positive 

reactions are shown: in a montage showing brief responses from various 

sections of the community, landowners voice fears that they will lose out by 

having their property compulsorily purchased by the City Council, whilst an 

elderly shopkeeper points out that the City Fathers fought for a freehold 

system and that the imposition of 99-year leases on the business and fishing 

communities would be fundamentally undemocratic.  Set against this, the 

film repeatedly puts forward the idea that Abercrombie's plan can be taken as 

an expression of public opinion, emphasising better living conditions, less 

unemployment and a revitalised local economy - a manifestation of the "land 

fit for heroes" idea, but also objectives which the plan can realistically be 

expected to deliver.  In the other major scene featuring Abercrombie, he is 

seen wandering about the Barbican (the street through the fishing wharves 

leading to the Mayflower steps, and the only area of central Plymouth left 

virtually intact after the bombing) pointing out surviving landmarks.  

Stressing that his plan for the future must not abandon all links with the past, 

he assures viewers that those buildings will be retained, "…but in the new 

plan we must not copy them."  There then follows a travelling matte 
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sequence46 in which Abercrombie explains how the new will interact with 

the old, as architects' drawings are superimposed against the buildings 

behind him.  Scenes were also included of Lord Astor arguing for the plan in 

Parliament, and of Michael Foot (whom Craigie later married) campaigning 

in the 1945 general election on the strength of it. 
 

 
Fig. 13:  A derelict bomb site with surviving buildings in the background 

(production still). 
 

The image of the town planner put forward in TWWL marks a profound 

change from the one which is presented in 1930s films dealing with the 

subject.  Before the war, planners were depicted as scientist-dictators who 

were justified in imposing their will on the population by virtue of their 

perceived ability to enhance society: no-one, at the time, questioned the 

wisdom of their intentions.  As Jeffrey Richards put it (with reference to 

Things to Come), the planners' vision in the 1930s was that of a "de-

individualised scientific super-state."47  By the time of the war and its 

immediate aftermath, the concept of planning had become related to popular 

opinion and the idea of effecting change according to democratic forces, 

hence scenes of Abercrombie taking questions at a public meeting and the 

emphasis on integrating continuity and change.  Gold and Ward read these 

scenes rather differently, noting that the Barbican sequence actually featured 

designs which Abercrombie had recycled from other projects, and proposing 

that the public meeting was really a conversion of the uneducated masses 

exercise, in which "doubters are still heard and some of the audience remain 

                                                            
46 At the time TWWL was produced this process, in which two or more shots are combined in a 
way that can take account of camera movements, was a recently developed and costly optical effect; 
therefore its use gives some indication of the budget expended on this film. 
47 JEFFREY RICHARDS, The Age of the Dream Palace (London, 1984), p. 283. 
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confused, but the visionary emerges unbowed."48  Even if this is the case, it 

remains that the film as a whole was scripted around the idea of planning as 

an interactive process, driven primarily by the needs of the communities 

being planned for.  A convincing demonstration of this can be found in the 

closing shots, which show a protest march of Plymouth citizens demanding 

that the plan be put into execution. 
 

 
Fig. 14:  The concluding scene of TWWL.  A large part of the city centre was 
closed during filming, for which Craigie had secured extensive co-operation 

from the municipal authorities (frame enlargement). 
 

The public image of plans and planners, therefore, had undergone 

considerable change during the war, as had the documentary film.  Whereas 

during the 1930s it had been dominated by Grierson's beliefs, characterised by 

the fusion of propaganda, education and the voice of an omnipotent 

government, the war had forced documentary film-makers to acknowledge 

the preferences of cinemagoers, as defined by the commercial performance of 

films in the distribution and exhibition markets.  Thus TWWL, drawing both 

on 1930s and wartime influences, offers a complex and intricate combination 

of the social and political issues involved in the planning debate, and the 

aspects of mainstream cinema (the character development of Willes and the 

non-professional players, studio aesthetics such as 35mm cinematography 

and a full orchestral score) which had been found necessary if documentaries 

were to compete alongside fiction films.  The effectiveness with which TWWL 

                                                            
48 JOHN R. GOLD and STEPHEN B. WARD, "Of Plans and Planners: Documentary Film and the 
Challenge of the Urban Future" in DAVID B. CLARKE (ed.), The Cinematic City (London, 1997), p. 
76. 
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embodies this process of change, both in form and in content, surely indicates 

a landmark in the history of British non-fiction cinema.  However, as Rotha 

and Del Giudice had both predicted, such a combination was to prove very 

problematic once it went into the distribution system. 
 

TWWL was trade shown in London on 19 July 1946.  The press release 

prepared by GFD for the occasion indicates a level of uncertainty as to how 

they intended to promote the film: on the one hand, the Plymouth citizens 

who appear in the film are described as future stars, but the public service 

aspect is also emphasised and there are even references to Soviet cinema.  

The 17 year-old telegraphist who plays the elder daughter was apparently "a 

Vivien Leigh type, whom producers are watching" whilst the youngest child 

was likened to Shirley Temple.49  Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the 

press release is an article by Craigie in which she makes no attempt to portray 

the film as an entertainment product but instead stresses its informational 

aspect, stating that "we conceived the idea of airing the whole subject 

[Abercrombie's plan] on the screen, so that eventually the townsfolk would be 

able to sit back and view objectively the plan and their relationship to it."  

Craigie also claimed that the closing scene was inspired by Russian agit-prop, 

commenting: "I have seen very impressive shots in Soviet films of vast 

processions of youth.  The Way We Live ended with such a sequence and there 

was in fact something about it reminiscent of Soviet pictures." 
 

Faced with a film described by its own producers as instructional and with 

elements of Communist propaganda, it is hardly surprising that the trade 

press accorded TWWL a universally negative response following that initial 

screening.  Josh Billings, writing in Kine Weekly, complained that the subject of 

the film was too regional to appeal to audiences outside the south-west of 

England, that it was too long and that the narrative was too highly politicised 

for the commercial exhibition context: 
 

Screen propaganda must be both lucid and concise before it can hope to 
compete with, or act as a substitute for, the conventional 'second'.  This is 
tame and rather precious pictorial pamphleteering.  Ticklish proposition, 
anyway, for the general run of halls.  Anyway, two reels is as much as the 
average picturegoer can stand of propaganda.  There is, to our minds, a limit 

to the popular box-office's burden, and this exceeds it.50

 

                                                            
49 Press release issued by Two Cities/GFD (copy in BFI Library). 
50 Kinematograph Weekly, 25 July 1946, pp. 28-29. 
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The Today's Cinema review essentially replicated these sentiments, concurring 

that the film was "too regional".51  These reactions, though surely predictable, 

were extreme in comparison with other reviews of the film itself (as distinct 

from press coverage of the controversy surrounding its release the following 

month, which is discussed below), many of which identified filmic devices 

which were read as attempts to tailor the documentary form to the 

requirements of entertainment cinema.  Although Craigie insisted in the press 

release that the fictional Plymouth family was included merely "to give the 

film continuity", a number of critics suggested that it served to add a human 

aspect to the political arguments being put forward, and as such denoted a 

significant change from previous films on the subject.  William Whitebait, 

writing in the New Statesman, observed that: 
 

Miss Craigie is very much concerned with the people whose response will 
make or shatter this attempt at civic planning.  She takes common feelings 
into account, grouses, gaieties, and while hammering her facts follows the 

thread of emotion rather in the manner of Jennings than of Rotha.52

 

Documentary News Letter's correspondent offered an example of this 

technique, citing a scene on Plymouth Hoe in which the teenage daughter 

dances with an American sailor.  In a voiced-over monologue she remarks 

that "I hope none of mother's friends are watching us": 
 

Now this is one way of putting over the social message of Pick-up Girl.  It is 
the opposite of the statistical method - "67 per cent of juvenile cases bought 
before the magistrates in Blackhampton were from areas where the average 
habitation density was 2.6 persons per room".  The latter method gives us 
facts we can handle; the former gives us a feeling about the things these facts 
mean - and because they then impinge upon us deeply, they create the will 

to do something about it.53

 

The article then argued that the reliance on "feeling over fact" upon which 

TWWL is said to depend was directly symptomatic of its commercial 

provenance. 
 

However, it would seem that GFD took more notice of the trade's reading of 

the film than those of what the industry perceived to be culturally elitist, 

middle-class periodicals.  At this point, TWWL came to the attention of C.A. 

Lejeune, film critic of the Observer and widely regarded as one of the more 

                                                            
51 Today's Cinema, 23 July 1946. 
52 New Statesman and Nation, 10 August 1946, p. 97. 
53 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 54 (November-December 1946), p. 50. 
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influential press commentators of the day.54  She feared that GFD had 

responded to the negative trade reviews by deciding to shelve the film 

altogether,55 and initiated a high-profile press campaign to ensure its release.  

As the result of pressure from Lejeune and her colleagues, a press show took 

place on 25 July.  The usual practice of distributors at that time was to trade 

show new films often months before their planned release, in order to allow 

time to arrange publicity and order prints in response to demand from 

exhibitors.  Press screenings, however, did not normally happen until just 

before a film opened, so that coverage would coincide with the release.  For a 

press show to take place with no projected release date was very unusual, 

and in this case would seem to suggest that GFD were responding to 

circumstances rather than anticipating them. 
 

In the prologue sequence of TWWL, a newspaper editor responds to Willes' 

proposal for an article on town planning with the prophetic comment, "you'll 

have to put some sex in it if it's going to sell."  Prophetic, because the large 

number of newspaper reviews which followed the press screening accused 

GFD of taking precisely that attitude, of agreeing with the trade reviewers 

that the film lacked popular appeal and would thus fail at the box office.  

Ironically, it seemed that the Rank Organisation was trying to avoid showing 

one of its own films, a situation which was parodied in a cartoon by Richard 

Winnington published alongside his review of the film in the News Chronicle.  

It depicts "J. Arthur Rank", the producer of British films, attempting to sign a 

contract with the cigar-smoking "Joseph A. Rank", the distributor and 

exhibitor whose primary source of revenue, it is implied, comes from 

Hollywood. 
 

                                                            
54 Richard Winnington states that Lejeune "smuggled herself into the trade show" (News Chronicle, 
27 July 1946), altough Craigie's recollection is that Lejeune became involved after reading the Today's 
Cinema review (GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., p. 160). 
55 See Daily Express, 26 July 1946; Sunday Express, 28 July 1946; Film Survey, Winter 1946-47; 
Documentary News Letter (op. cit.) states that Lejeune "got onto a rumour" that the film would not be 
released. 
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Fig. 15: The conflict between Rank the producer of British films and Rank the 
distributor and exhibitor of American films.56

 

There was nothing new about the critical position adopted by Lejeune and 

her colleagues:  TWWL was praised for combining the attributes of realism 

and quality in much the same way as the war documentaries and supposedly 

'realist' fiction films had been.  Lejeune herself described it as "a picture of 

people like ourselves, shown with the heightened imagination of which only 

an artist is capable",57 whilst Winnington compared the film with what was 

(and still is) probably the archetypal example of the quality-realist genre, 

proclaiming that Craigie's amateur cast "are portrayed with a warmth of 

honesty not equalled in any film since Millions Like Us."58  All of the reviews 

published by the national press in response to the screening on 25 July 

attacked the Rank Organisation for their alleged decision not to release 

TWWL.  These remarks are typical: 
 

Some sizzling swing session, some refrigerating thriller about a mummy or a 
mad doctor, will have to be discarded in favour of a picture which has no 

star, no glamour, and no plot except the rehabilitation of a city.59

 
If you ask up and down Wardour Street they will tell you that the film is 
politically dangerous since it deals with town planning and is deficient in 

sex.60

 
I would like to go on record as believing that anyone other than a moron 
would prefer this hour-long reality to nine out of the ten second features you 

are normally offered in a cinema programme.61

 

                                                            
56 News Chronicle, 27 July 1946.  Cartoon reprinted in (and reproduced from) RICHARD 
WINNINGTON, Film Criticisms and Caricatures (London, 1975), pp. 53-54. 
57 The Observer, 28 July 1946. 
58 News Chronicle, 27 July 1946. 
59 Lejeune, Observer, 28 July 1946. 
60 Paul Holt, Daily Express, 26 July 1946. 
61 Elspeth Grant, Sunday Express, 28 July 1996. 
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The Way We Live is assured of the highest placing in the short history of 
British screen success.  But it is being sniffed at by the exhibitors.  In all 
values higher than any new film seen in the last month, it is liable to be 
considered too intelligent, controversial and clear-headed for your vulgar 

head.62

 

These reviews, drawn from a cross-section of the British press of the day, 

unanimously put forward an opposing argument to that of the trade papers.  

Whereas Today's Cinema and Kine Weekly denounced TWWL as "propaganda" 

and, as such, argued that audiences would be reluctant to subject themselves 

to a political tract in a place of entertainment, the mainstream press argued 

that it was precisely the film's status as a documentary which would make it 

popular.  Given the tiny number of cinemas that did not operate double-

feature programming at that time, the only possible conclusion which can be 

drawn is that the critical denunciation of American second features (upon 

which much of the praise for TWWL was based) did not represent public 

opinion in general. 
 

But the press campaign was successful in persuading GFD to release the film.  

A hastily organised premiere took place in Plymouth on 29 July, and, almost 

immediately afterwards, a "personal representative" of J. Arthur Rank told a 

reporter from the Daily Herald that "there was no intention of putting the film 

on one side."63  The following day GFD announced that the film would open 

for a three-week run at Rank's flagship cinema, the Odeon Leicester Square.  

Publicity material which appeared in the fortnight preceding the release 

emphasised two points: the film's critical reception and its perceived 

entertainment value.  In a full-page advertisement placed in Kine Weekly and 

Today's Cinema (reproduced as fig. 16), TWWL is described as "the film which 

created the press sensation", together with quotations from 14 critics.  All but 

one of them stressed various qualities in the film which their authors believed 

would make it a popular success.64  Interestingly, the documentary element 

is played down; the word does not appear once in this advertisement, and 

Paul Holt's Daily Express review appears to have been heavily edited in order 

to remove it.65  A second advertisement, prepared by the Odeon Leicester 

Square for publication in the general press (reproduced as fig. 17), carries only 

Lejeune's assertion that TWWL "will captivate all types of audience."  It also 
                                                            
62 John Ross, Daily Worker, 26 July 1946. 
63 Daily Herald, 30 July 1946. 
64 Today's Cinema, 13 August 1946; Kinematograph Weekly, 15 August 1946. 
65 The original text reads, "The Way We Live is unique.  It is a jolly, good-tempered documentary.  It 
is the first and only documentary to be told with wit, satire and sweet good reason."  (Daily Express, 
26 July 1946) 
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reveals a bizarre choice of programming:  TWWL was to be released as the 

second feature in a double bill headed by A Night in Paradise (1946, Arthur 

Lubin), a romantic melodrama which had been universally condemned as a 

meretricious studio production that was over reliant on what were deemed, 

by 1946 standards, to be explicit sex scenes. 
 

When TWWL opened at Leicester Square, the trade papers sat on the fence.  

Today's Cinema, noting the extraordinary volume of coverage the film had 

attracted, commented simply that "it had received glowing press notices, and 

should prove a first-rate attraction."66  Both TWWL and A Night in Paradise 

showed at the Odeon Leicester Square from Friday 16 August until Thursday 

5 September, a three-week engagement at a time when most bookings were 

for four days.  The same programme also played at the Odeon Marble Arch 

from 25-31 August, and in addition TWWL was shown (with different A-

features) at the Metropole and the Paramount from 1-7 September.67  Circuit 

bookings then followed in the usual pattern. 
 

I have been unable to find any evidence as to how TWWL performed at the 

box office, and therefore it is impossible to draw any conclusions as to what 

extent the unusually long West End release period was justified by box-office 

receipts, or whether this was primarily a response to the film having become 

a critical cause-célèbre, or indeed if the former followed the latter.  In the 

aftermath of this episode, Connery Chappell, the editor of Kine Weekly, wrote 

an editorial in which he reassessed the opposing stances taken by critics and 

the industry.  Acknowledging what he regarded as the success of Lejeune's 

campaign, he wrote that "commercial filmdom, contend the critics, is 

frightened stiff of realism and embarrassed by any sign of adultness."  He 

then sought to justify Josh Billings' original review of TWWL, which was said 

to have been the catalyst for Lejeune's actions: 
 

It must be said at once that the redoubtable Josh Billings, senior viewer of the 
Kine, and unquestionably the shrewdest judge of a picture in journalism, 
found precious little to say in favour of either of them [TWWL and Land of 
Promise].  Josh is essentially a shareholder's stallholder, by which we mean a 
man who has no truck for anything but the cash angle of a picture.  He is the 
antithesis of such Fleet Street viewers as Richard Winnington. 

 

In defending Billings' judgement, Chappell appears to be suggesting that if 

market forces alone had applied, then TWWL would have been a box-office 

                                                            
66 Today's Cinema, 14 August 1946. 
67 Exhibition information is taken from issues of What's On in London covering August and 
September 1946. 
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Fig. 16:  “The film that created the press sensation”.  GFD’s marketing of The Way We 
Live stressed the positive response it received from the mainstream press.  The word 
“documentary” is notably absent, and has actually been excised from the Daily Express 
quotation (source: Today’s Cinema, 13 August 1946, p. 4). 



Fig. 17:  A poster advertising the release of The Way We Live at Odeon’s flagship 
Leicester Square cinema, where it ran from 16 August to 5 September 1946.  Craigie’s 
social documentary, intended to emulate the style of Soviet agit-prop, was double-
billed with a Hollywood romantic melodrama described by a contemporary reviewer as 
“a deadly boring Arabian nights farrago” (source: What’s On in London, 23 August 
1946). 
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failure.  This argument is made explicit in his consideration of the press 

campaign: 
 

It has had a bigger press than an MGM super.  This fact alone gives it 
exploitation angles which Josh Billings and the original trade viewers could 
never have dreamed of.   No documentary has ever received such an 
advance write-up, and these facts must be taken into consideration in any 

fresh estimate.68

 

Chappell's essential conclusion, therefore, is that the press campaign was 

largely responsible for whatever revenue the film did actually generate.  If 

this was the case, then it would seem that Craigie and Del Giudice did not 

succeed in their attempt to reinvent the documentary form for the post-war 

marketplace.  TWWL was a carefully designed film intended for a specific 

place in the distribution infrastructure, the second feature.  Its producers 

sought to overcome what the film industry perceived as a consumer 

resistance to documentaries by integrating information and entertainment, 

and in doing so made a film which took a notably different approach to its 

subject matter than other productions dealing with similar issues which had 

been released before and during the war.  Fred Majdalany's Daily Mail review 

commended the "refreshing absence of screaming propaganda, such as 

disfigured Land of Promise",69 which must have been the sort of reaction Rank 

and Two Cities were hoping for from industry representatives. 
 

However, the hostile trade reviews and GFD's apparent response to them 

demonstrates just how unprecedented the film was.  Instead of drawing a 

distinction between TWWL and Land of Promise, Josh Billings emphasised 

their similarity, and concluded that neither would be viable for commercial 

release.  If Lejeune was right and GFD did decide to shelve TWWL on the 

basis of these reviews, this in itself seems unusual: after all, it cost £40,000 to 

produce70 (Chappell's Kine Weekly article gives the figure of £60,000), and 

stood no chance of recovering anything without being distributed.  It is also 

worth noting that although the extent of GFD's reaction to Lejeune's 

campaign was unprecedented, this was not the first time such accusations 

against distributors had been made.  The BBC's film correspondent 

commented: 
 

                                                            
68 "Two 'unusual' films that challenge the trade's booking wisdom", Kinematograph Weekly, 22 
August 1946, p. 5. 
69 Daily Mail, 26 July 1946. 
70 GEOFFREY MACNAB, op. cit., p. 159; this figure is also given in a number of contemporary 
sources, for example the Daily Express (9 July and 26 July 1946). 
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You've probably read about it [TWWL] - there's been a good deal of 
publicity, as always when there's a rumour that the inevitable, mysterious 

THEY didn't want the film to be shown widely.71

 

Furthermore, J. Arthur Rank had a track record of encouraging innovative, 

highly cultured but ultimately uncommercial film makers, and it is worth 

remembering that his earliest involvement with the British film industry was 

in providing completion money for The Turn of the Tide (1935, Norman 

Walker), a semi-documentary account of life in a Yorkshire fishing village 

which won a prize at the Venice Film Festival but failed to recover its costs. 
 

It is equally remarkable that the Rank Organisation performed an almost 

complete volte face following the campaign of newspaper coverage organised 

by C.A. Lejeune.  The extraordinary and atypical influence of film criticism in 

national newspapers during and immediately after the war has been noted in 

chapter 1 and is discussed extensively elsewhere, and it is not necessary to 

reprise these arguments except to conclude that, in the long term, Billings' 

judgement carried more weight in industry circles than Lejeune's.  It would 

seem that, resulting from the industry's rejection of the 'drama-documentary' 

formula of TWWL, Rank's policy toward non-fiction features underwent 

revision. 
 

Craigie's next feature, Blue Scar (1949), was also the last she directed.  An 

attempt to show how nationalisation of the coal industry impacted on the 

lives of miners in the South Wales valleys, Rank refused to back it and the 

film was eventually financed through a more traditional source for feature 

documentaries: industrial sponsorship, with most of the money coming from 

the National Coal Board.72  Despite the fact that it took Craigie 18 months to 

raise the money, she had clearly become disillusioned with the Rank 

Organisation: in December 1948 she asserted that "film producers who 

depend directly or indirectly on money from the big distribution 

organisations cannot be called independent."73  This time, however, there 

was no media conglomerate involved and thus no-one for the critics to attack, 

and without press coverage on the scale that TWWL had attracted, Blue Scar 

was both a critical and a financial failure.  Peter Stead aptly concludes that "a 

                                                            
71 "The Week's Films - by Robert Westerby", BBC Home Service, London, 8 September 1946, 
1250-1300 hours; transcript in PRO INF 12/258. 
72 WILLIAM MACQUITTY, op. cit., pp. 298-299. 
73 The Star, 29 December 1948, p. 6. 
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generation later, the film is of enormous interest to historians but at the time 

reviewers could only reflect on its box-office limitations."74

 

The end result of the TWWL episode was that the Rank Organisation moved 

away from the dramatised documentary and began to explore the 

possibilities for feature production offered by its newsreel infrastructure.  

Newsreels were the only non-fiction element which had become a regular 

and accepted part of the normal cinema programme.  Despite the controversy 

over the supplementary contract system and the insistence by some 

exhibitors that the public were becoming hostile toward them, the "six 

catastrophes ended by a fashion show" represented a tried, tested and 

commercially safe formula which had gained a high level of consumer 

acceptance. In the 1946-47 Bernstein Questionnaires, 90% of respondents 

judged the newsreels issued since the war ended to be "good" or "fair", with 

only 8% describing them as "poor" (although Bernstein himself believed that 

these figures indicated a reduction in public aproval of newsreels (see chapter 

2); his 1937 questionnaire had elicited calls for more newsreels to be included 

in cinema programmes).75  Furthermore, wartime features which had 

consisted mainly of news footage, notably the Victory series, had been among 

the most profitable non-fiction films of the decade.  As has been mentioned in 

the introduction, The True Glory was placed 6th out of 33 in Bernstein's survey 

of popular films (see appendix 2). 
 

Whilst not entirely abandoning the dramatisation techniques of TWWL, 

another Rank production released in the autumn of 1946 indicates a 

significant move toward the filmic style and institutional context of the 

newsreel, and can be seen as a halfway house between TWWL and the 

feature-length newsreel compilations of the late 1940s such as XIV Olympiad.  

Theirs is the Glory (TITG), produced by Leonard Castleton Knight, then editor 

of Gaumont-British News, and directed by Brian Desmond Hurst combined 

actuality footage with reconstructed sequences in a film which proved to 

offer a more durable commercial formula than that of TWWL. 
 

At first sight, the events depicted in TITG would seem an unusual subject for 

what was ostensibly an entertainment film.  The Battle of Arnhem was 

arguably one of the most ignominious episodes in British military history, 

and undoubtedly the most disastrous strategic failure of World War II (apart, 

                                                            
74 PETER STEAD, Film and the Working Class (London, 1989), p. 158. 
75 The Bernstein Film Questionnaire Report, 1937, p. 27. 
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possibly, from Stalingrad), in which over 8,000 Allied lives were lost, due 

entirely to defective intelligence.  The battle resulted from an attempt to seize 

and hold a bridge over the Rhine by British paratroopers on 17 September 

1944.  Military intelligence had failed to detect the presence of a German 

Panzer division in the vicinity, and, by the time Allied reinforcements could 

reach the area, virtually the entire landing party had been killed. 
 

However, Knight's background in newsreels made him uniquely qualified for 

a project which required what Grierson might have termed the commercial 

treatment of actuality - that is, being able to fulfil a public service imperative 

in a way which also made money.  An active participant in the so-called 

'newsreel wars' of the 1930s, Knight had begun to explore the possibilities of 

adapting the format into a feature-length production with For Freedom (1940), 

an account of the Battle of the River Plate which he co-directed with Maurice 

Elvey.  The events of the battle are shown from the perspective of a British 

newsreel unit, and this structuring device enables various types of footage to 

be incorporated into the narrative, including actual news film, a 

reconstruction of the battle using models and a number of studio sequences 

(in which Naval officers involved in the battle played themselves).  Although 

Chapman claims that the film's major significance is that the use of non-

professional players "anticipated the Crown narrative-documentaries",76 For 

Freedom also provides an embryonic example of Knight's feature-newsreel 

idea, which would eventually gain widespread public acceptance at a time 

when the Crown Film Unit was in a period of terminal decline. 
 

The exact genesis of TITG is not clear.  Castleton Knight's nephew and 

biographer claims that Knight "returned to the ruins of Arnhem and 

Oosterbeek with several hundred survivors of the battle to make a short, 

unscripted film for the Airborne Forces Security Fund",77 and that the project 

grew from there to feature-length proportions.  Brian McIlroy states that the 

film "was financed from private and Governmental sources",78 although, 

following extensive research in the Public Record Office files covering the 

MOI, War Office, and Treasury during the period of production, I have been 

unable to find any material relating to this film.  Thus it seems very unlikely 

                                                            
76 JAMES CHAPMAN (1998), op. cit., p. 181. 
77 K. ANGUS ROBERTSON, "Brief Notes on the Life of Castleton Knight", unpublished article.  I am 
grateful to K. Angus Robertson, who supplied this material. 
78 BRIAN MCILROY, "British Filmmaking in the 1930s and 1940s: the case of Brian Desmond 
Hurst", in WHEELER WINSTON DIXON (ed.), Re-Viewing British Cinema, 1900-92 (New York, 1994), 
p. 37. 
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that any public money was involved.  Hurst's autobiography also makes no 

reference to any official involvement, but does state that the Rank 

Organisation had to pay the Army for the use of servicemen who appeared, 

which would imply that the film was a purely commercial enterprise.79   
 

Perhaps the most likely explanation is that TITG has become confused with 

Men of Arnhem, a short film directed by Hurst and Terence Young for the 

Army Film Unit in 1945, but which was never completed.  According to an 

annotation in the British Film Institute's Summary of Information on Film and 

Television database, the Men of Arnhem script "may form the basis" for TITG.  If 

this is the case, then the project had a notably successful precedent: The New 

Lot (1943, Carol Reed), a 42-minute instructional film made by the Army 

Kinematograph Service about the basic training of new infantry recruits, was 

recycled and enlarged by Two Cities as The Way Ahead (1945, Carol Reed). 
 

The overwhelming impression given by the film itself is that it sought to be 

an authentic depiction of the battle rather than an interpretative one.  This 

was not the work of a creative documentarist such as Watt or Jennings, 

indeed Knight's choice of director indicates that he wanted precisely the 

opposite.  Like Maurice Elvey, with whom Knight had directed For Freedom, 

Hurst was regarded as a metteur-en-scène, a highly skilled technician with a 

complete absence of personal expression in his film-making.  He had worked 

for seven production companies before and during the war on a wide range 

of projects which encompassed virtually every generic and stylistic form 

which the British film industry had hitherto evolved, so much so that McIlroy 

comments that "his filmography is one which appears to be without 

individuality", concluding that "his working life is fascinating as a snapshot of 

the free-market dynamics in contracts in the 1930s and 1940s and of the 

various limitation cast upon a director."80  As with the film's institutional 

provenance, Hurst's precise contribution to TITG is also in dispute.  

Robertson states that "although directed by Brian Desmond Hurst, much of 

the action was staged by the assistant directors and the second-unit newsreel 

cameramen."  Hurst, however, claims to have been responsible for many of 

the key production decisions, notably dissuading the producers from using 

"their most popular male star", selecting the paratrooper who played the lead 

role, and staging the episode near the end of the film in which a Dutch 

                                                            
79 BRIAN DESMOND HURST, Travelling the Road (manuscript of unpublished autobiography, 1986, 
held in BFI library), pp. 133-134. 
80 BRIAN MCILROY, op. cit., p. 26. 
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housewife reads the 91st Psalm to a group of seriously wounded troops 

following the evacuation of their colleagues.81

 

Three other individuals are also known to have worked on the film: Louis 

Golding, the Jewish author and broadcaster, now remembered primarily for 

his biography of James Joyce, published in 1933, co-wrote the screenplay with 

Hurst (although Hurst himself recalls that a large proportion of the film was 

improvised, which makes Golding's contribution hard to assess).  The 

cinematographer was C.M. Pennington-Richards, who had worked mainly 

on low-budget documentaries but had also photographed Humphrey 

Jennings' Fires Were Started (1942), and the music was composed by Guy 

Warrack.  Described by John Huntley as "a well-known BBC personality",82 

Warrack had also collaborated with Jennings, providing the score for A 

Defeated People (1945). 
 

Whatever the real extent of Hurst's involvement in the production process, 

the completed film is one deliberately excised of personalities.  As in a 

newsreel, no credits appear at any point: an intertitle at the start merely 

asserts that "every incident was either experienced or witnessed by the 

people who appear in the film."  After the opening sequence which shows the 

remains of Arnhem after the liberation, a brief scene in a barrack-hut 

introduces the principle characters, all of them former paratroopers playing 

themselves.  The remainder of the opening three reels then describes the First 

Parachute Brigade's descent into woodland some five miles east of the town, 

the journey into Arnhem and the first German counter offensive.  These 

sequences are constructed mainly from news footage; they contain very little 

dialogue and only a sparse commentary. 
 

                                                            
81 BRIAN DESMOND HURST, op. cit., pp. 133-137. 
82 JOHN HUNTLEY, British Film Music (London, 1947), p. 225. 
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Fig. 18:  British infantry fight their way through the eastern outskirts of 
Arnhem (Theirs is the Glory, frame enlargement). 

 

The remainder of the film takes a more impressionistic approach.  Hand to 

hand combat against German bridge fortifications is shown as successive 

point of view constructions, and the British retreat is depicted through the 

eyes of two enlisted soldiers from the 2nd Parachute Brigade (selected by 

Hurst from the Arnhem veterans who participated in the film).  But equally 

as prominent are attempts to distance the viewer from the narrative 

conventions of fictional or even 'dramatised' cinema: information about the 

German advance is provided in scenes of field broadcasts by the well-known 

BBC war correspondents Stanley Maxted and Alan Wood,83 and one of the 

two featured paratroopers is killed by a German sniper whilst attempting to 

recover food supplies from an unprotected roadside.  The film concludes with 

a tracking shot of the barrack-hut shown in the prologue, this time 

unoccupied. 
 

GFD's promotion of TITG made no mention of the negative outcome of the 

operation, but sought to capitalise on what was perceived to be the 

extraordinary courage and resilience of the British troops who had fought 

under impossible circumstances.  As with the Dunkirk evacuations, 

celebrating an honourable defeat seemed as unproblematic as celebrating a 

                                                            
83 Wood later published the first full length biography of J. Arthur Rank, Mr. Rank (London, 
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victory: the fact that they actually lost the battle clearly did not matter.  As 

Josh Billings opined in Kine Weekly, the film "…finally proves that retreat can, 

in special circumstances, be as glorious as victory."84  A four page pull-out 

which appeared in both trade papers carried the headline "Everyone who is 

British will thrill to the story of Arnhem", enlarging on this theme with 

slogans that emphasise authenticity and spectacle (reproduced as fig. 19).  In 

contrast to the advertisements for TWWL, which concentrated on the 

perceived entertainment value of Craigie's interpretation of the social 

implications of the Plymouth plan, TITG was advertised as a truthful 

statement of record.  As in the film itself, no credits were released on any of 

the advertisements or press releases, which instead merely stressed the 

authentic locations and the fact that the cast were all genuine Arnhem 

veterans. 
 

In a further attempt to enhance the cultural status of TITG, GFD placed 

another advertisement in Kine Weekly announcing that projection equipment 

had been installed at Balmoral in order that the King and Queen could view 

the film simultaneously with the premiere, which took place on 17 

September.85  Involving the Royal Family in film publicity was, at that time, 

unusual (the institution of "Royal film performances", in which the monarchy 

was effectively used as a shop window for major British feature films, began 

in November 1946 with A Matter of Life and Death), but not unheard of.  The 

closest precedent was probably 90° South (1933, Herbert Ponting), a 

compilation of footage from Captain Scott's 1910-12 expedition to the South 

Pole.  In conception, the film bears remarkable similarities to Theirs is the 

Glory.  Not only did Scott meet a similar end to that of the Arnhem 

paratroopers, but the ideological propaganda surrounding his project took an 

almost identical form.  Ponting promoted his film material as a tribute to 

Scott's heroism (and, by notably unsubtle implication, British heroism), as the 

opening credit sequence, which refers to his stature and bravery in no less 

than three separate titles, demonstrates.  The intertitle which concludes these 

credits asserts that the film is an "authentic record" of the Antarctic 

expedition.  Following a disastrous attempt to release the footage as the silent 

documentary The Great White Silence (1924),86 Ponting persuaded the Duke of 

York (later George VI, who viewed TITG at Balmoral) to "accept for the 

                                                            
84 Kinematograph Weekly, 22 August 1946, p. 21. 
85 Kinematograph Weekly, 12 September 1946, p. 6. 
86 At the time of writing, The Great White Silence is being restored by the National Film and 
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Fig. 19:  Detail from a four-page spread advertising the release of Theirs is the Glory in the 
trade press.  By claiming authenticity for their reconstruction of the Battle of Arnhem and 
by not releasing the names of any of the film-makers involved, the Rank Organisation 
hoped that this production would be regarded as a definitive account of the events it 
portrayed (source: Kine Weekly, 8 August 1946). 
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nation" the Antarctic film in 1929 (as a result, copyright in the material 

remains with the British Film Institute to this day), and advertised this fact 

extensively when he came to repackage it as 90° South. 
 

In terms of the critical reception of TITG, Knight's decision to withhold credits 

effectively forced reviewers to evaluate his claims of authenticity rather than 

to assess any perceived creative elements.  Billings' review illustrates an 

apparent contradiction between the austerity of the film's subject and 

treatment, and his belief that it would prove commercially popular: 
 

There are no mock heroics and no ravishing blondes lolling about in 
foxholes.  A gripping and unvarnished epic, it reveals with pride and 
showmanship the colossal debt owed by all free people to a few 
unconquerable soldiers.  It not only deserves, but demands maximum 

playing time.  Excellent showman's proposition.87

 

Given that adjectives such as "unvarnished", and all they implied as to 

production values, had been one of the grounds on which exhibitors had 

been so reluctant towards the work of the Documentary Movement, it would 

seem surprising that, in this case, they are actually being promoted as a 

selling point.  The Daily Mirror established one of the likely reasons for the 

film's popularity in a review headlined "Arnhem heroes re-enact 9 days of hell 

for film".  In the main text, the writer emphasised the absence of any studio 

scenes and stressed "excitement" in the combat sequences and the final retreat 

across the Rhine under German fire.88

 

The quality press, however, attributed the importance of the film to cultural 

reasons as opposed to its appropriation of generic conventions.  In what is 

possibly the clearest expression of the ideological agenda practised by what 

might be termed the Lejeune school of film criticism, Helen Fletcher remarks: 
 

I am not going to besmirch this solemn and beautiful film with superlatives.  
I will say, instead, that it seems to me almost adequate for its subject.  Entire 
adequacy will come later when Arnhem will find its place behind Agincourt 

and Culloden in poem and ballad.89

 

A Marxist analysis of this statement might well conclude that Fletcher's 

argument is that cinema, a form of cultural production consumed primarily 

by the working classes, is by its very definition limited in its ability to 

represent a conflict which was fought in order to uphold the very social 
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divisions which such an audience would be likely to regard as problematic.  

But a converse argument could also be made, that a film which celebrated the 

defence of an existing social order, and which did so according to the 

established conventions of working class entertainment, could be immensely 

successful in promoting acceptance of that order, on both sides of the divide.  

Today's Cinema took the latter view, describing "the naked simplicity that 

punches home every phase of those terror-weighted days when the nation 

waited to learn the fate of her sons."90

 

Certainly the distributors of TITG believed that depicting an event which had 

already been mythologised into a symbol of national cohesion, through a 

medium of mass entertainment, would automatically endow the resulting 

film with an enhanced cultural status and thus eliminate the need for 

conventional marketing practices: another GFD advertisement described it as 

"the film with a ready made audience of millions."91  Successive reports and 

advertisements in the trade press testified to the film's success with 

audiences, and a joke circulating among cinema managers at the time was 

that it could more appropriately have been titled Ours is the Money.92  But 

there is also evidence to suggest that TITG was not a universal success: for 

example, Julian Poole's analysis of surviving ledgers from a cinema in the 

north-west of England concluded that the film attracted "just under average 

attendance."93

 
 
Theirs is the Glory - Conclusion 
 

His [Humphrey Jennings'] symbols in Family Portrait - the long man of 
Wilmington, Beachy Head, the mythical horse of Newmarket - what do they 
really mean to us?  Exquisitely presented though it is, the England of those 
films is nearer the 'This England' of the pre-war beer advertisements and Mr. 
Castleton Knight's coronation film than to the murky and undecided realities 

of today.94

 

To Anderson's remarks it is worth adding that John of Gaunt's deathbed 

monologue from Richard II was not only appropriated in pre-war beer 

advertisements: its text provided the title for no less than three major British 
                                                            
90 Today's Cinema, 16 August 1946, pp. 3 & 14. 
91 Kinematograph Weekly, 1 August 1946.  A poster for The Battle of the River Plate (1956, Powell & 
Pressburger) held by the British Film Institute describes it as "the biggest-grossing war film since 
Theirs is the Glory", seeming to imply that TITG held this distinction for the period of a decade. 
92 I am grateful to Nick Keen for this information. 
93 JULIAN POOLE, "British Cinema Attendance in Wartime: Audience Preference at the Majestic, 
Macclesfield", Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 7, no. 1 (1987), p. 29. 
94 LINDSAY ANDERSON, "Only Connect", Sight and Sound, vol. 23, no. 4 (1954), p. 186. 
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wartime propaganda films, as well as the basis of a montage sequence from 

The Way We Live in which Craigie gives the speech an ironic twist by having 

Peter Willes recite it against a montage of urban deprivation and bomb-

devastated landscapes.  It is this latter use of such a familiar heritage symbol 

which provides a more indicative example of how the ideological agenda 

pursued by wartime film-makers in general, and by the Documentary 

Movement in particular, was giving way to a new form of non-fiction cinema 

for the post-war era.  The crux of Anderson's argument is that Jennings' 

affirmation of tradition, continuity and the preservation of established social 

values in the context of the Festival of Britain (1951), was essentially 

unchanged from that of Listen to Britain (1941), and that this growing cultural 

anachronism provides the key reason for the Documentary Movement's 

decline. 
 

Acknowledgement of the costs of the war and of the problems it had left was 

now as important and valid a subject for the cinema as celebrating military 

victories had been during the actual conflict, hence Theirs is the Glory and the 

frank expression of the extent of the devastation to Plymouth in The Way We 

Live.  Another example of this can be found in the recollections of the 

Gaumont-British cameraman John Turner, who, by pure chance, filmed the 

explosion and subsequent sinking of the battleship HMS Barham off the coast 

of Libya on 25 November 1941.  Needless to say, the prevailing political 

climate dictated that the footage be censored ("Your Mr. Turner should be 

informed that it is not in the best interests of the Royal Navy to show our 

own ships sinking"),95 but the film was eventually released by both G-B and 

Movietone shortly after the war.  The event attracted widespread attention, 

and Turner recalls that relatives of those killed in the incident supported the 

decision to release the film.96

 

However, in dealing with aspects of the war which had not been addressed 

during the conflict itself, a style of film-making was necessary which replaced 

the 'why we fight' ideology of which Anderson was citing Jennings as an 

exemplar, with a 'why we fought' ideology that sought to contextualise a 

popular conception of what the war had achieved with the evolving social 

climate of post-war reconstruction, and therein lies the flaw in Anderson's 

argument.  Unlike the "This England" of pre-war beer advertisements (and of 

                                                            
95 JAMES BALLANTYNE (ed.), Researcher's Guide to British Newsreels, vol. 3 (London, 1993), p. 52. 
96 These remarks were made by Turner at a conference on newsfilm at the National Film Theatre, 
London, on 2 October 1996. 
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Anthony Asquith and Noël Coward), Mr. Castleton Knight's coronation film 

(A Queen is Crowned, 1953) was a lot nearer to the murky and undecided 

realities of its day than Anderson believed, and can be seen as the logical 

conclusion to a series of films, the origin of which was Theirs is the Glory.  This 

was not a war film in the present tense; the outcome of the event it depicted 

(the Battle of Arnhem) and of the wider events which precipitated it (the 

Second World War) were already known, and furthermore had passed into 

the collective public consciousness in certain specific ways.  Thus Knight 

envisaged a film which did not interpret its subject matter to an audience 

with one or more defined objectives in mind (raising morale or justifying a 

certain course of action, for example), but rather presented it as factual 

record, an undeniable statement of what had been achieved and what the 

price had been, a sort of visual history book which was the complete 

antithesis of what Jennings and his colleagues had been producing.  If Theirs 

is the Glory was intended as a statement of how the "murky and undecided 

realities of today" (i.e. 1946) were arrived at, then Mr. Castleton Knight's 

coronation film represents an expression of what it was the Arnhem 

paratroopers were supposed to have been fighting to save, which, in contrast 

with the murky and the undecided, there seems to have been an enthusiastic 

public appetite for.  In terms of ideology and scale, a convincing 

demonstration of this can be found in Knight's film of the 1948 Olympics. 
 
 
XIV Olympiad: The Glory of Sport (1948) 
 

Mr. Castleton Knight must, by now, be heartily sick of the name of Leni 

Riefenstahl.97

 

This remark was as inevitable as it is misleading.  The Olympics held at 

Wembley in July 1948 were the first since the notorious 1936 tournament 

which had given rise to Riefenstahl's Olympische Spiele (1938).  XIV Olympiad 

was thus bound to court comparisons with its equally notorious predecessor. 
 

The titles of the constituent episodes of Riefenstahl's film - Fest der Volker and 

Fest der Schönheit - aptly sum up the controversy that the film precipitated, 

namely the validity of her repeated assertions that Olympische Spiele was 

merely a celebration of Olympic ideology (the Schönheit) and was not 

intended as a work of Nazi propaganda (the Volker).98  Whilst her detractors 

                                                            
97 Tribune, 10 September 1948. 
98 See, for example, Riefenstahl's autobiography, Memorien (Munich, 1987). 

182 



The Feature Documentary 

have pointed out that a film made with 1.5 million Reichsmarks of Nazi state 

capital and premiered on the occasion of Hitler's forty-ninth birthday could 

hardly be described as apolitical, her defenders cite the mutual animosity 

between Riefenstahl and Goebbels99 as well as textual evidence such as the 

extended sequence of Jesse Owens winning the 100 metre sprint to argue that 

the film is primarily an 'artistic' record of the events it depicts, and that any 

perceived promotion of Nazism is incidental.100

 

XIV Olympiad, on the other hand, made no claims to artistry, and, as the 

subtitle of the film makes clear, was purely concerned with the games 

themselves, i.e. the glory of sport, not the glory of fancy film-making.  

Comparisons with Olympische Spiele, therefore, would inevitably condemn the 

former as an inferior attempt to emulate Riefenstahl.  Taylor Downing writes: 
 

Clearly the model for the organisation of the film [production unit] came 
from Berlin and most of the unit viewed and examined Olympia [the title 
with which Olympische Spiele was released in the UK].  The result is an 
interesting British Technicolor documentary, but the film has absolutely 

none of the flair or visual quality of Riefenstahl's epic.101  
 

Although he was writing 41 years after the event, Downing's remarks are 

notably similar to those made by commentators at the time of the film's 

release.  However, such comparisons fail(ed) to take account of Knight's 

agenda in producing the film, which was fundamentally different from 

Riefenstahl's, and the sensibilities of his target audience.  For even if the 

technicians who worked on XIV Olympiad did view Olympische Spiele 

beforehand, this film was certainly not its key precedent.  For this we must 

look to Castleton Knight's newsreel coverage of other public events since the 

end of the war. 
 

Whilst For Freedom and Theirs is the Glory had demonstrated Knight's ability to 

package what were, even by that stage, historical events into mythologised 

statements of popular imagination, a series of spin-offs from his newsreel 

operation showed his aptitude for undertaking a similar process but in the 

present tense.  Victory Parade (1946) was an extended, 22-minute long version 

of Gaumont-British news no. 1298, which had covered the parade in the Mall 

held on 8 June 1946 to commemorate the first anniversary of the end of the 

Second World War.  The newsreel was released on Thursday 13 June, Victory 
                                                            
99 A somewhat dubious defence, as Riefenstahl's response to Goebbels' hostility was to develop a 
close friendship with Hitler, with whom she was alleged to have had an affair. 
100 This argument is put forward in TAYLOR DOWNING, Olympia (London, 1992), pp. 90-91. 
101 Ibid., p. 89. 
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Parade on the following Monday, 17 June.  The two aspects of this film which 

seem to have achieved the greatest impact were the speed with which it was 

released and the fact that it was in colour.  During the week of post-

production, the Daily Mirror predicted that "millions of people will see 

themselves on the screen in Technicolor", and that those lining the route 

"flashed before lenses as the cameras swung over the crowds", anticipating 

the experience of those who participated in the parade being able to identify 

themselves in the resulting film.102  Jympson Harman of the London Evening 

News, meanwhile, announced that "working day and night since last 

Saturday afternoon, film technicians from Gaumont-British today handed 

over the first complete copies of the Technicolor film of the Victory 

Parade."103  He also noted that Knight had flown a print to New York to be 

screened with the US premiere of Henry V. 
 

The aesthetic qualities of Victory Parade, therefore, were judged by technical 

criteria rather than an assessment of the issues of filmic representation which 

had dominated textual criticism of Riefenstahl's output (and, for that matter, 

the work of the British Documentary Movement).  Its exhibition in New York 

together with a high-profile 'super-film' also suggests that Victory Parade was 

intended to play its part in Rank's post-war export drive, as a statement of the 

industrial accomplishments of the British studio infrastructure.  Of course, a 

pageant devoted to celebrating what was being pitched as another notable 

British achievement (winning the war), provided the ideal subject matter.  

Helen Fletcher, in an earlier demonstration of the sycophantic outpourings 

which would later characterise her response to Theirs is the Glory, declared 

that "the scarlet of the uniforms, the lilac of the Queen's dress, the dull green 

of the rainy park, and all over the wet grey sky of London, lifted up my 

heart."104 Thus it did not matter if Victory Parade was deemed to lack "flair" or 

"visual quality" (in an aesthetic sense), as this was patently not the object of 

the exercise. 
 

Victory Parade can be seen as an embryonic prototype for XIV Olympiad.  The 

latter was to be a 'super-film' in its own right, and arguably the first super 

                                                            
102 Daily Mirror, 14 June 1946.  This strategy provides an indication of Knight's background in 
exhibition: it was a common practice among exhibitors in the silent period to film local gatherings, 
including queues outside their own cinemas.  The resulting footage would then be shown with 
minimal (if any) editing, purely so that patrons might recognise themselves or people they knew. 
103 Evening News, 13 June 1946. 
104 Sunday Graphic, 16 June 1946.  It would seem that the Queen Mother's dress sense has not 
changed much in the last 53 years! 
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non-fiction film produced in Britain, one which would emphasise visual and 

aural spectacle over and above realism or authenticity.  As such it represented 

a unique fusion of the newsreel and the feature film.  Judged on its own 

terms (which, I shall argue, successive generations of critics have failed to do), 

XIV Olympiad is a remarkable film which compares favourably with the better 

known Technicolor productions that emerged from the Rank studios during 

the late 1940s.  Unlike its more fêted counterparts, however, the film also 

offers an example of the newsreel form in its most powerful and technically 

accomplished mode, and a convincing demonstration of its popularity. 
 

The level of public interest generated by the occasion of the first post-war 

Olympics, held in London, is shown by the controversy which arose from the 

purchase, by the Rank Organisation, of the exclusive rights to cover it.  Rank 

paid £100,000 to the International Olympic Committee under an agreement 

which would exclude all but his own cameramen from the grounds.  His 

competitors in the newsreel sector staged a vigorous protest, complaining 

that the deal would prevent them from using the best footage and that it had 

been done without the agreement of the Newsreel Association.105  The 

decision to obtain these rights was probably influenced by Knight's 

experiences in the 'newsreel wars' of the 1930s, in which producers often 

resorted to underhand methods in order to prevent competitors from 

securing footage of prominent sports fixtures.  For example, Paul Wyand 

recalled that one company released a large balloon above the Trent Bridge 

cricket ground in order to stop its opponents filming a test match from an 

adjacent block of flats.106   The Rank Organisation's decision to collaborate 

with the event organisers was thus designed to prevent time and money 

needing to be expended on such measures (which would probably not have 

been tolerated in the context of an Olympic Games anyway), and place the 

exclusivity of his film on an institutional basis. 
 

As with Victory Parade, the two key selling points of the Olympic film 

(advertised well in advance of the opening of the games) were that the entire 

production was to be in Technicolor and that it would be ready for release 

less than three weeks after the games finished.  The Rank Organisation also 

stated that 16 foreign language versions would be produced and that the film 

would be extensively exported.  The use of colour presented major technical 

                                                            
105 Daily Herald, 8 February 1948; a British Paramount official stated, "we feel that coverage cannot 
be handled efficiently by one company" (News Chronicle, 9 March 1948). 
106 PAUL WYAND, Useless if Delayed (London, 1959), pp. 55-57. 
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difficulties which necessitated the design of a new camera and laboratory 

process.  The three-strip cameras used in the original Technicolor process 

were not available in sufficient numbers and their use was at a premium: 

there were only five in the UK in 1948, and all were in use on studio 

productions107 - as a contemporary observer remarked, "Technicolor cameras 

[were] worth their weight in gold."108 As a consequence, only the opening 

ceremony was filmed in genuine three-strip.  For the winter games in St. 

Moritz, monopack Technicolor was used, in which the single-strip 

Kodachrome reversal stock (which can be used in any camera) yields 

separated interpositives which are then processed in the normal way.  

However, Technicolor monopack could only be processed in Rochester 

(Kodak's US headquarters), and whilst this was feasible during the six-month 

time gap between the winter games and the main tournament at Wembley, 

the lack of monopack lab facilities in London obviously prevented its use for 

the summer games within the time scale Knight had set himself. 
 

The solution was a specially designed bipack camera together with a 

laboratory technique that could derive a third colour record from the two 

which had actually been filmed.  The camera was built by the British 

company Newall, based on an American Mitchell design.  The colour 

adaptation was threefold.  Firstly, a specially designed magazine was used for 

the two strips of negative, in which the strips were housed vertically in order 

to enhance registration as they entered the mechanism (the Technicolor 

three-strip magazine mounted the spools side by side).  The conventional 

intermittent and transport mechanism was fitted with a damping roller 

which eliminated air pockets between the two surfaces as they entered the 

gate.  Finally, a beam-splitting prism was needed to expose the two 

monochrome strips, both mounted emulsion out, to the red and blue areas of 

the visible colour spectrum, in order to record their subtractive negatives of 

yellow and cyan.  Stanley Sayer, the supervising cameramen on XIV Olympiad 

who also headed the research team which designed the camera, recalls that 

these prisms were actually supplied by the Technicolor company,109 

suggesting that the latter identified a commercial advantage in the 

consequent enlargement of its British laboratory operation. 
 
                                                            
107 JOHN HUNTLEY, "The Filming of the XIVth Olympiad: Part 2", Film Industry, 26 August 1948, 
p. 8. 
108 R. HOWARD CRICKS, "Two-colour Systems" in JOHN HUNTLEY, British Technicolor Films 
(London, 1948), p. 214. 
109 DUNCAN PETRIE, The British Cinematographer (London, 1996), p. 45. 
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It was this laboratory stage of the new hybrid Technicolor process that was 

crucial to its success or failure.  This consisted of taking densitometric 

readings from the colour saturation of the yellow and cyan strips in order to 

'work out' from existing evidence what would have been on the cyan (green) 

strip, had it been exposed alongside the other two.  John Huntley notes: 
 

It is at this stage, of course, that the whole art of two-colour photography 
comes to a head: the ability to off-set artificially the missing middle section of 
the spectrum is the key to the success of the scheme and the vital nature of 
the problem can be gauged by the fact that the Olympic Games film contains 
some material shot by a three-strip camera and some by monopack thus 

providing a direct comparison almost from shot to shot.110

 

Quite how the new two-strip process would be judged in aesthetic terms 

(and Huntley was quite correct in predicting that the presence of all three 

Technicolor product lines in XIV Olympiad would serve to encourage such 

judgements) was open to question, but one point which emerges strongly is 

that, given that the crucial elements of the new process took place in the 

laboratory, the Technicolor company had just as much of an industrial 

stranglehold on it as with its more exclusive three-strip counterpart. 
 

Nevertheless, the production of XIV Olympiad had been the catalyst for a 

major research and development exercise.  Ultimately, though, it would not 

prove to be the way forward in British colour cinematography: Sayer recalls 

that Newall eventually succeeded in cloning the full three-strip camera, and 

that 14 units were eventually built.111  But by 1955 the use of beam-splitting 

cameras had ceased altogether: Eastman Kodak began marketing tripack 

colour stock (a film which can be used in a conventional camera, records the 

entire YCM colour spectrum and is designed as a negative-positive process 

without the need for separations) based on the Nazi Agfa system in the early 

1950s, and it quickly overtook the entire Technicolor operation. 
 

                                                            
110 JOHN HUNTLEY, "The Filming of the XIVth Olympiad: Part 2",  p. 8.  
111 Transcript of an interview with Sayer by Duncan Petrie: "We got fed up being the poor relation 
of Hollywood and so they could supply us with the camera movements themselves - the two gates 
which are at right angles to each other - the light went straight through to the green record and was 
diverted into the bi-pack for the red and the blue.  And we got Newalls to copy exactly, from the 
blueprints from Hollywood, and at one time we had 18 three-strip Technicolor cameras which meant 
that other producers could use them other than the two tied up with Korda and Rank.  In 1948 we 
still only had the four cameras; that's why we went over to the other two-colour process for the 
[Olympic] games.  But soon after that we began to build more." 
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Viewed today in an original 1948 dye-transfer release print,112 the most 

significant impression gained from XIV Olympiad is the quality of the 

monopack material in reels 1-4 (prologue sequence and winter games) and 

11-12 (yacht racing and regatta).  In terms of colour saturation it is almost 

indistinguishable from the three-strip coverage of the opening ceremony (reel 

5); if anything, its rendition of the lower end of the visible spectrum is denser 

and more defined (although admittedly there was probably more natural 

light in Greece and Switzerland, as many of the events at Wembley took 

place either in overcast weather or heavy rain).  The two-strip footage of the 

track and field events, however, is obviously inferior and less consistent: 

greens are flattened and blues are virtually non-existent.  In the hammer-

throwing sequence from reel 7, for example, colour saturation varies from 

shot to shot and in one instance the sky is a pale red.113

 

Reactions to the two-strip colour process arrived at similar conclusions.  

Although neither of the two main trade papers directly compared the three 

Technicolor variants, the technical press concluded that the two-colour 

process was notably inferior to both three-strip and monopack: 
 

Monopack stands up well and compares very favourably with the standard 
method but the Technichrome or bi-pack system obviously needs 
considerable experimentation before it can be adopted widely for 
commercial film-making.  The colour definition is poor, this being 

particularly noticeable in the absence of a true green.114

 

Among newspaper critics, however, the ability or otherwise of two-strip to 

match the colour values of the other systems was not the main concern.  

Rather, they tended to concentrate on how the use of colour per se affected 

the film's other aesthetic qualities.  The Manchester Guardian asked: 
 

This film, unfortunately, leaves one wondering if perhaps its Technicolor is 
not just a substitute for workmanship.  Incidentally, the Technicolor is not in 
itself at all bad, even if some of the colours (in the hurried processing) have 

                                                            
112 National Film and Television Archive, London, print no. 2025094H.  This is probably an 
American release print, as, in Luke McKernan's notes on the film, the UK release is given as 12 reels 
and the US release (according to Motion Picture Herald) as 15 reels/136 minutes.  2025094H is 15 
reels, total length 12,456 feet, which equals 138½ minutes.  The extra 2½ minutes are probably 
accounted for by distributor logos and differences in the title sequence.  XIV Olympiad was restored 
by the NFTVA in 1992 - a print of the restoration can be seen as 43489H. 
113 NFTVA, 2025094DH, 651-653 feet. 
114 Film Industry, 9 September 1948, p. 5. 
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turned out a bit strangely.  The Thames, for instance, becomes a purple 

stream and the grass at Wembley is dove-grey.115

 

Joan Lester of Reynolds News, however, thought that the use of colour in a 

non-fiction, non-studio context had been especially successful: 
 

I have rarely seen Technicolor used with such success.  How different this 
was from the too-good-to-be-true effect in feature films wherein human 
faces look like expensive fondants and scenery takes on a chocolate-box 

perfection.116

 

Leaving aside the rigid controls which Technicolor imposed on the 

production of three-strip films, Dudley Andrew makes the interesting point 

that in post-war France, Technicolor and Agfa evolved distinct aesthetic 

processes: 
 

Technicolor had (and promoted) a Hollywood notion of colour: purer than 
reality, needing strong artificial light, aggressive, almost whorish.  Agfa was 
more supple, more responsive to natural light, paler, nearly receding from 
the audience.  It coloured the film and invited the audience to enter the 
image and round off its 'muted edges'.  It would obviously be the process for 

documentary work or for fiction hoping to give a documentary feel.117  
 

What becomes immediately apparent is that such a distinction cannot be 

applied to a film such as XIV Olympiad.  Notwithstanding the fact that Agfa 

was never used in Britain at that time, opinions seem to have been divided as 

to the suitability of Technicolor for use in 'natural' locations, an activity which 

the development of the British two-strip process was clearly intended to 

encourage.  For the Manchester Guardian's critic, the absence of those aesthetic 

qualities which the French regarded as synonymous with Technicolor was an 

indication of poor workmanship and questioned the suitability of colour at all 

for such a project.  Lester, on the other hand, thought that the absence of 

what she called the "too-good-to-be-true effect" enhanced the film and that 

Technicolor was capable of reproducing other forms of colour value (in 

contrast to the Film Industry reviewer, for whom such an effect was the 

criterion by which he was judging the performance of the two-strip system).  

Incidentally, similar opinions were expressed about Western Approaches (1944), 

the only other British feature documentary to have been shot in Technicolor 

(mainly in three-strip but with a small amount of monopack footage).  Critics 

                                                            
115 Manchester Guardian, 2 September 1948.  This reviewer may have seen a misregistered print: the 
Henley sequence in 2025094FH (reel 12 of the NFTVA original 1948 release print) gives no 
impression of a "purple stream" in my opinion. 
116 Reynolds News, 5 September 1948. 
117 DUDLEY ANDREW, "The Post-War Struggle for Colour" in STEPHEN HEATH and TERESA DE 
LAURETIS (eds.), The Cinematic Apparatus (Basingstoke, 1979), p. 68. 
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whose reviews of XIV Olympiad were based on extended comparisons with 

Olympische Spiele tended to condemn the use of colour on the grounds that it 

had restricted camera mobility and shot composition. 
 

As with Victory Parade, the rapid post-production stages had been a heavily 

advertised feature of XIV Olympiad.  A Rank press release stated that the 

games closed on 14 August, and that the completed 12,000-foot film would 

open at the Gaumont, Haymarket and the Marble Arch Pavillion on 2 

September.  Huntley's two-part Film Industry article118 provides some idea of 

what this exercise involved: twenty-five camera crews produced some 

500,000 feet of negative and 40,000 feet of sound; seventeen foreign-language 

versions were to be produced, all with different cuts and their own 

commentaries; and a number of extraordinary measures were taken in order 

to meet the release deadline, notably recording Guy Warrack's score several 

months earlier and then cutting the picture in order to post-synch it. 
 

The 'useless if delayed' culture which gave rise to this emphasis on speed of 

release, was, of course, associated primarily with newsreels.  In this and many 

other respects, XIV Olympiad was a product of the newsreel industry rather 

than a documentary (in the sense that the term was then understood), and, as 

such, was intended as a demonstration of the technological and industrial 

prowess of British film-makers; it was not a film concerned with the aesthetic 

and ideological issues of the documentary genre.  Nevertheless, there were a 

number of critics who persisted in judging the film as if it were a product of 

the genre as they understood it, and in this respect they were aided and 

abetted by Olympische Spiele as a precedent.  The most interesting aspect of 

the press coverage, therefore, is the sharp contrast between those who judged 

the film according to its own agenda and those who applied an increasingly 

anachronistic set of beliefs, finding them to be largely incompatible.  An 

anonymous writer in The Times provides a useful demonstration of this 

contrast: 
 

A news-reel seems long if it lasts for over 10 minutes and this film is, in all 
the essentials, a news-reel, magnified, coloured and decked out with a 
dramatic commentary but still a news-reel - and it goes on for over two 
hours. […] Here [in the marathon sequence] it triumphantly affirms what 
elsewhere it consistently denies, which is that personality and imagination 
can transform reality at the same time that they are faithfully representing 

it.119

 
                                                            
118 I am grateful to Luke McKernan for alerting me to the existence of this article. 
119 The Times, 2 September 1948. 
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Whilst this writer managed to arrive at a reasoned conclusion as to why the 

style was inappropriate for its subject matter, others responded in a 

reactionary fashion which showed the extent of their opposition to Rank's 

and Knight's agenda.  The Daily Express condemned XIV Olympiad as "a badly 

edited collection of hack news-reel shots",120 for the Daily Mail it was "a great 

opportunity [that] has been thrown away"121 whilst Cyril Ray in the Sunday 

Chronicle pronounced it to be "Britain's heaviest, costliest Olympic defeat."122  

Richard Winnington enlarges on responses such as these, hinting at the sort 

of qualities these critics might have been looking for: 
 

Holding the monopoly Rank might well have called upon the editing 
brilliance of a Lean or Reed who would probably have eschewed Technicolor 
(except perhaps in the pageantry) with its crippling break on speeds and 

mobility of camera.123

 

The News of the World, on the other hand, was somewhat more astute in its 

assessment of XIV Olympiad, describing it as a "tremendous and highly 

successful effort to bring the games to us in what may be styled tabloid 

form."124  For the Daily Herald, "spectacle and excitement are cleverly mixed 

throughout.  The world's finest athletes are shown at close quarters, and 

colour adds enormously to the merits of a historic record."125  Dilys Powell in 

the Sunday Times aptly summed up the futility in comparing XIV Olympiad 

with Riefenstahl's film, and from her more informed comparison, the former 

emerges largely unscathed: 
 

Riefenstahl created from the movements of the runner, the jumper, the 
gymnast, exquisite rhythms which had, I daresay, little to do with the glory 
of sport and nothing to do with the factual reporting of athletics.  The 
English record of the 1948 marathon race is lively, exciting and, in its portrait 
of the heroic defeated Belgian runner, moving: Riefenstahl's 1936 marathon 
was a masterpiece of imaginative description.  There is the difference 
between the two pieces: the one a work of art, a lyrical and dramatic exercise 
which, with Hitler and the rest of the Nazi leaders in its cast, as much by 
chance as by design has become a great historic document: the other a first-

rate news story about a jolly, friendly sports meeting.126

 

                                                            
120 Daily Express, 3 September 1948. 
121 Daily Mail, 3 September 1948. 
122 Sunday Chronicle, 5 September 1948. 
123 News Chronicle, 6 September 1948. 
124 News of the World, 5 September 1948. 
125 Daily Herald, 2 September 1948. 
126 Sunday Times, 5 September 1948. 
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Brian Glanville described the London Olympics as "having something 

fetchingly placid about them",127 noting the fact that athletics did not feature 

prominently in British sporting culture and that the absence of Russians and 

Germans served to prevent any major political controversy.  In one respect, 

however, the games can be seen as a metaphor for Britain's political role (and 

its film industry) in the post-war world: the bulk of the medals were won by 

Americans.  It was inevitable, therefore, that a film of the 1948 Olympics 

would bear few similarities to Riefenstahl's epic.  For one thing, the 1936 

tournament itself ran contrary to the whole ideology of the Olympic 

movement in that the event was very much a nationalist statement.  In this 

respect, arguments as to whether Olympische Spiele is or is not, in terms of its 

textual specificity, a work of Nazi propaganda are somewhat irrelevant: if the 

film did not contain images of Hitler, Nazi symbols or the numerous German 

victories in the individual events, then critics would undoubtedly have 

questioned its integrity and speculated as to why such images had been 

concealed.  The 1948 Olympics was a low-key, deliberately apolitical 

tournament, and its appropriation by the British film industry was in pursuit 

of a technically sophisticated piece of entertainment based on a popular and 

accepted form of film production (the newsreel), not an ideological statement.  

This is perhaps best demonstrated in the fact that Riefenstahl's film required 

almost two years of post-production, whilst Knight's took precisely 19 days - 

an unacceptable delay by the standards of today's television but an 

achievement in its own right for 1948, and one which must constantly be 

borne in mind when judging the aesthetic qualities of XIV Olympiad. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

We do not regard the role of the documentary film in the sphere of post-war 
reconstruction as being confined to 16mm or to non-theatrical distribution.  
The aim must be to secure the greatest possible audience, and the largest 

audiences are the cinema-going audiences.128

 

Whilst one would expect an organisation representing workers in the 

commercial film industry to come out with such a statement, what initially 

seems more surprising is that during the immediate post-war period, the 

largest combine in the British film industry - the Rank Organisation - 

                                                            
127 BRIAN GLANVILLE, "Britain Against the Rest" in MICHAEL SISSONS and PHILIP FRENCH (eds.), 
Age of Austerity (2nd ed., Oxford, 1986), p. 151. 
128 "Documentary and Educational Films: A Memorandum on Planning for Production and Use in 
Post-War Britain" (pamphlet issued by the Association of Cine-Technicians, February 1944), p. 10. 
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appeared to hold the same view.  Surprising, mainly because the majority of 

work on the British non-fiction film has centred on the Documentary 

Movement, whose spokesmen have tended to dismiss the work of their 

commercial counterparts, largely due to their belief that according the latter 

serious attention would belittle their achievements.  But just as there were 

important political factors which gave the documentarists the opportunities 

to achieve what they did during the war period, there are equally important 

reasons why the years which followed witnessed a shift in emphasis to the 

commercial sector.  The Government's own production programme had 

undergone severe retrenchment following the demise of the MOI, exhibitors 

became increasingly reluctant to take 'shorts' now that there was no longer a 

war to justify their existence, and the accusations of monopolisation against 

Rank implied that he was promoting a form of entertainment which the then 

powerful critical establishment held to be culturally inferior to the forms of 

cinema which at the time were associated mainly with the public sector. 
 

The three films which I have examined the production of and critical 

response to in some detail - The Way We Live, Theirs is the Glory and XIV 

Olympiad - all illustrate the different stages in this process of transition.  The 

Way We Live probably bears the greatest similarities to the work of the state 

documentarists in that it advocates a political agenda, but Craigie's attempt to 

dramatise reality met with diametrically opposed reactions from the critics 

and those who had commissioned the film from her.  Just as Lejeune's 

campaign demonstrated the apparent power that this group of writers still 

held over public opinion, GFD's belief that the film would prove a box-office 

failure suggests that their influence, and that of the 'documentary-realist 

tradition' was already on the wane.  Theirs is the Glory, released in the same 

year, was intended to be authentic rather than interpretative, and its 

producer went to elaborate lengths to dictate the terms on which it would be 

received, rather than let others set this agenda. 
 

XIV Olympiad marked the culmination of this process.  An enlarged newsreel, 

its producers deliberately rejected anything close to the documentary idea, 

instead appropriating the form of a newsreel, but enlarging it to feature 

length proportions through the development and use of a new colour process 

and the application of familiar stylistic devices but with notably higher 

production values.  Although comparisons with Olympische Spiele were, to a 

certain extent, bound to be made, the degree to which critics attempted to 

judge a technically sophisticated piece of actuality filming by the criteria of 
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the interpretative documentary showed just how anachronistic and removed 

from public opinion their views had become.  John Ellis has argued that the 

'quality-realist' critical discourse was at its most influential during the period 

1942-48: the differences in press coverage and its wider response between The 

Way We Live and XIV Olympiad demonstrates the accuracy of his cut-off 

point.129  This critical discourse was one of the key factors in the 

Documentary Movement's wartime prominence, and subsequently an 

illustration of its increasing irrelevance. 

                                                            
129 JOHN ELLIS, op. cit. 
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5. Non-fiction Film and 
the Government 

 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The purpose of official publicity is not to impose opinions on people, but to 
give them intelligible facts upon which they can form their own opinions.  

(Sir Stafford Cripps)1

 
If it is agreed that a definition of the documentary film is no longer really 
necessary, it becomes quite plain that documentary is not this or that type of 

film, but simply a method of approach to public information. (Basil Wright)2

 

Wright's "method of approach to public information" is certainly a long way 

removed from Grierson's "creative treatment of actuality", and can be seen as 

an indicative distinction between the propagandist agenda of both the pre-

war Griersonians and the wartime Ministry of Information (MOI), and their 

supposedly depoliticised successor, the Central Office of Information (COI), 

or 'Government Information Service'. 
 

By 1945 the Government's activities relating to the production and 

distribution of non-fiction films were unique in that their objectives and the 

scale on which they took place was certainly a direct consequence of the war: 

furthermore, the Ministry of Information (MOI) Films Division and the 

Crown Film Unit (CFU) owed their existence to the war.  Although the 

newsreels came under an unprecedented level of state regulation, their 

infrastructure and production methods remained largely unchanged, 

although distribution continued to be restricted by the supplementary 

contract system until a few months before the 1951 general election.  

                                                            
1 Board of Trade Journal, 26 April 1947, p. 657. 
2 BASIL WRIGHT, "Documentary To-Day", Penguin Film Review, no. 2 (1947), p. 38.  Author's 
emphasis. 
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Magazine film output continued to be dominated by March of Time as it had 

been before the war; This Modern Age was purely a post-war series, although 

it could be argued that the circumstances which lead to its inception were a 

consequence of wartime structural changes within the British film industry.  

Whilst the commercial sector did produce films which were effectively 

dramatised recreations of military episodes from the war, for example For 

Freedom (1940, Maurice Elvey/L. Castleton Knight) and San Demetrio, London 

(1943, Charles Frend), virtually all of the feature-length documentaries which 

were distributed on any significant scale were financed by the taxpayer and 

produced by either the CFU or the film units of the armed services.  

Commercial projects such as The Way We Live and XIV Olympiad had no major 

wartime precedents. 
 

Unlike the newsreels, commercial feature documentaries and This Modern 

Age, the key issue facing the MOI and the public sector film units at the end 

of the war was the nature and extent to which their activities should continue 

into peacetime.  Another factor was the relationship between the 

Government and the Documentary Movement.  Whereas the commercial 

sector were free to take or leave its ideas and services, the Government were 

far more closely allied with this group of film-makers; most were employed 

either by the CFU or by the independent units from whom the MOI Films 

Division had commissioned the bulk of its output.  Furthermore, the 

Documentary Movement had by 1945 become a well-organised political lobby 

who were arguing strongly for the retention of (and some even argued for 

the expansion of) the MOI's film production programme.  This debate will be 

covered in greater detail shortly. 
 

The unique institutional position of Government film-making, therefore, was 

largely due to the political circumstances of the war and the activities of the 

Documentary Movement.  The political situation arising from these factors 

and its influence on the post-war agenda of the Government public 

information system has been extensively researched by two historians,3 and 

the specific role of the Documentary Movement in this process has also been 

the subject of a thesis.4  Therefore, my discussion of public sector film-

making in the post-war period is not intended to reprise these issues and 

                                                            
3 The two principal monographs are: WILLIAM CROFTS, Coercion or Persuasion: Propaganda in Britain 
after 1945 (London, 1989) and TOM WILDY, Propaganda and Social Policy in Britain, 1945-51 
(unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leeds, 1985). 
4 A.P. HOGENKAMP, The British Documentary Movement and the 1945-51 Labour Governments 
(unpublished PhD thesis, Council for National Academic Awards, 1991). 
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debates which have been covered already, but rather to draw on this work in 

order to examine how the reception of Government films changed after the 

war, specifically through an analysis of selected critical material and of 

distribution and exhibition patterns. 
 

This is an intentional continuation of the methodology used in previous 

chapters.  The newspaper-based film criticism of the 1940s tended to apply a 

consistent set of beliefs and values (as did individual writers), and did so 

across the entire spectrum of the British film industry and its associated 

cultural activity - fiction and non-fiction, commercial and subsidised, British 

and American.  As such, these articles and reviews are especially valuable as a 

control mechanism in a project such as this one, which is attempting to judge 

how the economic, cultural and ideological background of various different 

forms of non-fiction cinema affected the context of their exhibition and the 

effect it had on the people who saw them.  Whilst the voluminous research 

which has centred on the Documentary Movement and the significant body 

of historical work on newsreels has revealed much about films and film-

makers, distribution and exhibition remains a neglected area, especially with 

regard to the non-fiction film. 
 

Again following the example of previous chapters, this one is based on a 

small number of detailed case studies rather than a historical overview.  

Perfectly efficient (although in some cases tending to overemphasise the role 

of prominent Documentary Movement activists) examples of the latter can be 

found elsewhere.5  I will examine three areas: the production of Children on 

Trial (1946, Jack Lee), the first post-war feature film made by the CFU, Paul 

Rotha's feature documentaries with reference to the work of his company 

Films of Fact, and the events leading to the closure of the CFU in 1952.  These 

are intended to represent the post-war process of change in Government film 

production, the relationship between Government producers and distributors 

and exhibitors, and the attitudes of critics and audiences toward official films. 
 
 
Official Films Policy and the MOI/COI Transition 
 

The post-war future of the MOI had been exercising the minds of 

Government strategists long before VE-day.  The issue first received serious 

attention when the Cabinet established a committee in 1943 (chaired by Sir 

                                                            
5 e.g. RICHARD M. BARSAM, Nonfiction Film: A Critical History (2nd ed., Indianapolis, 1992), pp. 
241-249; ERIK BARNOUW, Documentary (2nd revised ed., Oxford, 1993), pp. 85-100. 
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Alan Barlow, a civil servant from the Treasury) charged with examining the 

peacetime future of those Government departments and agencies which had 

come into being as a specific consequence of the war.  MOI representatives 

appeared before the Committee in February 1944.  The Committee's report, 

completed in April 1944, acknowledged that the retention of the MOI in its 

wartime form would be politically contentious after a return to party 

government, given that its purpose in the context of the wartime coalition 

government was to promote and defend that government's political and 

ideological objectives.  With this in mind, the Committee recommended the 

creation of: 
 

…a new department, called perhaps the Government Information Agency, 
of a strictly executive and specialist character, to carry out a common service 

to the Government as a whole.6

 

In other words, what was being contemplated at that point was a change 

from what was, in all but name, a propaganda ministry to what was 

envisaged as effectively a Government public relations department. 
 

The issue did not fully resurface until after the 1945 general election.  At 

about this time the Documentary Movement began to mount a systematic 

campaign for the preservation of the MOI Films Division, although some of 

the ground had been prepared the previous autumn.  In an anonymous 

article which appeared in Documentary News Letter, the author made a case for 

attempting to preserve the agreements which existed between the MOI, the 

Kinematograph Renters' Society (KRS) and the Cinematograph Exhibitors' 

Association (CEA) in order to ensure that theatrical distribution of 

Government documentaries would continue.7  In December 1944, a blueprint 

of the Dartington Hall/Arts Enquiry report The Factual Film (which by this 

stage was virtually complete, but was not published in its entirety until 1947) 

was published in the Political and Economic Planning (PEP) in-house journal.  

It broadly supported the Movement's policies and argued the case for 

reshaping the MOI Films Division into a peacetime Government 

department.8
 

Following the Labour Party's victory in the general election on 5 July 1945, 

Edward J. "Ted" Williams, a former Welsh miners' agent who had held junior 

                                                            
6 "Further Report by the Official Committee on Machinery of Government", [P]UBLIC [R]ECORD 
[O]FFICE, London, CAB 87/74 (29 April 1944), p. 14. 
7 "Documentary: A National Asset", Documentary News Letter, vol. 5, no. 4 (1944), pp. 42-43. 
8 "British Documentary Films", Planning, no. 228 (8 December 1944), pp. 2-11. 
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positions in the wartime government, was appointed to succeed Brendan 

Bracken as Minister of Information.  During the following summer and 

autumn the Films Division entered a period of limbo.  Two of its key 

personnel resigned.  Jack Beddington, head of the Films Division during most 

of the war, announced his intention to leave as soon as a suitable replacement 

could be found immediately after the election, and eventually resumed his 

pre-war career as a public relations executive with Shell.  Shortly after he left, 

Beddington wrote an article in Kine Weekly, urging civil servants to be more 

tolerant of the "ambitions and temperament of artists and craftsmen", 

obliquely suggesting that the Films Division was becoming more hostile to 

the ideological beliefs of the Documentary Movement.9  Sidney Bernstein, 

owner of the Granada cinema circuit who had served as an "honorary 

adviser" to the MOI since 1941, announced his resignation on 27 August 1945 

and returned to exhibition.  Bernstein's departure marked a significant 

setback in the relationship between the MOI and the commercial sector, as he 

was a prominent figure in the CEA and was able to command the respect of 

politicians, civil servants and the film industry.  As Ian Dalrymple (producer-

in-charge of the CFU until May 1943) observed, "Sidney did all the selling  of 

the films […] and was the character who knew all about the distribution and 

exhibition side."10

 

In the absence of any coherent production and distribution policy, the Films 

Division's output slumped during the latter half of 1945.  Of 93 films released 

(both theatrical and non-theatrical) by the MOI during 1945, only 27 

appeared from July onwards.11  However, the incoming administration were 

beginning to contemplate the reformation of the MOI, and, in respect of 

films, were subjected to intense lobbying both by independent documentary 

producers and those concerned with the future of the CFU.  This lobbying 

mainly took place in two separate forums: in the form of memoranda passed 

between Documentary Movement figures and cabinet ministers concerned 

with films policy, and in the specialist press, notably the film industry trade 

papers, World's Press News and Documentary News Letter.  The process began 

when, in December 1945, Clement Attlee told the Commons that the MOI 

was to be disbanded.  His statement is worth quoting at length, as it sets out 

                                                            
9 Kinematograph Weekly, 7 February 1946.  This is a notable contrast to his 1948 article in 
Documentary Film News, which accused the Documentary Movement of producing anachronistic 
political propaganda - see Documentary Film News, vol. 7, no. 66 (1948), p. 77. 
10 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 131. 
11 "Catalogue of MOI Films Made in 1945", Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 53 (May-June 
1946), p. 46.  Many of these 27 were probably commissioned before the election. 
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the rationale behind the formation of the Central Office of Information (COI), 

a principle which the reconstituted Films Division would soon find itself in 

conflict with: 
 

It is essential to good administration under a democratic system that the 
public should be adequately informed about the many matters in which 
Government action directly impinges on their daily lives, and it is in 
particular important that a true and adequate picture of British policy, British 
institutions and the British way of life should be presented overseas. […] For 
this purpose we propose that departmental information services shall be 
supplemented by a central office performing certain common technical and 
production functions and making specialist services available to 
Departments for both home and overseas purposes. […] Neither of these 
purposes, however, requires a separate Minister exclusively concerned with 
information matters, and the Government have, therefore, decided to bring 

the Ministry of Information to an end.12

 

The argument that Attlee was making therefore, was that a Government 

public information programme was a legitimate and justified activity within 

the context of a peacetime, party-political system of administration.  But he 

believed that information policy should not be the subject of a separate 

ministerial portfolio, as it had been in wartime, but instead the prerogative of 

individual Government departments wishing to carry out publicity work.  

Thus the new COI was to be a strictly non-executive agency (similar in many 

ways to the Stationery Office).  As far as the Documentary Movement was 

concerned, half the battle had already been won.  The Government had 

accepted the principle that public information services, and by implication 

the production of films, was to continue, and should carry out a similar 

political function to a lot of the documentary films made during the war 

("…the public should be adequately informed about the many matters in 

which Government action directly impinges upon their daily lives…").  In 

terms of films specifically, the debate then moved on to the production and 

distribution policies which the COI was to adopt.  With regard to this issue, 

the independent units and the CFU presented two distinct problems. 
 

Early in 1945 Paul Rotha established the Federation of Documentary Film 

Units (FDFU), an umbrella organisation intended primarily to represent the 

MOI's key subcontractors.  In this capacity he submitted a memorandum 

entitled The Government and the Film Industry to the President of the Board of 

Trade, Sir Stafford Cripps, on 12 December 1945.13  His two main 

recommendations were that the Government take steps to "safeguard and 

                                                            
12 417 H[ouse of] C[ommons] Deb[ates]. 5 s[eries]., col. 916-917, 17 December 1945. 
13 Reprinted in Rotha on the Film (London, 1958), pp. 261-275. 
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develop the economic security of the independent documentary units" and 

that increased opportunities for the commercial distribution of publicly 

funded documentaries be created, by means of legislation if necessary.14  

Rotha believed that, other than those shown under the MOI-CEA agreement, 

documentaries had been virtually excluded from commercial distribution.15  

Significantly, he did not think that non-theatrical distribution had been as 

effective during the war, concluding that "Ministry of Information films were 

successful more often in spite of the Films Division's presentation methods 

than because of them."16  Rotha, therefore, believed that the output of both 

independent producers and the CFU should be intended for commercial 

exhibition, and that, if necessary, Government action should be taken in 

order to ensure the availability of screening time.  He subsequently claimed 

that Cripps endorsed his main recommendations, and that it was only 

opposition from Aneurin Bevin, "in a stronger, more aggressive position", that 

prevented the memorandum from being adopted as Government policy.17

 

As far as the independent units were concerned, this was a major change of 

policy: the bulk of their films during the war had been for non-theatrical 

distribution (NTD) apart from those which were distributed in the MOI-CEA 

monthly release programme.  Furthermore, apart from Rotha's company, 

which released World of Plenty in 1943, none had produced a feature-length 

documentary.  The CFU, however, had thusfar operated in a different 

market, having mainly been responsible for high-profile, high-budget 

productions which were essentially propaganda films.  Its post-war future 

had the potential to be far more politically contentious, as Wildy points out: 
 

After the war the justification for making many films was gone, there was no 
political 'cover' and less money.  The problem then was to file down the CFU 
into an efficient, cost-effective organisation making films which were not 
'political' for Government departments. […] Official films had a reputation 
for being 'political', and despite the strictures of the Treasury tended to be 

'artistic'.18

 

                                                            
14 Ibid., pp. 269-270. 
15 Significantly, Rotha did not suggest that double-feature programming was a problem, but stated 
that commercially distributed shorts were often a part of block-booking contracts, "…these being 
either Hollywood product or cheaply-made British shorts acquired from the less reputable 'quickie' 
producers." (Ibid., p. 270) 
16 Ibid., p. 271.  An interesting comment, given that Rotha had spent most of the war producing 
Worker and Warfront (1941-44), a non-theatrical newsreel for showing in factory canteens.  In 1944, 
however, he formed Films of Fact Ltd., with the stated policy of producing feature-length 
documentaries for theatrical distribution. 
17 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 161. 
18 TOM WILDY, op. cit., p. 144. 
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Thus the issue which had to be addressed was that of transforming the CFU 

from a creatively lead, financially inefficient film studio a into a non-

executive, cost effective service provider.  In December 1945 the MOI Finance 

Division had become concerned about the CFU: a Mr. Watson wrote that 

"whatever artistic discipline the Unit may have followed, it has been 

thoroughly undisciplined in terms of economical operation and financial 

responsibility."19  In other words, Civil Service accounting procedures may 

not have been top priority during the war, but the process of restoring a 

conventional system of government, together with the austerity measures 

which were needed in order to rebuild the economy, necessitated their 

reinstatement. 
 

To this end John Grierson, who had returned to the UK in October 1945 (he 

had left the National Film Board of Canada a few months earlier in the wake 

of allegations that he was a Communist spy) prepared a memorandum which 

he submitted to (amongst others) the MOI's chief finance officer.20  His 

solution to this malaise was the appointment of a "controller or chief of film" 

who would both defend the 'artistic' working practices of the CFU film-

makers but at the same time ensure that their activities were carried out in a 

spirit of fiscal responsibility.  Effectively he was arguing that a replacement 

figure for Beddington and Bernstein was needed, someone who could 

mediate effectively between film-makers and civil servants.  According to Bert 

Hogenkamp, however, his memorandum was in reality "an overt letter of 

application for a post that only fitted Grierson himself."21

 

Whilst Rotha and Grierson were lobbying the Government over the future 

shape of the documentary production units, they were also making their 

views known in industry circles, but in this case focusing their arguments on 

distribution and exhibition.  Both published articles in the 1946 new year 

edition of Today's Cinema which emphasised the cultural prestige and 

established public service credentials of the Documentary Movement.  Unlike 

Rotha, Grierson continued to stress the importance of NTD, but he also 

argued that commercial distributors and exhibitors had an ongoing role: 
 

…the bigger people in the industry are all in one way or another edging 
towards a new conception of the business in which, as one of your 
contemporaries stated the other day, "Entertaining the nation is far more 
than the basis for a profit-making business… it is a responsibility… it is a 

                                                            
19 PRO INF 1/634 (29 December 1945); quoted in A.P. HOGENKAMP, op. cit., p. 41. 
20 PRO INF 1/947 (11 January 1946). 
21 A.P. HOGENKAMP, op. cit., p. 43. 
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trust."  Some of the leaders may not yet know how to join the old ways with 

the new, but that they are moving towards a formula is certain.22

 

Rotha's article was expressed in somewhat more pragmatic terms.  Rather 

than suggesting that the film industry was under a moral obligation to 

support a loss-making branch of the Civil Service, he appeared to have read 

the writing on the MOI Finance Department's wall.  Thus Rotha sought to 

portray the Documentary Movement as an organisation which had 

transformed itself during the war, from a group of loosely-defined 'artists' 

and political activists into an efficient and highly qualified body of 

professionals offering an internationally recognised service unique to the 

British film industry: 
 

It was there for the nation to use, a body of technicians skilled in dramatising 
facts and information and argument.  The demands of war have in turn 
brought great developments in the production and showing of documentary 
films.  It has further enriched the prestige of Britain as the expert in this type 

of film-making.23

 

A case was being made, therefore, to both sides of the former wartime 

Government-film industry coalition, for continuing to support the 

Documentary Movement.  Before distributors and exhibitors could make any 

decisions as to whether they would continue showing official films and if so 

under what financial arrangements, some firm policy-making from the 

Government was needed as to how the new COI Films Division would 

operate.  In January 1946 the Director-General of the MOI established a 

"Committee of Organisation and Procedure for Future Film Production" 

consisting of a number of MOI senior civil servants, a Treasury advisor and 

Basil Wright, who had been appointed as a consultant to the Films Division 

on a three-month contract.  Its brief was to recommend a structure and 

organisation for the new division. 
 

Wright's contribution to the report was significant, and a major influence on 

the COI's handling of the release of its first major feature film, Children on 

Trial, which will be discussed shortly.  Whilst Attlee's statement to the 

Commons had stressed that the COI should act only as a service provider to 

other Government departments commissioning publicity materials, Wright 

disagreed, and argued that the Films Division should be able to initiate its 

own projects.  The minutes of the Committee's first meeting, held on 24 

January 1946, record that Wright "felt strongly that [the COI Films Division] 
                                                            
22 Today's Cinema, 2 January 1946, p. 39. 
23 Ibid., p. 133. 
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should act in an 'active' and not in a 'passive' capacity and should itself 

sponsor films which would be of value in the general Government interest.  

He said that films such as Listen to Britain came into this category."24  Whilst 

the final report did not explicitly state that high-profile, ideologically 

motivated films should continue to be commissioned, it did recommend that 

"there should be provision for making a certain number of films on subjects 

which are not appropriate to any single department."25  These sentiments 

were also echoed in Cripps' response to Rotha's memorandum (written in 

January 1946, but, for some reason, eventually published in a film industry 

annual three years later), in which he argued that the Documentary 

Movement had a more valuable function producing commercially viable 

entertainment films than non-theatrical instructional films: 
 

I myself believe that the best will always justify itself in the public estimation 
provided it is not used to deceive the public - as for instance by pretending 
you are out to entertain them when really your design is to educate them.  
The first point then is that you must produce genuine entertainment.  This 
does not debar you from the documentary technique - indeed it is that very 
element which can in itself make the entertainment value, especially when it 
can form a pleasant contrast to the feature technique in a single 

programme.26

 

However, whilst the ability of 'entertainment' films shown in public cinemas 

to reach a larger audience, in a more effective way and at lower cost than 

through NTD was not in dispute, the Films Committee realised that this 

would be more difficult without the inherent topicality (or entertainment 

value, if one wishes to be cynical about it) of a war.  With regard to the COI's 

potential subject matter, the Committee acknowledged "that film subjects are 

likely to be more complex in character than those which arose during the 

war",27 and, as a result, foresaw major changes in the patterns of theatrical 

distribution: 
 

The type of film required in peacetime is less likely to obtain commercial 
distribution than the simple wartime stories of the type of Target for Tonight 
and Western Approaches and at the present time, the film industry shows little 
enthusiasm as regards making distribution contracts for Government films. 
There are, however, signs of a quite special market for commercial 
distribution represented by, for example, the Academy Cinema.  Recent 
experience has shown that a film booked at the Academy can obtain up to 
1,000 bookings in cinemas throughout the country.  It would be foolish to 
ignore the valuable access to cinema audiences thus represented and an early 

                                                            
24 PRO INF 1/948, pp. 14-16. 
25 Ibid., Interim Report of Films Committee, 1 March 1946, para. 8. 
26 SIR STAFFORD CRIPPS, "The Documentary Film" in PETER NOBLE (ed.), The British Film Yearbook, 
1949-50 (London, 1949), pp. p. 65. 
27 PRO INF 1/948, Interim Report of Films Committee (op. cit.), para. 9. 
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effort should be made to develop this field.  It must be anticipated that this 
specialised type of commercial booking will be the main channel of 
distribution in cinemas, although from time to time films may be produced 

which can be rented through normal trade channels.28

 

The Films Committee seem to have concluded, therefore, that the potential 

audience for prestige Documentary Movement projects would be a lot 

smaller than it had been during the war, and more culturally polarised.  The 

Academy Cinema, cited by Wright, was opened in Oxford Street in 1931 and 

rapidly superseded the Film Society as the centre of London's 'intellectual' 

film culture, before being taken over by the Hungarian émigré film director 

George Hoellering in 1937.  Programming consisted of European features, 

avant-garde or experimental films and documentaries.  After Hoellering's 

release from internment during the war, he established a distribution outlet, 

Film Traders Ltd.  The "recent experience" mentioned in the Films Committee 

report may have been a reference to World of Plenty, which was shown at the 

Academy and subsequently distributed by Hoellering's company.  However, 

the Academy Cinema and its related activities represented one extreme of the 

cultural/commercial gulf which had hitherto characterised the relationship 

between the Documentary Movement and the film industry, and it certainly 

did not offer the opportunity for the COI to reach a significant proportion of 

the general public: if anything, a policy of restricting important Government 

films to repertory and news cinemas risked being seen as an implicit 

acknowledgement of the mainstream film industry's negative preconceptions 

about them.  Such a policy therefore rejected Cripps' belief that documentary 

films should also serve as entertainment, and Grierson's arguments for 

continuing co-operation between the COI, distributors and exhibitors.  

Furthermore, it contradicted an earlier comment in the very same report, 

which stated that "without widespread and penetrating distribution, no 

programme of films, however well devised, is worth the money which it has 

cost."29

 

The confusion over what, if any, executive functions should be exercised by 

the Films Division was mirrored in the debate surrounding the overall 

constitution of the COI.  It surfaced once again when Attlee announced 

details of the COI to the House of Commons.  The new agency was to begin 

work on 1 April 1946, and the Prime Minister reiterated that it would be 

designed simply to "perform certain common technical and production 

                                                            
28 Ibid., para. 20. 
29 Ibid., para. 11. 
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functions" for the ministerial departments, and that information policy would 

be rest solely with those departments.30  In response to this a backbench MP 

(a Mr. Walkden) pointed out the disparity between the proposed COI and 

the BBC European Programme, which he described as a "propaganda 

programme", observing that the BBC was responsible for policy-making with 

regards its content.  Attlee initially acknowledged the disparity, stating that 

"the BBC is responsible for anything the BBC does itself", but, under further 

questioning, changed his mind and said that the Foreign Office was 

responsible for all overseas propaganda matters, that this arrangement 

applied to the BBC and would also apply to the COI.31

 

As even the Prime Minister was uncertain as to the precise remit of the new 

Government agency, it was inevitable that the nature of its operations would 

be shaped more by trial and error than by any predetermined agenda.  In 

terms of the Films Division specifically, the Documentary Movement had 

made a case, which had essentially been accepted, for the retention of both 

the instructional and low-key informational films which the MOI had 

commissioned from independent producers and shown through NTD and 

the MOI/CEA arrangement, and also the politically motivated, higher profile 

films (which, during the war, had generally been regarded as propaganda 

films), produced mainly by the CFU and the film units of the armed forces, 

and intended for commercial distribution.  The next section of this chapter 

shall discuss the production and release of the first major film in the latter 

category to be handled by the COI Films Division, and in doing so consider 

some of the ways in which the Division attempted to develop and change the 

practices of its predecessor. 
 
 
Children on Trial (1946) 
 

The exact genesis of production no. 1269, Children on Trial, is not precisely 

clear.  Correspondence and memoranda in the Public Record Office (PRO) 

file relating to the production process imply that the film resulted from 

negotiations between the Home Office and the MOI during the spring of 

1945.32  Although, after three years of researching the production and 

                                                            
30 420 HC Debs. 5 s., col. 523, 7 March 1946. 
31 Ibid., col. 524-525. 
32 PRO INF 12/258, "Production of Children on Trial".  Other files relating to the film are INF 
12/126, which contains material relating to foreign language versions, and INF 6/375, which 
contains the cutting continuity of the final version as released theatrically in the UK (an identical copy 
is also held in the BFI Library's script and screenplay collection, catalogue no. S15114). 
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exhibition of this film, I have not been able to find any hard evidence to 

establish a link, there is a great deal of circumstantial evidence to suggest that 

the project was essentially a public relations exercise in response to an 

incident that took place in November 1944, one which attracted a 

considerable amount of adverse publicity for the Home Office.33

 

On 4 November 1944, a 7 year-old girl was admitted to Marlesford Lodge 

Remand Home in Hammersmith, West London, following the arrest of her 

mother, who was subsequently convicted of neglect.   Three days later she 

appeared before the Tower Bridge Juvenile Court, which ordered that the girl 

be housed at Marlesford Lodge for a further week whilst more suitable 

accommodation was found.  The following day (8 November), two of the 

Tower Bridge magistrates, John A.F. Watson and Basil Henriques, visited 

Marlesford Lodge.  When the girl appeared before the Court again on 14 

November, Watson invited journalists to the hearing and used the occasion to 

describe what he had seen.  His statement condemned the London County 

Council's decision to house the girl at Marlesford Lodge, observing that "a 

seven year-old, who had committed no crime" had been placed in 

accommodation with convicted criminals, children "of known immoral 

character" and infectious sufferers of venereal disease.  Watson concluded, 

"that she should have been sent there by the greatest local authority in the 

country is a crying scandal."34

 

The next day Henriques made a statement to the press endorsing Watson's 

remarks.  This is worth quoting at length, firstly due to Henriques' 

subsequent appearance in Children on Trial, but more importantly because the 

issues he raises are virtually identical to those addressed in the subsequent 

film: 
 

There are those who have been committed to approved schools, immoral 
girls remanded there pending the decision of the Court, innocent girls sent 
there as a place of safety and those who are delinquents but not immoral and 
those who are there while further inquiries are being made, as well as those 
whose parents have bought them to the courts as being beyond control.  I 
feel that the contamination due to the mixing of all these girls together can 
only be described as absolutely appalling.  Furthermore these girls are not 

                                                            
33 Hogenkamp suggests that the film was a follow up to Children of the City (1944, Budge Cooper), 
stating only that "the Home Office was keen to elaborate the theme further" (p. 40) - perhaps the 
Marlesford Lodge affair was the reason why.  Documentary News Letter  (vol. 6, no. 53 (1946), p. 39) 
also describes Children of the City as "it's predecessor". 
34 Watson's statement is reprinted verbatim in the report of the Home Office inquiry that followed 
the incident - London County Council Remand Homes: Report of a Committee of Inquiry (London, 1945, 
Cmd. 6594), para. 13, p. 9. 
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able to take any exercise whatsoever owing to the fact that the surrounding 
wall is not high and the girls might escape.  When not in School the girls 
have one cellar room in which all of them sit and play without any books, 
newspapers and magazines.  It is understaffed, and, except for the excellent 
Superintendent and the Sister in charge of those girls suffering from venereal 
disease, the rest of the staff are, in my opinion, not suitable for the work of 

helping and supervising these very difficult girls.35

 

These statements attracted widespread and polarised press coverage (even 

the normally circumspect Times headlined its article covering Watson's 

statement, "Worst Girls in London";36 needless to say, the popular press was 

a lot more forthright) as did the response from the LCC Assistant Education 

Officer, a Colonel Eton, accusing the magistrates of misrepresenting and 

exaggerating the problem.37  On 17 November the Home Secretary, Herbert 

Morrison was asked if there would be a public inquiry;38 he commissioned 

one a week later, on 24 November. 
 

The Committee of Inquiry delivered its report on 29 January 1945, accusing 

Watson and Henriques of making accusations that were "inexact and 

misleading",39 and specifically condemned their strategy of "securing the co-

operation of the press."40  There were deficiencies in the accommodation 

available for young offenders, but the Committee concluded that these were 

a consequence of wartime shortages rather than negligence on the part of the 

LCC.  It is also worth noting that Watson and Henriques were well known as 

experts on juvenile crime, and as crusading liberals who had written 

numerous books and articles condemning what they regarded as inadequate 

state provision for juvenile offenders.  The Inquiry implicitly suggested that 

the magistrates had cynically appropriated the case in order to promote their 

political agenda, although Watson continued to argue that the Inquiry had 

been a whitewash: five years later he wrote a thinly-veiled condemnation of 

the report, which he claimed "was greeted with caustic comments by all 

sections of the Press and can have afforded little satisfaction to any of the 

parties."41  Ultimately, it is impossible to establish whether this episode had 

any direct bearing on the production of Children on Trial.  However, one of 

                                                            
35 Ibid., para. 16, pp. 11-12. 
36 The Times, 15 November 1944, p. 2. 
37 The Conservative backbench MP Quintin Hogg told the Commons that he believed Eton's 
criticism of Watson to be so severe as to constitute contempt of a magistrate's court; see 404 HC 
Debs. 5 s., col. 2102, 16 November 1944. 
38 Ibid., col. 2101-2102; see also The Times, 16 November 1944, p. 2. 
39 London County Council Remand Homes, op. cit., summary, p. 28. 
40 Ibid., para. 37, p. 20. 
41 JOHN A.F. WATSON, The Child and the Magistrate (2nd ed., London, 1950), p. 303. 
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the report's key recommendations was that more places in up-to-date 

'approved schools' were needed in order to accommodate the convicted 

offenders who would otherwise be sent to remand homes;42 less than six 

months after its publication, the Crown Film Unit began work on a 

production at Pinewood, in which Henriques was closely involved, that 

described the progress of three young offenders through the juvenile court 

and approved school system. 
 

Despite its sober subject matter, this film would not, however, be a product of 

the public service, educationalist branch of the Documentary Movement as 

exemplified by Rotha and Grierson.  Rather, the screenplay and production 

methods are those of a story documentary: as Andrew Higson points out, the 

genre was developed to meet two specific requirements, "the development of 

a film form which non-specialist audiences might find appealing […] and the 

attempt to secure the sort of theatrical distribution that might enable the films 

to reach these audiences."43

 

Children on Trial was the second feature for its writer and director, Jack Lee.  

Lee represented the wartime generation of the Documentary Movement, the 

group which Rotha's Today's Cinema article had described as "a body of 

technicians skilled in dramatising facts and information and argument".  Born 

in Gloucestershire in 1913 (a brother of Laurie Lee), he began working as an 

assistant with the GPO Film Unit in 1938, and from that point until the 

production of Children on Trial virtually his entire professional career was 

spent working on story documentaries, principally as assistant director to J.B. 

Holmes on Coastal Command (1942) and then as the writer and director of 

Close Quarters (1943), an account of a Navy submarine expedition to attack 

German military installations off the Norwegian coast.  Lee, according to a 

film industry periodical, was "typical of the type of well-trained directors 

characteristic of this post-war period.  The future of the British film is in their 

hands."44

 

As well as being the first feature directed by Jack Lee, Close Quarters is also 

notable in that it was the first major CFU production to be shot almost 

entirely in a studio: all of the action, apart from two brief exterior sequences, 

took place in a stylised, three-walled reconstruction of a submarine interior 
                                                            
42 London County Council Remand Homes, op. cit., para. 41, pp. 21-22. 
43 ANDREW HIGSON, Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain (Oxford, 1995), 
pp. 203-204. 
44 Cinema and Theatre Construction, vol. 14, no. 4 (1947), p. 6. 
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designed and built at Pinewood by Edward Carrick, the art director who 

criticised "the drawbacks of realism and the unimaginative documentary 

approach".45

 

 
 

Fig. 20: Sketch by Edward Carrick of the submarine set in Close Quarters. 
 

The extent to which CFU productions had come to rely on studio aesthetics 

by the end of the war was noted by Basil Wright in a description of the 

filming of Children on Trial: 
 

You have to remember that there was a tremendous reversal during the war 
in which the documentary boys got Pinewood Studios, which were then the 
biggest and best equipped in the country, and it went very much to their 
heads, you know, the hell with location.  I remember when we were 
shooting Children on Trial, the ridiculous sight of a reconstruction, on the 
biggest stage in sight, of a very small slum room in Liverpool.  I went into the 
studio, and I strongly recommended that it must have four walls and they 
mustn't take the fourth wall away or they'd be cheating.  They could have 
shot it, as they would be doing today, in an actual slum room.  They didn't, 

because they had a studio…46

 

As Basil Wright points out, it was somewhat paradoxical that, given the 

ideological background of the Documentary Movement, its more prominent 

film-makers had by the end of the war adopted what were effectively studio 

production techniques.  Such a paradox is also clearly detectable in the film 

itself, which in many respects adheres to fictional narrative conventions far 

more than what were then regarded as documentary techniques: much of the 

shooting took place at Pinewood, a detailed screenplay was prepared and 

one of the lead characters was played by a professional actress. 
                                                            
45 EDWARD CARRICK, Art and Design in the British Film (London, 1948), p. 16. 
46 ELIZABETH SUSSEX, op. cit., p. 156. 
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Children on Trial opens with a social worker visiting the families of two 

juvenile offenders in the Liverpool slum tenements (the choice of location 

may possibly have been intended to prevent any inference of a direct 

connection with the Marlesford Lodge affair).  14 year-old Fred Watson 

(played by a former approved school inmate from Birmingham) has been 

reported for truancy, whilst Shirley Reynolds, 15½ (the professional actress, 

Julia Lang)47 was arrested for soliciting.  Both children re-offend, are bought 

to trial before Henriques (playing himself), and are sent to approved schools. 
 

 
 

Fig. 21: Children on Trial.  Teenage burglar Fred Watson appears before Basil 
Henriques (centre) in this reconstruction of a juvenile magistrates' court built at 

Pinewood Studios (production still). 
 

                                                            
47 Lang was a character actress who appeared in numerous minor roles during the 1940s.  She is 
probably best remembered as a student in the opening sequence of The Red Shoes (1948), and as the 
presenter of the children's radio programme Listen with Mother in the 1950s. 
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Fig. 22: Fred (foreground) and Walter escape from the approved school 
(Children on Trial, production still). 

 

In some respects Children On Trial is more explicit than the few commercial 

feature films from the period which directly addressed issues connected with 

social problems, principally We Dive at Dawn (1943, Anthony Asquith) and 

Waterloo Road (1944, Sidney Gilliat), in which war-related pressures threaten 

the security of family relationships.  In this respect it can be regarded as a 

turning point between the wartime realist melodramas and the post-war 

cycle of British crime films, such as It Always Rains on Sunday (1947, Robert 

Hamer) and They Made Me a Fugitive (1947, Alberto Cavalcanti), in which, as 

Raymond Durgnat puts it, "barriers between the stiffly respectable, the 

common and the criminal classes crumble."48

 

Children On Trial makes the point (as does the Marlesford Lodge report) that 

juvenile offenders do not come only from impoverished and working-class 

backgrounds, by scripting one of Fred's criminal associates, Walter, as the son 

of a middle-class insurance broker whose marriage has failed.  Following 

Fred's and Walter's attempted escape, his father confronts the headmaster of 

the approved school (John Vardy, another well-known progressive 

educationalist, again playing himself), condemning it as "a training ground 

for Dartmoor."  In the scene which follows, Vardy delivers a monologue to 

camera which again echoes a conclusion of the Marlesford Lodge report: 

                                                            
48 RAYMOND DURGNAT, "Some Lines of Inquiry into Post-war British Crimes" in ROBERT MURPHY 
(ed.), The British Cinema Book (London, 1997), p. 91. 
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"You'll find children going wrong in all classes of society, but all cases don't 
come to the attention of the Police.  In the upper classes a boy can be sent to 
an uncle or aunt, or to a different school.  With a poor boy this just isn't 
possible, make no mistake about it.  What you call crime doesn't just occur in 
the slum area or in the poor houses.  Take your son for example.  You say 
what use was it sending him here.  Well, what use was it doing him to 
remain at home?  You had your opportunity and it doesn't seem to have 
worked." 

 

The film is equally explicit on the subject of prostitution.  In one of the trial 

scenes, Henriques tells Shirley that she "is very lucky not to have contracted 

venereal disease", and a teacher in the girls' approved school remarks that 

"some of these children have had experiences which make me feel like a child 

of six."  During a sub-plot in which Shirley escapes from a probation officer,49 

she is seen soliciting in the Liverpool docks and becoming involved with 

criminal gangs, only running away and returning to the school after being 

asked to take part in an armed robbery.  These scenes, together with a 

sequence in which Fred and Walter walk the streets of Liverpool following 

their own escape, are shot with the non-naturalistic, low-key lighting that 

would soon characterise the British noir cycle, and thus provide yet another 

example of how Children in Trial diverges the established aesthetic styles of 

the old style Documentary Movement. 
 

It is interesting to note that, in spite of the film's candid treatment of social 

deprivation, middle-class criminality and prostitution, the British Board of 

Film Censors (BBFC) did not raise any substantial objections, and passed 

Children on Trial with an 'A' certificate, virtually uncut.50  James Robertson has 

argued that the BBFC's political influence declined during the war, and that 

its role in formulating censorship policy gradually became subordinate to that 

of the MOI.51  Thus, in spite of the fact that the MOI's successor was 

supposed to be strictly non-executive, a culture had probably developed 

within the BBFC of not interfering with Government films. 
 

In any case, there is a more obvious reason why Children on Trial was not as 

politically contentious a film as might initially be supposed.  Although it does 

                                                            
49 It is worth noting that all three of the film's protagonists escape from their approved schools, 
given that one of the points made by Henriques in his press statement about Marlesford Lodge was 
that the inhabitants were not allowed to take outdoor exercise due to inadequate security - see London 
County Council Remand Homes, op. cit., para. 11, p. 20. 
50 Their only requirement was "the removal of the word 'tart' from reel 3" (PRO INF 12/258; letter 
from J.D. Davidson, COI Films Division, to Mrs. Buck, CFU, 9 August 1946). 
51 JAMES C. ROBERTSON, "British Film Censorship Goes to War", Historical Journal of Film, Radio 
and Television, vol. 2, no. 1 (1982), p. 60 ff. 
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address a whole range of issues which were largely absent from the work of 

British film makers - documentary and otherwise - during the war, its 

conclusion does not permit any ambiguity as to the effectiveness of the 

approved school system.  Walter's father is thoroughly converted by Mr. 

Vardy's evangelising, and leaves the school content in the knowledge that his 

son is being properly cared for; the headmistress of the girls' school reads 

letters from ex-inmates who have been successfully rehabilitated into society, 

established careers, married and started families, and finally there is a chapel 

service conducted by Mr. Vardy on the day of Fred's release.  Such an 

overwhelmingly optimistic portrayal of approved schools may in part have 

been an attempt to counteract negative publicity resulting from the 

Marlesford Lodge affair, but several critics argued that the refusal to 

acknowledge the existence of any problems weakened the broader message 

of Children on Trial.  Graham Watson of the Spectator believed that "there is 

reason to doubt whether the complete picture is being presented",52 whilst 

an anonymous Manchester Guardian review stated that the film amounted to 

"…little more than a great big pat on the back for our state social services.  

They may deserve it, but complacency produces poor propaganda."53

 

Children on Trial, therefore, can be seen as representing points of transition 

between documentary aesthetics and the production methods of 

entertainment films made in studios, and between the ideological restrictions 

of war propaganda and a post-war construction of the notion of realism.  Not 

only did the film embody transitions in its textual content, but the nature of 

its distribution process and critical reception was also indicative of the process 

of change induced by the MOI-COI transition. 
 

The arrangement between the MOI and the KRS whereby any feature film 

that the Government wished to distribute through conventional commercial 

channels (as opposed to those distributed under the MOI-CEA arrangement) 

was allocated a distributor by the KRS according to a rota had remained in 

place by default after the COI took over in April 1946.  In the case of Children 

on Trial, the company originally chosen was General Film Distributors (GFD), 

the distribution arm of the Rank Organisation.  Given that the MOI 

committee which examined the reconstitution of the Films Division had 

concluded that large-scale distribution in mainstream circuits was no longer a 

viable option, this was clearly not an ideal state of affairs.  GFD appeared to 

                                                            
52 The Spectator, 27 September 1946. 
53 Manchester Guardian, 4 September 1946. 

214 



Non-Fiction Film and the Government 

agree: after their executives viewed the film on 17 April 1946, John Woolf told 

George Bussey, head of distribution at the COI Films Division, that GFD 

"were in fact not anxious to take it" on the grounds that they were busy with 

Rank features and "were in the fortunate position of not having to worry 

about their British quota obligations."54  Bussey eventually persuaded Ealing 

Distributors to take Children on Trial, because "their sales organisation is in a 

position to give this film individual treatment",55 and in the belief that the 

exhibitors with whom they had direct financial links (principally the 

Associated British chain) offered "a better circuit proposition than either 

Odeon or Gaumont-British."  If the COI wished to exercise this level of 

control over the commercial distribution process, then clearly the MOI-KRS 

agreement represented a major problem; Bussey concluded his memo by 

arguing, "the fact that GFD were not anxious to take this film will provide me 

with a useful lever in the attempt I shall make to disengage from the KRS rota 

commitment."56  When the next COI film to be distributed under the COI-

KRS system, School for Danger (1947, Edward Baird), came to be released, one 

reviewer pointed out another undesirable feature: that it allowed American-

owned distributors (in this case United Artists) to profit from films paid for by 

the British taxpayer.  An anonymous writer in the New Statesman and Nation 

asked, "ought a film made with British Government money to be swelling our 

tax-indebtedness?"57  
 

The approach taken by Ealing to placing Children on Trial with exhibitors and 

marketing it combined the recommendations of the Films Committee report 

with an advertising campaign designed to make it as commercially attractive 

as possible.  The film was trade-shown on 16 July 1946, and the previous day 

Ealing placed a four-page advertisement spread in the Daily Film Renter 

headlined, "Sensational!  Something Different!  Will Hold You From 

Beginning to End!".58  The advertisement appears to have been designed to 

play down the documentary aspect, and to this end it also contains a number 

of stills, including the one reproduced as fig. 22, and a frame enlargement 

showing Fred being arrested after a violent struggle.  The critical response 

from the trade press also emphasised entertainment over authenticity: the 

Daily Film Renter judged Children on Trial to be "unusual dramatic 
                                                            
54 PRO INF 12/258, memo from Bussey to B.C. Sendall (COI Controller), 18 April 1946. 
55 Ibid., Bussey to Sendall & Basil Wright, 29 April 1946. 
56 Ibid., Bussey to Sendall, 18 April 1946. 
57 New Statesman and Nation, 15 February 1947. 
58 Daily Film Renter, 15 July 1946, pp. 23-26.  The same advertisement also appears in Today's 
Cinema, 16 July 1946, pp. 15-18. 
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entertainment with an appeal for all classes", stressing that "although this 

Crown film should be described as a documentary, the theme has been 

treated fictionally to present a humanly dramatic story."59  For Josh Billings 

of Kine Weekly, who had specifically condemned the length of, and 

"propaganda" in, The Way We Live, Children on Trial (length almost identical60) 

was "good, and within its limits, entertaining propaganda."61  But in spite of 

Ealing's sales pitch to the effect that the film offered mainstream 

entertainment potential, it eventually opened to the public at the Academy 

Cinema, in a double-bill with Zéro de Conduite (Zero for Conduct, 1931, Jean 

Vigo), a French avant-garde short about children rioting in a provincial 

boarding school.62

 

In broad terms, critics of the mainstream press reacted to Children on Trial in 

one of two ways.  The first group of writers treated it as a natural 

continuation of the Crown Film Unit's wartime activities, with most of them 

judging the film to be a broadly successful attempt at redefining the story 

documentary format to deal with a topic not related to the war or its 

immediate consequences.  Dilys Powell in the Sunday Times, for example, 

concluded that "its treatment adds imagination to realism; its enlarged 

documentary style speaks well for the vitality of the movement."63  Richard 

Winnington of the News Chronicle believed that the dramatisation approach  

was the film's major strength: 
 

This film represents the new down-to-earth style of British documentary, 
relying as The Way We Live relies, on a central narrative and a stressing of 
human values and relations rather than on a series of images for their own 
sakes related to each other by montage of editing (the old fancy style of 

documentary)…64

 

                                                            
59 Daily Film Renter, 17 July 1946, p. 16 (my paraphrasing). 
60 Children on Trial = 5,567 feet (62 minutes); The Way We Live = 5,730 feet (64 minutes - lengths 
cited in Board of Trade registrations); a difference of 163 feet. 
61 Kine Weekly, 18 July 1946, p. 26. 
62 French experimental cinema had a history of unenthusiastic reception in Britain.  When Ivor 
Montagu attempted to distribute La Coquille and le clerguman (The Shell and the Priest, 1933, 
Germain Dulac), the BBFC banned it, asserting that "this film is so cryptic as to be almost 
meaningless.  If there is a meaning, it is doubtless objectionable." (The Times, 16 January 1935, p. 8).  
Although there were no censorship problems, Zéro de Conduite received an equally dismissive 
response from critics upon its release with Children on Trial: for example, the BBC's Robert Westerby 
found it "peculiar" and "vastly bewildering", complaining that "there's no story" (Home Service, 8 
September 1946, 1250-1300hrs).  What's on in London dismissed the film as "flesh and fantasy from 
France" (6 September 1946, p. 335). 
63 Sunday Times, 8 September 1946. 
64 News Chronicle, 7 September 1946. 
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The Tribune's critic sought to apply form to content, arguing that the film's 

choice of subject matter, if not the method of its treatment, did not necessarily 

preclude the idealism of the "old fancy" 1930s Documentary Movement, and 

as such was misrepresented by Ealing's advertising campaign.  He argued 

that "…the fact that the human and social material used is not 'new' and has 

nothing 'sensational' in it, has the effect of giving the film a clear, firm 

authentic tone…".65

 

The other group of critics opposed this position, arguing that whilst juvenile 

crime was an appropriate and potentially valuable subject for documentary 

cinema, the approach taken by Lee's film was ineffective and oversimplistic (a 

COI memorandum later concluded that story documentaries had been 

broadly successful, but that "we have never found subjects in our parish that 

would yield a strong story save war (now past) and crime (not an Information 

Service priority)"66).  As has already been noted, one specific objection was a 

perceived lack of discursivity - approved schools were uniformly depicted as 

humane and infallible.  Graham Watson's Spectator review concluded that the 

film should have included "some scenes showing that life in a reformatory is 

not perhaps as entirely desirable as it is made to appear."  The Times voiced 

similar concerns in more abstract language, judging that "as is usual with 

documentaries, the director is more successful with his exposition, his general 

demonstration of background and motive, than with his summary or 

conclusions."67

 

A further strand of criticism went even further, enlarging on these 

shortcomings to argue that the film-making practices being used and their 

ideological provenance were fundamentally incompatible with the subject 

they were attempting to deal with.  Helen Fletcher of the Sunday Graphic 

inverted what she identified as the film's cultural preconceptions in order to 

show that its strictly formulaic narrative created a dominant perspective on 

the events it portrayed, one which inherently restricted the film's ability to 

express opposing arguments: 
 

Although as I've said, the Crown Film Unit are the nicest sort of grown-ups, 
they are as far from being children as they are from being artists.  If for one 
moment they could be either, they'd know what it was like to be taken from 
their magic streets, which we call slums and the children call home, and shut 
up in comfortable mansions with clean sheets and chintz curtains and kind 

                                                            
65 Tribune, 20 September 1946. 
66 PRO INF 12/542: memo from Robert Fraser to John Grierson, 2 June 1949. 
67 The Times, 6 September 1946. 
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matrons.  They'd know, and they'd make us know, the terror of a wild 

child.68

 

The fiercest criticism of Children on Trial, though, came from the Documentary 

Movement's own mouthpiece, Documentary News Letter.  In an article titled, 

"Can we see our feet?", an anonymous writer argued that the film exemplified 

what he regarded as a deterioration of the Movement's ideological function 

resulting from its transition to a service-provider role: 
 

It is unfair to pick on one film, because what can be said of this film can be 
said of nearly all the others.  They all show an uncritical approach to their 
subjects.  Maybe this comes from the over use of experts who are usually 
involved personally in the subject.  Whatever the reasons, the effect is bad.  
Technicians cannot sit back and let someone else do their thinking for them.  
Seventy per cent of the work of a documentary producer or director or 
writer is the discriminating investigation of a subject - which doesn’t mean 
acceptance of translation of the official point of view.  It means becoming 

expert enough in the subject not to deliver a one-sided story.69

 

The point this reviewer is making was of crucial importance to the post-war 

direction of the Documentary Movement in general and to the Government's 

film production activities in particular.  Before the war, a significant element 

of the Movement (but not Grierson's), operating mainly under industrial 

sponsorship, had sought to use the medium of cinema in order to explore 

political, ideological and economic issues, and to do so in a genuinely 

discursive way, rather than simply to produce filmic representations of one-

sided arguments.  During the war, public morale and national security 

dictated that the work of documentary film-makers be channelled into 

precisely that, i.e. representing and promoting one-sided arguments, hence 

the story documentary format and Rotha's belief that, by the end of the war, 

the Movement represented first and foremost "a group of technicians, skilled 

in dramatising facts and information and argument." 
 

The first significant post-war, state-sponsored documentary, therefore, was 

bound to be a test case.  The circumstances of its commissioning follow 

established wartime practices: although this is speculation based on 

circumstantial evidence, the sheer weight of that evidence leads me to 

conclude that Children on Trial was conceived in order to restore confidence in 

the state apparatus for dealing with young criminals following a highly 

publicised scandal which had seriously undermined it.   To this end, the film 

was able to explore the causes and effects of the criminal activity it depicted 

                                                            
68 Sunday Graphic, 4 September 1946. 
69 Documentary News Letter, vol. 6, no. 53 (1946), p. 33. 
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in a far more open way (e.g. the explicit references to prostitution and 

venereal disease, or the emphasis on juvenile crime not being restricted to 

working class families) than with the solution, and it was this unproblematic 

celebration of approved schools, together with the ideas of prominent 

'experts' such as Henriques and Vardy, which so concerned critics and 

representatives of the 'old' Documentary Movement.  As Documentary News 

Letter sarcastically put it, "just send the children to them and get them back as 

little angels in a year or two's time."70  In Close Quarters, a submarine travels 

across the North Sea and its crew blow up a Nazi naval base, but they are 

pursued by frigates with depth charges and only manage to escape following 

a battle.  In Children on Trial, three children are sent to approved schools as a 

result of committing minor offences.  Although there are tribulations along 

the way, the audience is left in no doubt that they will eventually emerge as 

reformed and well adjusted citizens.  Yet despite their inherent similarities, 

one film was an unproblematic contribution to the war effort, whilst the 

other, despite an advertising campaign stressing mainstream accessibility, 

was restricted mainly to repertory cinemas by a government agency and a 

commercial distributor who both realised that the change in the political 

climate marked a fundamental change in the way that official films would be 

received.  Furthermore, Children on Trial split critical opinion.  The 

Documentary Movement were beginning to learn that fighting post-war 

battles was not quite the same thing as fighting the Germans. 

                                                            
70 Ibid. 
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Paul Rotha and the COI, 1943-47 
 

 
 

Fig. 23: Paul Rotha filming World of Plenty (1943) 
 

Between 1946-51, the Labour people threw away one of their strongest aids 
to interpret and make accessible the aims and ideals of social democracy, not 

just to Britain but to the world.71

 

In identifying the changes which shaped Government films policy (and 

specifically the production of state-sponsored documentaries) during the 

lifetime of the Documentary Movement, Paul Rotha's career can be seen as an 

indicative example of the influence of these changes on non-fiction cinema 

and on British film culture in general, for a number of reasons.  Unlike 

Grierson, Rotha remained active as a documentary film producer in the UK 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s, working with the Government, the 

commercial film industry and with industrial sponsors.  Yet at the same time 

he also established a career as a writer, critic and political activist, working 

with trade unions and organisations representing the Documentary 

Movement in a number of different contexts.  Rotha was on the original 

committee of Film Centre, on the founding editorial board of Documentary 

News Letter and a member of the Arts Enquiry Commission which published 

The Factual Film in 1947.  Rotha was also an advisor to the Government, being 

the author of several reports commissioned by the Board of Trade and the 
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MOI.  Ian Aitken thus describes him as "a committed and strong-minded 

individual, unable to accept anything other than a leadership role."72

 

His involvement in the MOI/COI transition and the post-war activities of the 

Documentary Movement was essentially twofold.  As has been stated above, 

in 1945 he established the Federation of Documentary Film Units (FDFU), 

with R.K. Neilson-Baxter and Donald Alexander, the object of which was to 

represent the independent companies whose primary source of income was 

MOI/COI commissions.73  In this capacity he actively campaigned against the 

COI Films Division's apparent inability to work productively with 

Government departments and documentary units (which gave rise to the so-

called "crisis of documentary" in 1947) from 1946 until Grierson was 

appointed controller of the Films Division in February 1948.  Typical of this 

work is an article which appeared in World's Press News, accusing the 

Government of "allowing the British documentary to die in peace" and failing 

to provide coherent briefs for the few projects it was commissioning.74

 

His work as a practising film-maker during this period is more revealing as to 

the public and critical reception of the Documentary Movement's output after 

the war, and thus more relevant to this discussion.  Between 1943 and 1947 

Rotha produced and directed four feature documentaries, financed from a 

combination of public and industrial sources, and distributed theatrically - 

World of Plenty (1943), Land of Promise (produced 1945, released 1946), A City 

Speaks (1947) and The World is Rich (produced 1947, released 1948).  Taken 

together, the political and cultural issues surrounding their production and 

exhibition provide a clear indication of how the Documentary Movement 

evolved during the late 1940s, and of how its relationship with the 

Government, with the critics and with exhibitors deteriorated. 
 

As has been extensively discussed here and elsewhere, World War II resulted 

in the almost complete institutionalisation of the Documentary Movement 

under the auspices of the MOI, with the result that most commissions for 

feature documentaries went to the Crown Film Unit.  The independent 

contractors such as Rotha worked mainly on shorts and instructional films 

destined for NTD.  Rotha's own company, Paul Rotha Productions Ltd., had 

since 1941 been producing Worker and Warfront, a monthly newsreel for 

                                                            
72 IAN AITKEN (ed.), The Documentary Film Movement (Edinburgh, 1998), p. 153. 
73 A summary of its constitution can be found in The Cine-Technician, vol. 11, no. 54 (1945), p. 55. 
74 World's Press News, 20 November 1947. 
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showing in factory canteens, but in 1942 Rotha announced a feature-length 

project which was to be made in conjunction with British Paramount News 

and the MOI, World of Plenty.  Ever since his departure from the Empire 

Marketing Board after six months of working for Grierson in 1931, Rotha had 

consistently operated on a self-employed basis, usually raising finance for 

individual projects through industrial sponsorship in order to avoid having to 

work under the political restrictions of a Government production unit.  This 

policy had given him the freedom to tackle politically controversial subjects, 

even in the consensus-bound film culture of the 1930s.  Two widely 

publicised films gained Rotha a reputation as a maverick and political 

extremist.  The Peace Film (1936) was a three-minute riposte to Stanley 

Baldwin's announcement of a rearmament policy, which urged viewers to 

write protest letters to their MPs.  The BBFC were reluctant to give it a 

certificate, and the resulting publicity precipitated wide-ranging accusations 

of political censorship: it prompted H.G. Wells, writing in the Documentary 

Movement's pre-war journal World Film News, to ask, "why should we let 

ourselves be ruled by a gang of mystery men?"75  The Fourth Estate (1939) was 

an expensive feature documentary commissioned by the owners of The Times.  

On completion it was shelved and not shown publicly (despite offers of 

theatrical distribution) until the 1960s because of, according to Nicholas 

Pronay, "the skill with which its maker managed unspokenly to convey his 

loathing for the Establishment as represented, par excellence, by The Times."76  

As Rotha explained when interviewed by David Pearson in 1982, "I will make 

any film if I agree with the attitude of the people putting up the money.  If 

not, I'll take their money and twist it."77

 

Such an attitude clearly militated against him becoming directly involved at 

the front line of the Government's propaganda effort, but his 

accomplishments as a producer and director working with small budgets and 

to specific briefs could not be ignored,78 hence Worker and Warfront.  Rotha, 

                                                            
75 World Film News, vol. 1, no. 5 (August 1936), p. 9. 
76 NICHOLAS PRONAY and FRANCES THORPE, British Official Films of the Second World War (Oxford, 
1980), p. 27. 
77 DAVID PEARSON, "Speaking for the Common Man: Multi-voice Commentary in World of Plenty 
and Land of Promise" in PAUL MARRIS (ed.), BFI Dossier 16: Paul Rotha (London, 1982), p. 82. 
78 In constrast to Grierson, whose inability to produce and distribute small-scale films efficiently and 
within budget, was, according to the revisionist historians of the University of Leeds, a key reason 
why he left the GPO Film Unit and went to Canada - see, for example, PAUL SWANN, "John Grierson 
and the GPO Film Unit", Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol. 3, no. 1 (1983), p. 29 
ff; NICHOLAS PRONAY, "John Grierson and the Documentary: 60 Years On", Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television, vol. 9, no. 3 (1989), p. 235. 
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however, had other ideas.  The conception and development of World of 

Plenty bears many similarities to both The Way We Live and Children on Trial, 

and as such can be thought of as a precursor to a range of documentaries 

which emerged in the post-war period out of very different industrial and 

institutional circumstances. 
 

In September 1941 Rotha's company, in conjunction with British Paramount 

News, produced They Met in London, a 12-minute film about a scientific 

conference on economic planning commissioned by the MOI.  One of the 

speakers at the conference was Sir John Boyd Orr, a nutrition expert, whose 

book Fighting for What? (1941) was, according to Pearson, a significant 

influence on Rotha.79  As with Abercrombie in The Way We Live and 

Henriques in Children on Trial, Orr and his arguments for the worldwide 

planning of food distribution ("…a world account in calories and vitamins; a 

world account in standards of living!")80 would form the nucleus of the film.  

Rotha succeeded in obtaining an MOI commission for what was originally 

supposed to be a two-reel subject in February 1942,81 but because he worked 

independently of the MOI and the CFU, was able to "take their money and 

twist it."  This was also in part due to the production facilities offered by 

British Paramount (who subsequently took on the theatrical distribution of 

the film), which had collaborated with Rotha on the original short: 
 

Paramount was far and away the most imaginative newsreel company 
working in England, mainly, I think, because the man who was in charge, 
G.T. Cummins, was a man of great imagination and had a breadth the 
people at the other newsreels like Pathé and Gaumont-British just didn't 

have.82

 

Thus World of Plenty quickly grew from a two-reel exposition of Orr's 

arguments for planned food distribution into a feature-length demolition of 

the capitalist system of agriculture and international trade. 
 

Like the directors of the Crown Film Unit, Rotha had to find a way of 

structuring the information and arguments in World of Plenty to hold the 

viewer's attention over a longer period of time than had previously been the 

case with documentaries (The Fourth Estate was essentially a story 

documentary, built around a narrative describing the preparation of a single 

                                                            
79 DAVID PEARSON, op. cit., p. 65. 
80 World of Plenty, National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA), London, print no. 2035342E, 
reel 5, 295-298 ft. (commentary). 
81 PRO INF 1/214, MOI Production file for World of Plenty. 
82 Rotha interviewed by PAUL MARRIS, op. cit., p. 23. 
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issue of The Times).  To this end he evolved two techniques which would later 

be used in his post-war productions: the use of multiple commentators and of 

animated diagrams.  The former was a way of constructing what Rotha called 

a "film argument"83 by scripting a number of speakers, each representing 

opposing viewpoints.  At a practical level, this offered a workable alternative 

to the story documentary format in creating narrative cause and effect, but it 

also enabled ideological stereotypes to be introduced and then deconstructed: 

for example, the voice of E.V.H. Emmett, the Gaumont-British news 

commentator, is used to undermine the status of the omnipotent voiceover, 

or what C. Day Lewis called the "deus ex soundtrack", in sequences during 

which he is drawn into two-way conversations with the other characters, 

notably Eric Knight as the "man on the Clapham omnibus."  Dilys Powell's 

obituary (which, with delicious irony, appeared in The Times) believed that 

these techniques represented the most significant element of his life's work: 
 

This film [World of Plenty] instituted, more than any other single work, a new 
type of cinema, the film argument: the material, culled from a wide variety of 
sources, was edited in a masterly fashion into a compelling tract on the 
subject of the world's natural resources; everything was subjected to the 
basic work of expounding a viewpoint and arguing a policy.  This line of 
development was continued in Land of Promise and The World is Rich, and 

perhaps constitutes Rotha's most significant contribution to the film.84

 

The animated diagrams resulted from an association between Rotha and Otto 

Neurath, an Austrian statistician who had emigrated to Britain after the Nazi 

invasion, and founded an organisation called the Isotype Institute.  Neurath 

believed that the most effective way to communicate statistical information 

was by representing it as visual symbols, and Rotha suggested that the 

technique could be extended through the use of animation.85  In the opening 

sequence of World of Plenty, Knight observes: "…you can explain anything 

with diagrams.  Give me half an hour with Walt Disney and I could pay my 

income tax and never feel it."86

 

Rotha believed that MOI opposition to the completed film (due to its criticism 

of the United States' agriculture policy and the involvement of Orr, who was 

a known left-wing radical) resulted in its release being delayed for six 

months, and that it was only released at all due to support from senior 

                                                            
83 The opening credits of Land of Promise read: "Film Traders Limited present… an argument about 
our homes and houses." 
84 The Times, 9 March 1984. 
85 Rotha describes working with Neurath in PAUL MARRIS, op. cit., p. 25. 
86 World of Plenty, reel 1, 504-512 ft. 
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Government scientific advisors and pressure from Paramount.87  It is also 

significant that relations between British Paramount and the MOI were under 

pressure for other reasons at about this time, for in October 1942 a dispute 

arose following MOI allegations that Paramount had breached the rota 

system for allocating newsreel cameramen.  This episode prompted Cummins 

to attack "the dictatorship of the Films Division" (see chapter 2).  Interestingly, 

press speculation as to why World of Plenty was being held up did not 

mention any reluctance on the MOI's part, but blamed the film industry 

instead.  Following a widely publicised screening at a 'World Food 

Conference' in the US, articles began to appear commenting on the fact that it 

had not been released in the UK.  One of the most outspoken was written by 

the editor of the fan magazine Picturegoer, headlined "Are We Nitwits?" 
 

Pardon my asking such a seemingly idiotic question, because at the moment 
of going to press the big executives of the film industry have made no bid to 
show you this film. […] Too many exhibitors believe we are nitwits.  That's 
why I asked the question which heads this page.  If you are not a nitwit, ask 

your cinema manager when he is going to show World of Plenty.88

 

The Labour-allied Daily Herald actually absolved the MOI of any 

responsibility, commenting that "they can do nothing but meekly hope that 

the film moguls may find this vital screen document useful in a fraction of 

their halls."89  A private screening for journalists took place at the MOI on 29 

July, and the following day the Manchester Guardian announced that World of 

Plenty would open at the Plaza (a London mainstream first-run cinema) on 31 

July, prior to "immediate release".90  However, by December a correspondent 

in the same newspaper was enquiring why "nothing had been heard of the 

film" since a preview screening in Manchester on 5 August,91 to which the 

MOI Films Division's press officer replied that a nationwide release had taken 

place on 15 November and that the standard distribution procedure was 

taking its course.92

 

Whether or not there were any political factors involved in the four month 

delay is difficult to judge, and the truth of the matter could simply have been 

that Paramount decided to distribute a limited number of prints in a "road 

                                                            
87 PAUL MARRIS, op. cit., p. 24. 
88 Picturegoer, 26 June 1943, p. 3; author's italics. 
89 Daily Herald, 20 June 1943.  This article mentions the Picturegoer 'nitwit' editorial as being in the 
"current issue", so its date of publication must be in advance of when it actually appeared. 
90 Manchester Guardian, 30 July 1943. 
91 Manchester Guardian, 18 December 1943. 
92 Manchester Guardian, 28 December 1943. 
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show" format, through a small number of high profile screenings (it will be 

remembered from the previous chapter that Rotha himself had advocated 

such a policy in his biography of Flaherty).  As late as June 1944, the New 

Statesman commented that World of Plenty had made "a welcome 

reappearance" at the Tatler (a London news theatre), implying that it had 

remained in circulation for the best part of a year.93  One interesting side 

effect of the controversy was that the press coverage related to World of Plenty 

was primarily restricted to discussions of the distribution issue, with very 

little critical attention paid to the film itself.  Kine Weekly, expressing a view 

which contrasts sharply with the trade's attitude to Rotha's post-war 

documentaries, argued that "some shots showing the effects of starvation, 

both before this war and after the last, give more than an adequate reason 

why this film should be widely shown."94  In terms of Rotha's documentary 

technique, Dilys Powell (writing in 1943) made a favourable comparison with 

what was then the predominate story documentary method: 
 

From a purely cinematographic point of view the piece deserves praise for its 
success in getting away from a direct, informative documentary technique.  
On the imaginative side such a film as Fires were Started promised a new 
future for documentary.  World of Plenty makes one think of new movements, 

new ideas, on the factual side also.95

 

What is most significant about the small amount of critical coverage that the 

film did attract is that very little attention was paid to the content (as opposed 

to the form), which would suggest that the arguments Rotha was putting 

forward were not especially controversial, and thus would not tend to 

support his belief that the MOI attempted to suppress the film for political 

reasons.  Furthermore, the basic argument made in World of Plenty - that 

badly planned agricultural production and distribution was causing 

unnecessary starvation and poverty - had been made before, in The Harvest 

Shall Come, a story documentary produced in 1941 by the Communist director 

Max Anderson and sponsored by ICI,96 which describes the life of a Suffolk 

farm labourer from the 1890s into World War II.  Rotha had in fact chosen his 

subject matter wisely.  Public interest in planning for a post-war future had 

been gathering momentum since the publication of Government papers such 

                                                            
93 New Statesman and Nation, 10 June 1944. 
94 Kinematograph Weekly, 13 June 1943, p. 29. 
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as the Uthwatt and Beveridge Reports, and, in contrast to questions of "how 

we fight" and "why we fight", "what we are fighting for" was increasingly 

being seen as a legitimate area for genuinely bipartisan debate.  Although 

World of Plenty was articulating an extreme position, it was no more extreme 

than those being aired by progressive journalists, the Penguin Specials, 

Picture Post and educational material circulated by the Army Bureau of 

Current Affairs.  As Paul Addison explains, "because the war followed on the 

heels of a long phase of Tory supremacy, political education was bound to 

involve the use of Chamberlain's England as a chopping block."97  In the 

context of this discussion, James Chapman offers a more important 

conclusion, arguing that World of Plenty "…proved to be a precursor of an 

increasing number of documentary films which dealt directly with the issue 

of reconstruction…".98

 

In working with the MOI on World of Plenty, Rotha had encountered similar 

experiences to those of his association with Grierson in 1931; he felt that the 

Government was fundamentally opposed to the political ideals of the 

Documentary Movement as he conceived it.  For his next project, he carried 

forward the key textual ideas of World of Plenty (multiple commentators and 

Isotype animations), and attempted to apply them to the working method he 

had hitherto preferred throughout his career, i.e. independent sponsorship.  

Rotha clearly believed that there was at least a semi-commercial future for the 

form of documentary that World of Plenty had instigated, for in November 

1944 he announced the formation of Films of Fact Ltd., stating that its "chief 

object was to make three or four big feature length documentary films a year 

dealing with social topics."99  He had no illusions as to what that would 

involve.  In 1946 he wrote a memorandum arguing against an agreement 

made between the Association of Cine Technicians and the Board of Trade to 

the effect that wage concessions for technicians working on documentaries 

would not apply to films of over 3,000 feet (33½ minutes) in length, in which 

Rotha describes the production scale needed for such a project: 
 

Having had some experience at producing feature length documentaries on 
social themes, I can say with honesty that it requires considerable ingenuity 
to create dramatic suspense and narrative value to enable you to reach the 
four or five reel length.  Such films are growing more and more costly to 
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make, calling for direct dialogue, studio work and possibly trained 

actors.100

 

Nevertheless, Rotha believed that such projects were still financially viable.  

The first production to be released by Films of Fact was Land of Promise, an 

hour-long case for the need of a planned reconstruction programme (the 

subject matter and conclusions of this film are virtually indistinguishable 

from those of The Way We Live, apart from the latter's foregrounding of a 

single expert in the form of Patrick Abercrombie).  Three quarters of the 

production budget was provided in the form of sponsorship from the Gas 

Association, with the remainder coming from George Hoellering's 

distribution company, Film Traders Ltd.  As Rotha was not working for the 

COI in this instance, and thus not obliged to represent Government policy, 

Land of Promise pushed both the form and content of World of Plenty to greater 

extremes.  Instead of simply using multiple commentators, well-known 

professional actors, appearing on camera, represented opposing sides of the 

arguments Rotha was putting forward: Miles Malleson as "Jim, the Britisher", 

Herbert Lomas as "History", Henry Hallatt as "Hansard" (i.e. the prevailing 

Government attitude), Marjorie Rhodes as a housewife and John Mills as a 

neutral "voice" who also characterises Isotype animations by describing them 

in the first person. 

                                                            
100 PAUL ROTHA, "Documentary is Neither Short Nor Long", privately circulated memorandum, 9 
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Fig. 24: From left: Frederick Allen, John Mills, Miles Malleson (Land of 
Promise, production still). 

 

By playing off the ideological oppositions Rotha attributed his characters 

with, he articulated an uncompromising and extreme argument in favour of a 

centrally planned society, one which would ultimately alienate critics and 

exhibitors.  The first three reels condemn the capitalist economy for having 

directed the output of the under-resourced housing industry into producing 

expensive luxury homes in the aftermath of World War I, and the failure of 

the Ministry of Reconstruction to address the problem of urban slums.  

Unhealthy living conditions for those unable to afford private sector housing 

were emphasised: an East London priest who organised an anti-slum 

campaign in the 1930s asserted that "…some people would call it murder: 

they did when the Blitz was on."101  The Churchill government is then 

criticised for failing to implement the planning initiatives which emerged 

during the war and it is emphasised that working-class housing bore the 

brunt of the bomb damage ("…Hitler so loved the British middle class that he 

carefully refrained from knocking the good houses down with the 

bad…").102  Finally, the spectator is urged in no uncertain terms to campaign 

for a "full, planned economy".  Mills: 
 

"Who dares to estimate the money value of children killed by poor food and 
bad housing?  Who dares to put a price on the million people killed by bad 
housing between the two wars?  The old-fashioned way of reckoning human 
well-being in terms of profits.  I tell you - that way of thinking has got to be 

eliminated, liquidated, mopped up, wiped out!"103

                                                            
101 Land of Promise, NFTVA, print no. 2033678G (a 1946 release print), reel 3, 320-327 feet. 
102 Ibid., reel 5, 285-293 feet. 
103 Ibid., reel 7, 458-499 feet. 
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Fig. 25: "Some people would call it murder: they did when the Blitz was on…" 

Frame enlargement from Land of Promise. 
 

Although Land of Promise bore many similarities to World of Plenty, which had 

been favourably received (indeed, it was explicitly described by Rotha as 

"inspired by", and a sequel to, World of Plenty),104 its more extreme outlook 

resulted in hostility from the trade press and an ambivalent response from 

the critics.  The main impression gained from the coverage it attracted was 

that its length and the polemical nature of its arguments were acceptable in a 

wartime context, but that Rotha's approach was no longer appropriate 

without the political justification which the war had provided.  Kine Weekly 

told its readers that Land of Promise "is rather apt to outstay its welcome, put 

over too strong a propaganda angle and savour more of the schoolroom than 

the studio";105 a notable divergence from its conclusion that "adequate 

reasons" existed for exhibitors to risk showing World of Plenty.  The 

mainstream press generally agreed that Rotha's arguments were 

oversimplified and that the method of presentation was didactic and 

overbearing without offering any entertainment value.  For Tribune, "it 

screams, it rants, where I would have preferred reasoning",106 the Sunday 

Dispatch credited Rotha with "a lot of energy but not as much imagination as 
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you'd expect from such an expert maker of documentaries",107 whilst Fred 

Majdalany subsequently opined in the Daily Mail that The Way We Live 

offered "a refreshing absence of screaming propaganda, such as disfigured 

Land of Promise."108  The Daily Telegraph's reviewer made a similar point with 

sarcasm: 
 

Instead we get long tiresome dialogues between a dodderer called "Mr. 
Know-all" (who hardly claims to know anything) and the "Voice of the 
People" (who knows all), a generally pretentious treatment, and shots of filth 
and vermin leading up to the conclusion that slums are bad and should be 
abolished.  If this goes on we shall have a documentary suggesting, with 

statistics, dialectic and diagrams, fears for Queen Anne's health.109

 

However novel it may have seemed in 1943, therefore, the critical response to 

Land of Promise suggests that Rotha's conception of the feature-length 

documentary was becoming increasingly anachronous.  This suggestion is 

augmented by the reception of the final two productions in the output of 

Films of Fact.  A City Speaks (1947) was commissioned to publicise the work of 

the Manchester City Corporation; it did not attract many reviews and was 

not shown on any significant scale outside that city, although one report 

stated that GFD had agreed to distribute it.110  The bulk of the film describes 

the activities of local government in Manchester, including the election of 

councillors, the decision process as to how ratepayers' money should be spent 

and the provision of services such as schools and hospitals.  As an adjunct to 

this, A City Speaks also puts forward arguments in favour of town planning 

and slum clearance, largely recycled (including some actual footage) from 

Land of Promise, and couched in similar New Jerusalem-type rhetoric from the 

commentator. 
 

The World is Rich (1948) was a COI commission made at the request of the 

Prime Minister's office.  The film is essentially a revision of the material 

covered in World of Plenty, but with the arguments about the war providing 

an opportunity for the re-evaluation of agriculture policy translated into a 

past-tense condemnation of opportunities missed.111  The Virginia food 

conference at which World of Plenty was originally screened is used as a 

starting point to attack the absence of a planned system of agricultural 
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production and distribution, and subsequently to endorse the work of the 

United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), established in 

October 1945.  The uncompromising, polemical impression of World of Plenty 

and Land of Promise is taken to further extremes in The World is Rich.  

Characterisations and Isotype diagrams, whilst they are still used, are given a 

definite second place to the anti-capitalist tone of the commentary ("…corn 

blazing on the battlefield may not cause as much hunger as a group of clever 

speculators on the food exchanges of the world…").112  What alienated 

reviewers the most was the inclusion of material showing emaciated children 

in an Indian village and the bodies of starvation victims, a hitherto 

unprecedented decision (with the exception of newsreel coverage of the 

Holocaust) which, judged according to the prevailing cultural norms, 

rendered the film largely unshowable.  Kine Weekly, confining its analysis to 

the commercial implications of Rotha's strategy, believed that The World is 

Rich "introduced too many grisly scenes of victims of malnutrition", and then 

went on to enlarge on this judgement: 
 

Kinema patrons are not in the same happy position as readers of newspapers 
or BBC listeners, who can turn over or turn off at a particular feature, and 
this is a point that has to be considered in arriving at the commercial 
possibilities of the film.  To spring the picture, however worthy its aim, on an 
ordinary audience, bent upon entertainment, is, to our minds, something of 

an imposition.113

 

This comment reveals another, vitally important difference between cinema 

and other forms of mass-media: newspapers (distributed as commodities and 

through advertising) and radio (distributed in the form of receiving hardware 

and a licence) were purchased directly by the consumer, whereas the 

theatrical distribution system operating in the commercial film industry 

required the cinema manager (exhibitor) to decide what films to show on 

behalf of his customers, hence the exhortation by the editor of Picturegoer that 

his readers should lobby their local cinema manager to show World of Plenty.  

Often (and most spectacularly, in the context of this thesis, in the case of The 

Way We Live) the judgement of trade papers, whose job it was to anticipate 

public opinion and advise exhibitors accordingly, was at odds with the views 

of newspaper critics who claimed to be directly representing the views of 

their readers.  What is especially striking about the reception of Rotha's 

feature documentaries is that these camps gradually moved toward a 

consensus, and that by the time The World is Rich was released, their positions 
                                                            
112 The World is Rich, NFTVA, print no. 2017218AE (a 1948 release print), reel 2, 180-198 feet. 
113 Kinematograph Weekly, 5 February 1948, p. 20. 
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were virtually indistinguishable.  In anticipation of its problematic status, 

British Lion agreed to distribute The World is Rich only on condition that it 

was shortened from 4,091 feet to 3,200 and that the COI delayed non-

theatrical distribution for nine months from November 1947.114  The weight 

of press opinion was that however worthy or topical the issues involved 

were, Rotha's method of presentation was inappropriate to the medium: Time 

and Tide's reviewer (probably Majdalany) spoke for many when he described 

The World is Rich as "just about the most disingenuous documentary I 

remember seeing."115  Although (again, in contrast to the publicity 

surrounding World of Plenty, which blamed exhibitors) in this instance there 

was some criticism of the COI for failing to secure adequate distribution 

arrangements,116 there seemed to be an almost universal view among critics 

and the industry that Rotha's work was no longer commercially viable. 
 

This position is further supported by the fact that The World is Rich was 

released in the midst of the Hollywood boycott organised in response to the 

'Dalton Duty' (see chapter 3).  The absence of American competition had 

provided a brief opportunity for documentaries which otherwise would 

never have received a public airing: in February 1948 Majdalany reported 

that even COI productions such as Stomach Worms in Sheep and Pool of 

Contentment (an instructional film showing civil servants how to behave 

nicely to typists and secretaries) were in theatrical distribution.117  The fact 

that British Lion felt able to dictate terms to the COI for handling The World is 

Rich, despite the absence of any new Hollywood competition in British 

cinemas at the time (although imported films registered before 6 August 1947 

continued to be distributed), gives an indication of just how unpopular this 

particular form of feature documentary had become.  Films of Fact went into 

voluntary liquidation in November 1947. 
 

Arguably the most incisive review was published by Richard Winnington in 

News Chronicle, whose article (headlined "Grapes of Rotha") concluded that 

Rotha's project had run its course: 
 

The World is Rich closes the didactic phase of documentary on themes of 
contemporary life.  The individual, contrary to the Grierson tenet, becomes 

                                                            
114 PRO INF 6/728; COI internal memorandum dated 31 July 1950.  The film was registered with 
the Board of Trade as 3,209 feet.  The NFTVA print cited above is 4,506 feet in length, which would 
suggest that it is a pre-release copy made before the film was offered to British Lion. 
115 Time and Tide, February 1948. 
116 "COI Missed the Boat with World is Rich documentary", World's Press News, 11 December 1947. 
117 Dail Mail, 6 February 1948. 
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more and more important.  He will be the core of the new documentary, 
whose aim will be to reach your mind not by giving you a lecture but by 

telling you a story.118

 

Winnington was probably overstating this point: both the didactic and the 

individual had co-existed, to some extent, since the mid-1930s, and the 

continuing popular success of film-makers such as Castleton Knight would 

tend to undermine his observation.  Set against which, as Rotha's career as a 

self-employed producer/director was coming to an end, the Government's 

film programme entered a new phase: Grierson was appointed to take charge 

of the COI Films Division in February 1948, an ambitious programme of 

feature documentaries and magazine films was announced later that year, 

and the Crown Film Unit moved into new, purpose-built studios in April 

1949. 
 

In terms of actual film production, whilst the 'didactic' approach represented 

by Rotha was in decline, Humphrey Jennings produced his first film work 

since the end of the war: The Cumberland Story (1948), a story documentary 

dealing with industrial relations in the recently nationalised coal industry, 

Dim Little Island (1949), a survey of Britain's industrial achievements since the 

end of the war as seen through the eyes of four prominent industrialists and 

cultural figures, and A Family Portrait (1950), an impressionistic study of the 

meaning of English national identity, which was eventually released as the 

Documentary Movement's contribution to the Festival of Britain.119  These 

films have almost universally been written off as pale shadows of Jennings' 

wartime masterpieces - even his own daughter dismisses them as "a critical 

disappointment"120 - but whether or not such a dismissal is genuinely 

justified, the fact remains that the 'individual' documentaries exemplified by 

Jennings' output returned briefly to prominence during the period between 

1947-48 and the closure of the Crown Film Unit in 1952. 
 
 
The COI and the 'crisis of documentary'; from the return of 
Grierson to the closure of the Crown Film Unit, 1948-52 
 

Why was it, then, that the COI Films Division and the Documentary 

Movement went from being an influential force in British film culture and a 

                                                            
118 News Chronicle, 14 February 1948. 
119 A Family Portrait was released posthumously after Jennings' death in a mountaineering accident 
in September 1950. 
120 HUMPHREY JENNINGS, Pandæmonium: The Coming of the Machine as Seen by Contemporary 
Observers (London, 1985), introduction by Mary-Lou Jennings, xiv.  
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key element in the Government's publicity infrastructure to going out of 

existence within the space of four years?  Both the COI and the Documentary 

Movement were contributing factors.  As the COI Films Division did not 

exercise the executive powers of its wartime predecessor, a system had to be 

developed of liasing between Government departments undertaking film 

projects, the commissioning process within the Films Division itself and the 

units and companies that actually produced the films.  Such a system existed 

in the form of Production Control Officers (PCOs), whose job it was to co-

ordinate the various agencies concerned with each individual film on a case-

by-case basis.  The PCO's job description included ensuring the quality of a 

completed film, the "correctness of its policy contents" and completion within 

a reasonable time.121  The problem was that the newly appointed PCO's, to 

quote Bert Hogenkamp, "…were all new recruits with little knowledge of the 

film industry.  Their training was by trial and error."122  Rotha, with 

characteristic subtlety, described the PCOs as "amateur civil servants who 

would have been of more use to the nation checking ration cards."123

 

Whatever the actual faults were, it is clear that the PCO system was incapable 

of operating an effective production process.  The 1946-48 period saw 

increasing costs, declining output and accusations that the Films Division was 

unable to organise effective distribution for Government films.  Controversies 

such as that surrounding the release of World of Plenty became routine.  One 

example of many is that of The Bridge (1946, Jack Chambers), a film 

commissioned before the MOI-COI changeover describing the reconstruction 

of a bridge in Bosnia which had been destroyed during the war.  When the 

film was completed the COI was unable to find a distributor, despite positive 

reviews which followed press and trade screenings.124  Although the usual 

accusations to the effect that the problem lay with exhibitors were made 

("One would not relish the task of telling the starving Yugoslavs who were 

the heroes of The Bridge that they don't count in comparison with the 

saccharine trivialities of Up in Mabel's Room"),125 the underlying problem was 

that without executive functions, the COI Films Division was proving 

ineffective.  Rotha concluded in retrospect that this was not only due to a 

defective system of administration, but that the COI's service provider ethos 
                                                            
121 PRO INF 5/24; Report from COI liaison officer to Crown Film Unit, 27 February 1948. 
122 A.V. HOGENKAMP, op. cit., p. 63. 
123 PAUL ROTHA (1952), op. cit., p. 33. 
124 This would imply that the COI/KRS ballot system had been abandoned by this stage; were it 
still operating, the nominated distributor would presumably have been obliged to release the film. 
125 New Statesman and Nation, 19 October 1946, p. 280. 
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was inherently opposed to the sort of work which the Documentary 

Movement had been undertaking before and during the war: 
 

Let us be fair.  The COI sponsored many films but, lacking the powers of 
initiative itself, they became more and more little films cautiously required by 
departments - safe, well-made but dull non-theatricals at ever-increasing cost 
but totally without the imagination and drama and faith that made British 

wartime and pre-war documentary the world's envy.126

 

This view is endorsed to some extent by the Tribune columnist John Wren, 

who suggested some reasons why the Films Division found itself unable to 

provide more effective support for the Documentary Movement: 
 

It seems that the Central Office of Information, the body which above all 
others should be articulate, is tongue-tied because it doesn't know what to 
say; it has been given no policy to follow, only a series of Don'ts - don't be 
controversial, don't make propaganda (above all not Left propaganda), don't 
choose directors worth their salt because they won't take kindly to the blue 

pencil.127

 

Although one body of opinion blamed unworkable civil service procedures 

and lack of initiative on the COI's part, another argued that the Documentary 

Movement failed to adapt itself to the post-war political climate, and that 

therein lay the reason for their current malaise.  Jack Beddington, writing in 

1948, broadly agreed with industry commentators that the tendency of the 

"Old Gang" faction of the Documentary Movement to foreground political 

argument in their films was alienating audiences: 
 

They are constantly pressing a political point of view.  It is, I believe, of no 
importance what that point of view is provided that it does not prevent the 
film being exciting or interesting or stimulating in its own right; but the 
moment a piece of propaganda in a film is considered of more importance 
than the film itself, the film is bound to fail and preach to none except the 
converted.  If only the old gang would realise this and even that their 
political points of view are both well-known and old-fashioned, they might 
be induced to give up intrigue and wire-pulling and come back to film-

making.128

 

If Beddington was correct in arguing that the current problems were down to 

the political intransigence on the part of a group of film-makers whose 

reputation had been established during the 1930s and the war, then the COI's 

chosen solution can be identified in hindsight as an omen of the difficulties to 

                                                            
126 PAUL ROTHA (1952), op. cit., p. 32. 
127 Tribune, 2 January 1948. 
128 JACK BEDDINGTON, "Off With Their Heads!", Documentary Film News, vol. 7, no. 66 (1948), p. 
77. 
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come: on 19 February 1948, John Grierson was appointed Controller, Films, at 

the Central Office of Information. 
 

Grierson's brief was effectively to carry out the recommendations of his 1946 

memorandum to the MOI finance officer, but by this stage wholesale reform 

of the Crown Film Unit was needed, as well as attempts to rebuild a working 

relationship between the COI and its independent subcontractors.  To this 

end Kenneth Gordon of the Cine Technician (house journal of the ACT trade 

union) warned that "…British documentaries must receive official support, 

and competition between the Crown Film Unit and the 'Boys of Soho' will 

sharpen the wits of those who are safe in Government jobs."129  Grierson's 

first public appearance following his return to the UK was at a meeting to 

launch a new representative organisation intended to take over the work of 

Rotha's Federation of Documentary Film Units (a further indication of Rotha's 

diminishing influence), to be known simply as British Documentary.  In his 

address he emphasised the emerging international dimension of 

documentary film-making, stating that one of British Documentary's main 

objectives should be to participate in the affairs of the World Union of 

Documentary, established at the previous year's Brussels Film Festival.  The 

international dimension was one which would continue to exercise Grierson's 

mind throughout his time at the COI (one of his few genuine achievements 

during this period was the development of the Edinburgh Film Festival, 

originally envisaged as an international forum for documentary), but there 

were more pressing issues requiring his attention: A report of the British 

Documentary meeting in the News Chronicle noted that "he said nothing new 

or cogent, nothing about the cardinal problems of sponsorship or 

distribution."130

 

During the following year Grierson streamlined the organisational structure 

of the CFU and reorganised the Films Division's overall production into an 

annual programme consisting of a small number of feature documentaries for 

commercial distribution and a magazine series, to be called The World in 

Action, to replace the COI/CEA monthly releases.  The rationale behind the 

latter decision was similar to the argument put forward (and subsequently 

into practice) by Sergei Nolbandov in his appendix to Adrian Brunel's book, 

namely that an established production framework with a stable business 

infrastructure and financial base enabled films to be made and distributed 

                                                            
129 The Cine Technician, vol. 14, no. 71 (1948), p. 48. 
130 News Chronicle, 16 January 1948. 
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more cheaply and efficiently.  From the COI's perspective, it also enabled the 

production delays which had attracted so much criticism to be reduced.  As a 

1949 Government report on COI expenditure explained: 
 

…considerable delay, resulting in unnecessarily high costs, is caused to them 
[independent documentary units] at various stages, partly through apparent 
lack of planning of official film production. […] In an attempt to reduce 
delays to a minimum, the CO has latterly been developing a system of 
planning by series into which film projects can be fitted as they are 

approved.131

 

But it would appear that what action Grierson did take came too little and too 

late, and criticism of the COI Films Division increased steadily throughout 

1948 and 1949.  Added to the charges of inefficiency, poor quality film-making 

and failure to secure distribution were that the COI was spending public 

money on political propaganda.  The Conservatives warned that the COI was 

"spreading its tentacles around the press, radio, exhibitions, pamphlets, 

posters and films."132  Pointing out that each taxpayer contributed 1s. 5½d. 

per annum towards the COI's running costs, Joseph O'Malley of the Daily 

Mail asked "Is the COI worth your money?": 
 

I fail to see why just because Mr. Strachey [the Minister of Food] has bought 
so much snoek with my money, he should spend still more of it on telling 
me, under the heading of "Food Facts", how to make it taste less horrible.  If 
anyone needs to be told what to do with it (and how!) it is Comrade 

Strachey, not me.133

 

In a satirical adaptation of the MOI wartime slogan, the Evening News asked 

"Is the COI really necessary?", complaining that "they spend millions a year 

just to explain to you the facts of life under socialism."134  Although most of 

these attacks were not aimed at the Films Division specifically, mounting 

pressure on the Government for wide-ranging reform of its information 

services resulted in a full-scale public enquiry into the activities and cost of 

the COI, published on 29 November 1949. 
 

                                                            
131 Report of the Committee on the Cost of Home Information Services (London, 1949, Cmd. 7836), 
para. 46, p. 11. 
132 S.W. CROFTS, "The Attlee Government's Economic Information Propaganda", Journal of 
Contemporary History, vol. 21, no. 3 (1986), p. 454. 
133 Daily Mail, 30 April 1949.  Snoek was a fish, similar to the barracuda, of which the British 
government imported over 11 million tins from South Africa between October 1947 and the summer 
of 1949 in an attempt to reduce the level of food imports paid for with dollars.  For a detailed 
account of the Government's snoek publicity campaigns, see Susan Cooper's memorable essay, "Snoek 
Piquante" in MICHAEL SISSONS and PHILIP FRENCH (eds.), Age of Austerity (2nd ed., London, 1986), 
pp. 23-42. 
134 Eveining News, 23 March 1949. 
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The implications of its findings on the work of the Films Division provides 

some indication of why its decline accelerated.  The Committee found that 

paid advertising in the press and on poster hoardings represented the bulk of 

the COI's expenditure (S.W. Crofts observes that, as early as 1947, one in 

every five commercial poster sites was occupied by a Government poster135), 

and recommended that the principle of paying for publicity should be 

phased out in favour of methods of obtaining it for free, such as ministerial 

statements and press conferences.136  The way this policy was to be applied 

to films was through the recommendation that "…it is better to secure a 

revenue by commercial distribution than to distribute the films without 

charge."137  The report did not acknowledge the ongoing distribution 

problems experienced by the Films Division during the previous three years, 

nor the fact that a significant proportion of its output was intended for NTD 

and thus incapable of earning any revenue.  Furthermore, the report 

condemned the operation of a Government film studio (Beaconsfield Studios 

in Buckinghamshire, the CFU's new headquarters, opened on 1 April 1949) as 

an "unnecessary luxury."138

 

This placed the Films Division in a particularly vulnerable position on a 

number of counts.  Firstly, Beaconsfield was the facility needed to produce 

the high-budget, theatrical feature documentaries which represented the 

COI's only realistic hope of generating any income.  Secondly, the Films 

Division was the most expensive of the COI's operations in terms of actual 

production.  The Annual Report of 1948-49 reveals that press advertising was 

the largest budgetary item, accounting for 24.4% of the COI's outgoings.  The 

bulk of that, however, represented expenditure on advertising space rather 

than the production of the advertisements themselves (as did the figure of 

14.6% for posters).  The Films Division was a close second at 21.4%, but nearly 

all of that was actual production costs (it will be remembered that CEA 

members provided free screening time for the monthly release films).139  

Furthermore, the Films Division accounted for the largest single contingent of 

COI staff by a colossal margin: 37.3% as opposed to 5.6% for the second most 

populous department.140  The Films Division was thus potentially the most 

                                                            
135 S.W. CROFTS, op. cit., p. 453. 
136 Report of the Committee on the Cost of Home Information Services, op. cit., para. 31, p. 8. 
137 Ibid., para. 44, p. 10. 
138 Ibid., para. 48, p. 11. 
139 Annual Report of the Central Office of Information for the year 1948-49 (London, 1949, Cmd. 
7830), p. 44.  The report does not state the cost of the Films Division's NTD infrastructure. 
140 Ibid., p. 43. 
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vulnerable of all the COI's operations to accusations that the office was 

misusing public money. 
 

A further setback for the Films Division came in the form of opposition to the 

monthly release scheme from CEA members.  In May 1949 a meeting of the 

CEA General Council heard concerns about the possibility that the COI was 

planning to increase the number of films made for television (one of the 

conditions under which the monthly release agreement had been renewed at 

the end of the war was that none of the films distributed under the scheme 

would be televised).  The chairman reiterated that "…the COI knows quite 

well that if any of these films were televised during their run, exhibitors 

would not show them",141 but this did not end the matter.  On 9 November 

1950, the CEA General Purposes Committee sent a deputation to 11 Downing 

Street in order to express a number of concerns about the monthly release 

scheme, one of which was that, given that the COI were prepared to pay for 

newspaper advertising, why were they not prepared to pay for cinema 

screening time?  On that occasion, the delegation accepted the public service 

arguments put forward by Herbert Morrison and Sir Robert Fraser (the COI 

Director-General), as well as an explanation that the COI could not afford to 

pay cinemas "owing to difficulties in Korea."  The COI delegation concluded 

that "it would not regard the present time as suitable to withhold the 

facilities" for the monthly releases,142 but the episode indicated that the Films 

Division could no longer take the goodwill of exhibitors for granted.   
 

Sensitivity toward perceived political bias also increased during this period.  

As early as the 1948 CEA annual conference a motion was tabled by the 

Birmingham branch to end the monthly release scheme, its chairman arguing 

that "…we were happy to give screen time during the war, but we feel these 

films are now political propaganda."143  This motion was rejected by a clear 

majority (as were similar ones tabled at the 1949 and 1950 conferences), but 

the issue remained live: in return for their co-operation over the monthly 

releases, CEA members extracted a public statement from Morrison to the 

effect that "he was not in favour of party politics on the screen and had given 

an undertaking that such films would be completely impartial."144

 

                                                            
141 R[eport of a] G[eneral] M[eeting] of the C[inematograph] E[xhibitors'] A[ssociation], 11 May 
1949, p. 5. 
142 RGM of the CEA, 13 December 1950, p.3. 
143 Daily Mirror, 14 June 1948. 
144 Daily Graphic, 17 December 1950. 
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In the face of increasing economic and political opposition, the work of the 

COI Films Division diminished steadily throughout the 1950-52 period.  In 

December 1949 Grierson was forced to announce that "as a result of general 

economies", the work of the Films Division would be reduced during the 

following year, and that the production of studio-made feature 

documentaries at Beaconsfield would be suspended altogether.145  The COI 

Annual Report for 1949-50 confirms that retrenchment was taking place: 

overall expenditure fell from £3,907,000 to £3,214,000, a drop of almost 

25%,146 whilst the staff of the Films Division was reduced from 178½ to 

137.147

 

Nor did the controversies surrounding those films it did produce go away.  

Two widely publicised examples were the Crown productions Four Men in 

Prison (1950, Max Anderson) and The Dancing Fleece (1950, Frederick Wilson).  

The former was commissioned by the Home Office in order to demonstrate 

the progressive nature of the modern British prison system.  Produced at a 

cost of £16,000, it was scripted by Mark Benney, a reformed criminal and 

former prisoner, loosely based on his autobiography Low Company, which 

became a best seller when it was first published in 1936.  The characters 

depicted in the film are Henry Pectable, a first-offender insurance clerk 

convicted of stealing £19, Steve Laggerty, "a hardened criminal innured to 

prison life",148 a mentally ill teenager and Edward Hope, "a young man who 

is in danger of becoming a confirmed criminal and is sentenced to corrective 

training."149

 

The heavy symbolism in the character names is evident throughout the entire 

narrative.  The main sub-plot is adapted from the final chapter of Benney's 

novel, which contains an account of his sentence at Chelmsford Prison, 

although its moral is greatly simplified.  In the book, Benney argued that the 

prison system had a negative effect on its occupants in that it brought minor 

offenders into contact with professional criminals - the "training ground for 

Dartmoor" alluded to in Children on Trial.  In Four Men in Prison, although the 

potential problem is acknowledged, Pectable's wife urges him to reject 

                                                            
145 Daily Telegraph, 9 December 1949. 
146 Annual Report of the Central Office of Information for the year 1949-50 (London, 1950, Cmd. 
8081), p. 3. 
147 Ibid., p. 8. 
148 Four Men in Prison, NFTVA, print no. 2031341D (a 1950 nitrate combined positive), reel 1, 
opening title sequence (0-241 feet). 
149 Ibid. 
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Laggerty's offer of a job in his illegal bookmaking business, and he 

subsequently emerges from his sentence as a reformed individual.  Of the 

four characters in the film, only Laggerty is portrayed as an 'incurable' 

criminal (one of the prison officers remarks "…he'll get preventative detention 

next time").  The prison depicted in the film is a generally clean and 

comfortable building, although reference is made to overcrowding.  There is 

no mention of hard labour (abolished in the Criminal Justice Act of 1948, 

which had just been enacted) or of corporal punishment or the death penalty 

(still in use at the time the film was made). 
 

When it was first shown at a magistrates' conference, Four Men in Prison was 

immediately and publicly condemned for being inaccurate and 

oversensational.  The magistrates claimed that the first offender and the 

mental defective would never have been jailed in the first place, whilst the 

other two characters were poorly conceived stereotypes.  One magistrate 

condemned the decision to base the film on Benney's novel, suggesting that 

"it was too sentimental, made prison quite a pleasant place and was an 

absolute waste of money."150  Their official spokesman concluded that "…the 

film would give the public the wrong impression.  We thoroughly condemn 

it."151  As a result of this controversy, the COI were forced to abandon plans 

to release the film commercially and instead stated that it had only ever been 

intended as a training film for magistrates (a somewhat implausible claim for 

a film that was an adaptation of a best-selling novel).  As Hogenkamp notes, 

the affair was an especial blow for Grierson, as Four Men in Prison was the first 

in the series of CFU feature documentaries he had initiated after taking up his 

post at the COI.152  More significantly, Kine Weekly's columnist argued that 

the film represented yet another failure of communication between the COI 

Films Division and a commissioning department: 
 

When it is remembered that these sponsored subjects originate with the 
ministry concerned, which sponsors both script and final production, the 
charge of "wasting money" is justified.  Unfortunately the only persons to 
suffer will be the taxpayers: and even the most pointed moral of national 

savings films won't help them there.153

 

Another of the COI's ongoing difficulties - distribution - resurfaced in the 

form of one of Crown's first productions at Beaconsfield, shot in May-

                                                            
150 Today's Cinema, 15 November 1950, p. 3. 
151 Daily Express, 4 December 1950. 
152 A.V. HOGENKAMP, op. cit., p. 146. 
153 Kinematograph Weekly, 7 December 1950, pp. 4-5. 
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September 1949, but which remained on the shelf until the summer of 1951.  

The Dancing Fleece, an avant-garde Technicolor short featuring animation by 

Lotte Reininger and ballet dancing by Frederick Wilson, was commissioned 

by the Board of Trade to promote the wool industry.  Although the Films 

Division initially claimed that it was for export only, it seems that attempts 

were made to secure domestic theatrical distribution.   Despite lukewarm 

reviews ("…the choreography is quite ingenious, [but] the combination of 

film ballet and industrial documentary is not really a happy one…"),154 the 

COI held out for a mainstream circuit booking and rejected offers from art 

and repertory cinemas, possibly due to the film's enormous cost: £30,000, 

which, according to the Evening Standard, was "near the record for a two-reel 

film." The circuits rejected The Dancing Fleece because it was "too highbrow", 

whilst, in response to an offer from a West End cinema owner who offered to 

show it with a French feature,155 "the COI dithered." 156  Once again, the 

taxpayer picked up the bill. 
 

Whether it was a case of Grierson failing to stop the rot, or whether the 

problems which the COI Films Division encountered in the 1948-52 period 

had simply gone too far by the time he was appointed is difficult to judge.  

Although the work of the Films Division was continuously dogged by 

controversy during the time of his controllership, it would certainly not be 

fair to say that the body of films which resulted from his various initiatives 

was an outright failure.  Daybreak in Udi (1949, Terry Bishop), describing the 

construction of a health centre by villagers in Nigeria, became the only 

Government film ever to win an Oscar, whilst a new generation of writers 

and directors produced some significant work in the form of COI 

commissions during this period (as did some of the older ones, notably 

Jennings).  Two documentaries directed by John Eldridge - Waverley Steps 

(1948) and Three Dawns to Sydney (1949) - received almost universal critical 

acclaim, and also made money at the box office. 
 

But ultimately, the arguments against continuing to maintain a full-scale 

Government film production infrastructure were gaining ground, and in 

November 1950 Grierson announced his resignation from the COI in order to 

join the Group 3 project.  Whilst it could be argued that this decision 

                                                            
154 Today's Cinema, 25 July 1951, p. 12. 
155 Almost certainly George Hoellering of the Academy, as this was the only West End cinema 
which regularly showed French films at that time. 
156 Evening Standard, 20 June 1951. 
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represented a further demonstration of Grierson's skill in judging when to 

abandon a sinking ship, or, put another way, that his role was "more of a 

catalyst than a craftsman",157 the writing was undoubtedly on the wall for 

the COI Films Division by the time of his resignation. 
  

The event which is usually understood to have precipitated the closure of the 

Crown Film Unit (and with it the core activities of the COI Films Division) 

was the removal of Attlee's Labour government at the general election on 25 

October 1951.  "Crown films are Tory Target for Tonight" was the Daily Herald 

headline announcing that the Crown Film Unit was to be included in the £1.2 

million cost cuts on Government information services, announced in January 

1952 by the incoming government.158  To no-one's surprise, Documentary 

Movement figures and representatives of the intellectual film culture which 

had celebrated the Unit's work so forcefully during the war organised a 

campaign to save it.  What is most striking about the arguments they put 

forward was how anachronistic they were.  At a screening of selected Crown 

films at the British Film Academy on 26 February 1952, Roger Manvell began 

his address by commenting that "I do not intend to tell you about the long 

and distinguished story of the Crown Film Unit", but nevertheless proceeded 

to do so, finishing his narrative roughly in 1945.  The artistic and cultural 

values of the Unit's work were stressed, as were the public service arguments, 

especially in relation to Britain's international standing, for continuing to 

maintain it.159  Manvell emphasised that "the technical vitality of the Crown 

Film Unit is very much alive", but his appeals to the Government to 

reconsider its decision were based primarily on the achievements of its 

activities before and during the war rather than in recent years.  Although 

some observers believed that the decision to close the CFU was an arbitrary 

one made without considering the individual circumstances - Sir Arthur 

Elton, in a letter to The Times, warned that "the Government may lose a very 

valuable baby when they rid themselves of a great deal of very tepid bath 

water"160 - there were no significant attempts to highlight any of the Unit's 

recent achievements.  Production ceased at the end of March. 

                                                            
157 RICHARD DYER MCCANN, "Subsidy for the Screen: Grierson and Group 3, 1951-55", Sight and 
Sound, vol. 46, no. 3 (1977), p. 169. 
158 Daily Herald, 30 January 1952. 
159 British Film Academy Quarterly, no. 16 (1952), pp. 1-2. 
160 The Times, 6 February 1952. 
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Conclusion 
 

The highly individual artists with something to say in celluloid, the Wrights 
and Rothas, have given place, the critic complains, to teams of technicians 
more interested in the condition of their industry than in the state of their 

art.161

 

If Edgar Anstey's observation is correct, it demonstrates that the institutional 

formula which underpinned the production of state documentaries during 

the 1930s and the war was ultimately incapable of being adapted to operate 

in the post-war political and economic climate, whatever influence the 

cultural kudos of the Wrights and the Rothas may have bought to bear.  The 

system of a Government publicity infrastructure supporting the work of a 

group of committed political activists achieved limited success until the end 

of the war.  In the 1930s, the scale of its operation was not large enough to 

necessitate the political considerations which the COI had to deal with in the 

late 1940s.  During the war such considerations were temporarily suspended.  

But following the return to party government in 1945, the policy of 

supporting what was, in terms of the extent of its work, if not its precise 

operational remit, effectively the MOI Films Division, had to be evaluated 

against its cost and ideological implications. 
 

The former, although it was eventually cited as the main reason for closing 

the Crown Film Unit, did not appear especially controversial to start with, 

especially in comparison with those of the other COI departments.  The 

ideological problem, however, was crucial.  The idea of the Documentary 

Movement as an apolitical service provider ran contrary the ethos it had 

developed over the previous two decades, and although the writings of 

people like Rotha from 1945-46 show that they were at least considering the 

idea, the COI Films Division gradually became less workable as time went on.  

Its first major post-war project, Children on Trial, offered some hope.  

Developed in conjunction with the Home Office (as its genesis predated the 

MOI-COI changeover, the film was not a straight commission), the film 

offered a coherent, if ideologically limited, publicity statement in response 

short-term crisis in public confidence.  By the time Four Men in Prison came to 

be commissioned three years later, the system was not able to produce a film 

which could fulfil any meaningful public service function, and £16,000 of 

taxpayers' money was written off. 
                                                            
161 EDGAR ANSTEY, "The Year's Work in Documentary Film" in ROGER MANVELL (ed.), The Year's 
Work in the Film, 1949 (London, 1950), p. 30. 
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Without its principal source of institutional backing, therefore, it was 

inevitable that the Documentary Movement would soon cease to exist in the 

form which had developed since the late 1920s.  Others began to take its 

place: Grierson at Group 3 was one example, Edgar Anstey and British 

Transport Films was another, whilst a number of ex-documentarists, 

including Rotha, went to work in television (although there is general 

agreement that Rotha's time at the BBC was not, on the whole, successful).  

But as for the film production and distribution infrastructure directly 

maintained by central government, and operated by the group of individuals 

known as the Documentary Movement, it would be fair to say that the 

experiment reached a logical conclusion in March 1952. 
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  Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 

1951 was a watershed year for British films as a whole, and the period 1952-
58 was an extraordinarily dead one.  It would need a skilled social historian 
to analyse what happened to Britain and British culture at this time and 
relate it to the content and form of the films; there is a change too profound 
to be accounted for purely in terms of the internal workings of the film 

industry.1

 

Whilst Charles Barr is certainly not understating the complexity of the 

changes which took place within British cinema and culture in 1951, the 

internal workings of the film industry do offer a useful starting point as to 

how these affected the non-fiction film.  The supplementary contract system 

of newsreel distribution collapsed, following a judgement in the Bernstein 

case the previous year.  The last issues of both the British March of Time and of 

This Modern Age were released, the latter resulting from a downsizing of the 

Rank Organisation's production infrastructure, which in itself was a 

consequence of Government decisions to decrease the amount of legislative 

protection available to the production sector.  And in October of that year, the 

Labour Party was removed from office, which was certainly the immediate 

reason for the Crown Film Unit being disbanded the following April, 

although, as I have argued in the previous chapter, the underlying ideological 

factors behind its demise go back a lot further. 
 

1951, therefore, marks a logical cut-off point in this discussion of the British 

non-fiction film in the immediate post-war period.  The preceding six years, 

together with the industrial and ideological processes of change and 

development which culminated in them, demonstrates an important element 

of how the idea of a 'realist' British film culture was reconciled with the 

commercial exigencies of mainstream cinema.  That the extent of this 

demonstration has hitherto involved very distinct limits can, to a large 

degree, be accounted for by the Documentary Movement.  Its ideas, writing 
                                                            
1 CHARLES BARR, Ealing Studios (2nd ed., London, 1993), p. 146. 
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and films have dominated academic thinking about the non-fiction film in 

Britain, to the exclusion of other genres and institutions, many of which 

reveal a lot more about British cinema during the period under discussion. 
 

The received wisdom about the Documentary Movement after the war is that 

it rapidly lost the political importance, ideological leadership and commercial 

viability which it had exercised since the mid-1930s.  It is definitely fair to say 

that its key activists proved unable to make the transition from an 

oppositional group to an integral part of the Government establishment.  In 

the 1930s, Grierson and his colleagues promoted a political and educationalist 

agenda in the teeth of opposition from commercial distributors and 

exhibitors, who argued that the film industry's consumers didn’t want it.  

During the war, the remaining documentarists promoted a nationalist agenda 

in the teeth of opposition from Hitler.  In 1945, the political skills which they 

had developed in these two projects paid off, and a Government film 

production infrastructure was created, which was larger in scale of resources 

and scope of operations than any before it. 
 

As Bert Hogenkamp has pointed out, the Documentary Movement produced 

more films during the 1945-51 period than at any time previously, although 

this time is still almost universally regarded as a period of decline.2  But these 

were production line films, designed to meet the requirements of short-term 

Government publicity, rather than the higher-profile films, though smaller in 

volume, which had gripped the public imagination before and during the 

war through a combination of ideological statement and aesthetic novelty.  A 

convincing demonstration of this can be found in a comparison of Children on 

Trial, the first major post-war production from the Crown Film Unit, with 

Four Men in Prison, a film which was cited in the decision-making process 

leading to its closure.  The former was a full-length feature film, conceived 

according to a successful wartime formula, using many of the production 

techniques associated with fiction films, and aimed at the mainstream box 

office.  Furthermore, the remand homes episode which had given rise to the 

production of Children on Trial provided a scandal that gave it added 

publicity.  Four Men in Prison was the product of a conveyor-belt film-making 

system which Grierson had initiated, a half-hour short made by a competent 

director, putting forward a coherent argument with efficient production 

                                                            
2 A.P. HOGENKAMP, The British Documentary Movement and the 1945-51 Labour Governments 
(unpublished PhD thesis, Council for National Academic Awards, 1991), p. 3. 
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values, but lacking the topicality or vitality of its predecessor.  At a cost of 

£16,000, Four Men in Prison went unreleased because the film got bogged 

down in a minor controversy as to how accurately or otherwise it represented 

Home Office sentencing policy. 
 

This "post-war decline" (to quote the title of a chapter in Elizabeth Sussex's 

book) in the Documentary Movement's cultural standing is important 

because it has been understood by default as a decline in non-fiction films in 

general.  Yet an examination of the commercial activity in this field 

demonstrates such an understanding to be fallacious.  Commercial non-

fiction films proliferated, were influenced by, and contributed to, the 'realist' 

ideology of British cinema in many important ways. The supplementary 

contract system, by freezing the financial mechanics of distribution and 

exhibition, encouraged newsreels to experiment with forms and content 

unheard of before the war, so much so that the editor of Pathé was moved to 

publicly condemn the "venal and bad journalism" he believed had been 

encouraged by short-sighted exhibitors. 
 

The creation of what could be regarded as the British film industry's first 

'Godzilla' conglomerate, the Rank Organisation, enabled two major 

developments.  The first, also related to newsreels, was the production of 

feature-length documentaries on feature-sized budgets, which included, 

amongst others, only the second British feature film (XIV Olympiad) shot 

mainly on location and entirely in Technicolor.  Significantly, the first, 

Western Approaches, was a product of the Documentary Movement.  Rank also 

developed This Modern Age, which during its run was the longest running 

and most lavishly financed magazine film series ever seen in Britain. 
 

The extent to which non-fiction films of commercial origin from this period 

addressed contemporary political and social issues certainly brings into 

question the validity of Documentary Movement claims that commercial 

imperatives preclude educational or cultural progressiveness.  As Grierson 

himself acknowledged, "the cost of a film ranges between the price of a 

hospital and the estimated cost of clearing the slums of Southwark.  The most 

interesting point about these huge production costs is that they can be 

recovered."3

                                                            
3 JOHN GRIERSON, "First Principles of Documentary" in H. FORSYTH HARDY (ed.), Grierson on 
Documentary (London, 1946), p. 80. 
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Appendix 1: This Modern Age 
 
 
This Modern Age was a theatrical magazine film produced by This Modern Age 
Ltd., a wholly-owned subsiduary of the Rank Organisation incorporated on 21 
July 1941 at the registered address of 25 Savile Row, London W1.  41 issues 
were released, between September 1946 and January 1951, each of two reels.  
Where available, credits are given for specific films, but the following are 
known to have worked on the entire series: 
 
Producer Sergei Nolbandov, production manager Norman Nesse, assoociate 
producer J.L. Hodson, literary editor George Ivan Smith, deputy literary editor 
Robert Waithman (from 1948), J.R. Gregson (from 1949), commentators Bruce 
Belfrage, Leo Genn, Robert Harris, Bernard Miles, chief cinematographer Eric 
Cross, cameramen Geoffrey Gurrin, Peter Hennessy, Clifford Hornby, Ted 
Moore, Bill Pollard, Doug Ransom, assistant cameramen Ian Barrowman, Jim 
Body, Ian Grant, Tom Kimberley, Roy Lazell, Dick Leatherbarrow, Peter 
Sargent, sound recordists John Woodiwiss, Don Alton (assistant), music directors 
Muir Mathieson, John Hollingsworth (assistant), editors Leslie Allen, Albert 
Eggleton, Wesley Hyde, Robert Verrall, assistant editors Donald Bowden, Alf 
Chapman, Mary Hughes, Elphra Prideaux, Tom Rowland, Michael Seligmann, 
Larry Toft, research department James Bredin, Dennis Clarke, John Gray, Gerald 
Hanley, Andrew Rice, Joan Robins, film librarians Reg Chillman, Marcelle 
Durham (assistant), publicity officer Charles Mesling. 
 
Distributor GFD (UK and Empire/Commonwealth), Eagle-Lion (overseas), 
sound system RCA (issues 1-21), Gaumont-Kalee (22-41). 
 
Note: subject descriptions for issues 1-32 are adapted from GFD press releases; all 
others are my own.  Release footages are taken from Rank Organisation publicity 
material, and footages for archival prints viewed are quoted only if a discrepency exists 
of ±10 feet and is not consistent with the lengths of standard head leaders &c.  Also 
given are the index numbers for scripts (most of which consist of a cutting continuity 
and commentary transcript) held in the BFI library.  Where they are known, specific 
release dates and venues are given; London openings were usually 2-6 weeks in 
advance of nationwide distribution. 
 
Scripts for issues 1-12: S8841. 
 
1. Homes for All (1946) 
subject The position of housing in Britain today and the steps being taken to 
deal with problems left by 150 years of unplanned building.  Commentary 
written by John Monck, spoken by Robert Harris. 
length 1,799 feet, general release September 1946. 
source NFTVA print no. 43347A (archival triacetate reprint). 
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2. Scotland Yard (1946) 
subject The solution of a murder case as an example of how the whole 
machinery of Scotland Yard is employed against the individual criminal. 
length 1,901 feet, prèmiere Odeon Marble Arch, London, 10 October 1946, re-
released on 29 September 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030208B (original 1946 release print). 
 
3. Tomorrow by Air (1946) 
The history of British aviation culminating in the State-owned airways, 
showing the important work now being done towards the air-travel of the 
future. 
length 1,792 feet, general release 18 November 1946. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030637B (original 1946 release print). 
 
4. Fabrics of the Future (1947) 
subject The revolutionary development of artificial fibres and the need for the 
Commonwealth textile industries of wool and cotton to meet the challenge by 
improvement and adaptability. 
length 1,906 feet, trade show 7 January 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2028434B (original 1947 release print). 
 
5. Thoroughbreds for the World (1947) 
subject The breeding of racehorses in Britain showing the skilled work involved 
in producing the stock upon which breeders in every country of the world 
rely.  Commentary written by George Ivan Smith. 
length 1,897 feet, trade show 10 January 1947, general release February 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030687B (original 1947 release print). 
 
6. Palestine (1947) 
subject The problems arising from the conflict of Jews and Arabs in Palestine 
which have confronted the British in the administration of the territory under 
League of Nations mandate.  Directed by Robin Carruthers. 
length 1,941 feet, trade show 26 February 1947, general release March 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2029715B, 1,792 feet (original 1947 release print). 
 
7.  Coal Crisis (1947) 
subject Some of the problems of the coal industry, including the difficulty of 
attracting miners back to work which they have grown to distrust through the 
mistakes of the past.  Produced in association with the editors of Illustrated, joint 
producers Sergei Nolbandov and Edgar Anstey, directed by John Monck. 
length 1,891 feet, trade show 26 February 1947, general release April 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 43392A, 1,834 feet (archival triacetate reprint). 
 
8. Sudan Dispute (1947) 
subject The facts of the problem facing Britain and Egypt in their joint 
administration of the Sudan in deciding whether it should now become an 
independent nation. 
length 1,850 feet, trade show 22 April 1947, general release April 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2033954B (original 1947 release print). 
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9. Development Areas (1947) 
subject The old "depressed areas" of the North-West of England as a typical 
example of the "development areas" in which planned distribution of 
industries is being made a safeguard against the dangers of mass 
unemployment.  Commentary written by J.L. Hodson. 
length 1,850 feet, trade show 28 May 1947, general release May 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 43289A (archival polyester reprint). 
 
10. Rape of the Earth, The (1947) 
subject Soil erosion which threatens the food supplies of the increasing world 
population, and the work being done, both to preserve fertile land and to 
repair damage in already eroded areas.  Directed by Robin Carruthers, produced 
in association with the editors of Illustrated. 
length 1,877 feet, prèmiere 28 June 1947, trade show 8 August 1947. 
No NFTVA viewing copy available. 
 
11.  Home and Beauty (1947) 
subject "Are we to use mass-production, this modern gift, to give us - when we 
can get them - admirable articles, admirably designed, or, on the contrary, to 
multiply the commonplace - or worse?" 
length 1,900 feet, trade show 8 August 1947, general release August 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2028885B (original 1947 release print). 
 
12. Antarctic Whale Hunt (1947) 
subject Report of a modern whaling expedition from the moment the whaling 
factory ship is launched until the close of its work in the Antarctic during its 
first season.  Cameraman Alex Bryce. 
length 1,680 feet, trade show 5 September 1947, general release October 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2033926B (original 1947 release print). 
 
13. Will Britain Go Hungry? (1947) 
subject Report that much more must be done to exploit Britain's resources for 
food-production in a world which needs to double its existing food supplies. 
length 1,739 feet, general release September 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030821B (original 1947 release print), S13331. 
 
14. Jamaica Problem (1947) 
subject The very grave social and economic problems of Jamaica and the urgent 
need for new industries, wider education and the hard work of the people of 
Jamaica to help themselves. 
length 1,783 feet, trade show 28 October 1947, general release October 1947. 
source No NFTVA viewing copy available, S13229. 
 
15. Land Short of People (1947) 
subject Australia and the urgent need for immigrants to develop her resources.  
Director and cameraman Clifford Hornby, script Paul Maguire, commentary 
written by George Ivan Smith, commentary spoken by Robert Harris. 
length 1,771 feet, general release November 1947. 
source NFTVA print no. 2029286B (original 1947 release print), S13330. 
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16. The British - Are They Artistic? (1948) 
subject The question whether the British deserve credit for a general increased 
appreciation of the arts or whether they complacently accept second-rate 
work.  Produced in association with the editors of Illustrated. 
length 1,885 feet, trade show 17 February 1948, prèmiere Odeon Leicester Square, 
London, 19 February 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 47519A (archival polyester reprint), S13332. 
 
17.  Ceylon - The New Dominion (1948) 
subject The position of Ceylon at the time of becoming an independent 
member of the British Commonwealth.  Cameraman Clifford Hornby. 
length 1,806 feet, trade show 10 March 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2020027B (original 1948 release print), S13333. 
 
18. Future of Scotland, The (1948) 
subject An examination of the political and economic position of Scotland, the 
new development schemes to increase her prosperity and the demands of 
Scots for more control of their own affairs. 
length 1,868 feet, trade show 16 April 1948, general release April 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2022236B (original 1948 release print), S13334. 
 
19. Challenge in Nigeria (1948) 
subject Whether or not Nigeria, Britain's largest protectorate, has reached the 
stage of development at which she should be given sovereign power. 
length 1,828 feet, trade show 21 May 1948, general release June 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2034874B (original 1947 release print), S1239. 
 
20. Fate of an Empire (1948) 
subject The former Italian colonies of Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, Eritrea and 
Somalia, with a record of parts of the journey of the fact-finding Commission 
sent out by four powers. 
length 1,816 feet, trade show 16 July 1948. 
source No NFTVA viewing copy available, S1240. 
 
21. Shadow of the Ruhr (1948) 
subject The history of the Ruhr, its importance to the German economy and its 
future under British and U.S. control. 
length 1,867 feet, trade show 26 August 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030291B (original 1948 release print), S1241. 
 
22. Women in our Time (1948) 
subject The role of women in Britain today; their achievements and activities 
since the Women's Movement won them emancipation 25 years ago. 
length 1,924 feet, trade show 6 October 1948, general release October 1948. 
source NFTVA print shown at the National Film Theatre, London, on 21 April 
1997, S1242. 
 
23.  Lancashire's Time for Adventure (1948) 
subject The cotton industry in Britain, its present state, the reasons for its 
decline and possible ways of improving it. 
length 1,931 feet, trade show 3 November 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2033599B (original 1948 release print), S1243. 
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24. Harvest from the Wilderness (1948) 
subject The work of the Groundnuts scheme in East Africa and its effects on the 
people of Tanganyika. 
length 1,877 feet, trade show 8 December 1948. 
source NFTVA print no. 2032552B (original 1948 release print), S1244. 
 
25. Struggle for Oil (1949) 
subject The importance of oil and the history of its use in the modern world, 
showing the Middle-East oil countries and their development. 
length 1,804 feet, trade show 26 January 1949, general release February 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030501B (original 1947 release print), S1245. 
 
26.  Europe's Fisheries in Danger (1949) 
subject The fishing industry and the problem of overfishing, and the work 
being done, particularly in Britain, to overcome it. 
length 1,826 feet, trade show 28 February 1949, general release March 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2028436B (original 1949 release print), S1246. 
 
27. Education for Living (1949) 
subject The work being done in Britain to provide better primary and 
secondary education, including the building of schools, training of more 
teachers and the introduction of new ideas in teaching methods. 
length 1,781 feet, trade show 20 April 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2028397B (original 1949 release print), S1247. 
 
28. Will Europe Unite? (1949) 
subject Discussion of the idea of the Union of Western Europe, raising some of 
the questions which would have to be settled to make union successful. 
length 1,864 feet, trade show 14 June 1949, general release July 1949. 
source NFTVA prints no. 205800A (reel 1) and 206084A (reel 2), combined-as-
mute (both archival triacetate reprints), S1248. 
 
29.  Gambling (1949) 
subject Gambling as a pastime and as an organised industry.  In Britain, it 
employs more than a third of a million people and is controlled by inconsistent 
and contradictory laws. 
length 1,842 feet, trade show 30 June 1949, general release August 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030113B (original 1949 release print), S1249. 
 
30. Fight for a Fuller Life (1949) 
subject The facilities available in Britain for further education, the variety of 
trades taught and the problems raised by the greatly increased demand. 
length 1,798 feet, trade show 16 August 1949, general release September 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 44311A (archival triacetate reprint), S13335. 
 
31. India and Pakistan (1949) 
subject The partition of India and its immediate results on the affairs of the two 
new countries. 
length 1,743 feet, trade show 4 October 1949, general release October 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2032702B (original 1949 release print), S13336. 
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32. Trieste - Problem City (1949) 
subject Report on the state of Trieste and the surrounding free territory and the 
three alternative forms of government which might ensure her prosperity in 
the future.  Directed by Sergei Nolbandov.1
length 1,860 feet, trade show 15 November 1949. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030703B (original 1949 release print), S13337. 
 
33. When You Went Away (1949) 
subject The increasing tendency of the British population toward longer 
holidays and its consequent effect on post-war leisure patterns. 
length 1,724 feet, trade show 10 January 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 2032693B (original 1949 release print), S13338. 
 
34. Report on Hong Kong (1950) 
subject The status of Hong Kong as a British outpost following the revolution in 
China, "where the world political struggle for and against Communism is now 
centred." 
length 1,700 feet, trade show 15 February 1950, general release March 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 2030679B (original 1950 release print), S13339. 
 
35. Riddle of Japan, The (1950) 
subject Post-war industrial development in Japan and the attempts by 
occupying American forces to establish a democratic political system.  If Japan 
were to regain independence, how long would this "freedom" last? 
length 1,890 feet, trade show 31 March 1950, general release April 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 47839A (1,873 feet, archival polyester reprint), S13340. 
 
36. Where Britain Stands (1950) 
subject Economic and social achievement in post-war Britain as she approaches 
the April 1950 general election. 
length 1,854 feet, trade show 7 June 1950, general release July 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 2024768B (original 1950 release print), S13341. 
 
37. True Face of Japan, The (1950) 
subject Whether or not the Japanese have undergone a "change of heart" and 
are embracing Western-style capitalism, or if their traditional religious and 
cultural beliefs will lead them once more into becoming "a power with which 
to reckon." 
length 1,918 feet, trade show 18 July 1950, general release 4 September 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 2022769B (original 1950 release print), S13342. 
 
38. New Zealand - A World Power (1950) 
subject An investigation into the political, racial and industrial problems of 
present-day New Zealand, the difficulties of attracting and helping 
immigrants, and solving the differences between the white and native 
populations. 
length 1,769 feet, trade show 6 September 1950, general release 23 October 1950. 
source No NFTVA viewing copy available, S13343. 

                                                            
1 The 1998 edition of the British Film Institute's Film Index International CD-ROM database cites 
Nolbandov as having personally directed this issue (no other TMA issues appear against his name).  
However, I have been unable to find any primary evidence (e.g. press releases or newspaper reviews) 
to confirm this claim, and my request to the BFI to clarify its source of information was not answered. 
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39. Future of One Million Africans, The (1950) 
subject Britain's status as a "benevolent protector" to the populations of 
Swaziland, Basutoland and Bechuanaland and the social reform she has 
initiated among their peoples who remain loyal to the British Crown. 
length 1,934 feet, trade show 18 October 1950, general release November 1950. 
source NFTVA print no. 2024768B (original 1950 release print), S13344. 
 
40. Fight in Malaya, The (1950) 
subject Explains the topographical, economic and social factors that have a 
bearing on the present unrest in Malaya, and discusses the Government's plan 
to rebuild industry and help the people settle down again to a peaceful life. 
Commentary spoken by Bruce Belfrage. 
length 1,932 feet, trade show 27 October 1950, general release December 1950. 
source No NFTVA viewing copy available, S13345. 
  
41. Turkey - Key to the Middle East (1950) 
subject A survey of the rapid growth of the Turkish republic since the rise to 
power of Kemal and the development of its agricultural and industrial 
production to make it an efficient and self-dependent nation. 
length 1,795 feet, general release January 1951. 
source NFTVA print no. 202775A, 769 feet (16mm NTD release print), S1250. 
 
 
Script Excerpts (see chapter 3) 
 
'Scotland Yard' (concluding sequence - from reel 2) 
 
103. C.S. Hughes having  Commentator 
 fingerprints taken.   "Hughes' fingerprints are now 
      taken..." 
 
104. Hughes' fingerprints on  "Magnified on the epidiascope until 
 epidiascope screen. every vital line is clear to the expert 

eye" 
 
105. C.S. DDI looking at screen.  "...Hughes' fingerprints are studied 
      against those found on the jemmy." 
 
106. C.S. Fingerprint chief looking "There is no mistake: this is the 
 at screen.     man." 
 
107. L.S. Assistant Commissioner Assistant Commissioner Howes 
 Howes at his desk.   "We all feel angry when our houses 
      or flats are broken into and goods in 
      short supply are stolen, but when we 
      buy goods under the counter we 
      forget we are pandering to the Black 
      Marketeer who gets his stuff from the 
      thieves in our midst." 
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108. C.S. Another shot same.  "These thieves flourish because of the 
      demand, and so the police have to re- 
      double their efforts to protect the 
      public from the result - that is, 
      swindling, larceny, robbery and, 
      occasionally, murder!" 
 
109. C.S. Plate on cell door. 
 
110. C.S. Hughes' hands.  Camera pans 
 up to his face - interior cell. 
 
111. L.S. Hughes interior cell. 
 
112. L.S. Police Constable sitting 
 outside cell. 
 
The End. 
 
 
'Palestine' (excerpt from reel 2) 
 
75. Palestine Police run to armoured Commentator 
 cars.    "1946." 
 
76. Palestine Police Officer in  "Britain was forced to increase her 
 armoured car.   garrison..." 
 
77. Armoured car driving off.  "...as Jewish terrorists bombed and 
      murdered." 
 
78. British troops in Bren gun  "Reluctant to hit back, Britain asked 
 carrier.    for United States co-operation in 
      finding the solution." 
 
79. British troops laying barbed "The Anglo-American enquiry 
 wire road barrier.   advised: 'Admit…" 
  
80. British soldier loading Bren gun. "...100,000 Jewish victims of the..." 
 
81. British soldier stopping car.  "...Nazis, improve Arab conditions.' 
      The United..." 
 
82. British soldier inspecting  "...States Government wouldn't help 
 driver's credentials.   to carry out the..." 
 
83. British soldier questioning  "...policy.  Britain would act, only 
 civilians.    when Arab..." 
 
84. Jewish settlement being  "...and Jew renounced their threats 
 searched for terrorists.  and violence.  Police and soldiers..." 
 
85. Ditto.    "...were first ordered to hunt out the 
      terrorists, search Jewish settlements. 
      'Don't help the British', was the 
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      instruction to every man, woman and 
      child." 
 
86. Ditto.    "Carefully organised non 
      co-operation." 
 
87. Ditto.    "The same group spirit, with which 
      they'd built the strong settlements, 
      was there again..." 
 
88. Ditto.    "...the tough solidarity.  Most of them 
      disapproved of the terrorists, but 
      wouldn't hand them over to the 
      British or even help to find them as 
      long as the gates of Palestine were 
      barred to immigrants." 
 
89. Palestine CID man looking on. 
 
90. Bulldozer searching Jewish  "Then the search for weapons.  Under 
 settlement for arms.  bales of straw," 
 
91. British soldiers with mine-  "under the good earth of settlements 
 detecting equipment.  was found another kind of..." 
 
92. British soldiers carrying out " ...Jewish strength.  All over 
Palestine 
 hidden arms.   illegal arms dumps were uncovered - 
      perhaps not all of them." 
 
93. Recovered arms lined up on ground. 
 
94. Ditto.    "This was the show-down.  The 
      terrorists struck again." 
 
95. King David Hotel, Jerusalem, blown up. 
 
96. Ditto.    "A wing of the King David Hotel, 
      Jerusalem, British Headquarters..." 
 
97. Ditto.    "...was blown up in 1946." 
 
[...] Concluding sequence: 
 
134. V.L.S. Palestine countryside "This land could house many more, 
 and town.    Jews and Arabs, if all could work 
      together, and if all nations work  
      together.  Britain has to safeguard..." 
 
135. Map of Middle East.  "...Commonwealth interests.  The US 
      has conflicting interests, which lead 
to 
      support for anti-British Jews at home, 
      and appeasment of Arabs for new 
      American oil concessions in Saudi- 
      Arabia.  Palestine is part of a Middle- 
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      East problem..." 
 
136. British naval vessel at sea, camera "...for which there is no solution as 
 panning to children bathing. long as there is rivalry between the 
      great powers.  Britain alone cannot 
      provide the solution." 
 
137. Arab children at Acre social  "The future of these children depends 
 centre.    on co-operation between Britain,..." 
 
138. Little girl dancing on pavement. "...America, Russia, France.  Striving 
to 
      develop the..." 
 
139. Ditto.    "...land, to check disease, to reconcile 
      Jew and Arab so that they can work 
      together for Palestine,..." 
 
140. Arab boys feeding chickens. "...Britain has, for twenty-five years, 
      been the scapegoat of the world." 
 
141. Children walking through  "But the world is tired of conflict.  It 
 orchard.    has a right to demand of statesman 
      that they make Palestine a land of 
      promise for all the people in this 
      modern age." 
 
The End. 
 
 
'Antarctic Whale Hunt' (sequence from reel 1) 
 
28. M.S. Captain of Baleana.  Commentator 
      "Old hand; new hands." 
 
29. M.S. Group of crew talking.  "Old hands, whalers from 
boyhood, 
      whose ancestors threw harpoons 
      from rowing boats." 
 
30. M.S. Group of crew talking.  "Whales never sleep, says 
one;..." 
 
31. Ditto.    "...Whales have ears as sharp as dogs, 
      says another.  Whales are graceful..." 
 
32. M.S. Crew washing sea boats. "...and dignified, says a third.  Whales 
      are devils who've cost many a good 
      man his life, says a fourth." 
 
33. M.S. Crew.  Mess deck.  "Talk of legendary whales.  One..." 
 
34. C.S. Crew eating.   "...scarred like an iceberg and 
      another..." 
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35. C.S. Crew passing potatoes.  "...whose spout turned into a 
white 
      cross against the sky." 
 
36. M.S. Mess deck.   "Talk of the immortal Moby Dick." 
 
37. L.S. Catcher.   "And on the catcher ships, too,..." 
 
38. C.S. Crew on Catcher.  "...old hands, new hands, talk of 
      whales,..." 
 
39. C.S. Ditto.    "...the life and tricks and habits of 
      whales, the blue whale,..." 
 
40. C.S. Radio operator.  "...the fin, the humpback, the sperm 
      and the killer;..." 
 
41. C.S. Crew sewing.   "...but mostly, talk of the money in 
      whales, the bonuses,..." 
 
42. C.S. Gunner on Bridge.  "...the £4,000 an ace-gunner can make 
      in four months' shooting,..." 
 
43. C.S. Mate.    "...and of the luck of the game." 
 
 
'The British - Are They Artistic?' (concluding sequence - from reel 2) 
 
Shots 76-79: Robert Donat seated on film set at Pinewood.  Donat: "Ladies and 
gentlemen, we all know that British films have made great advances.  The war 
forced us to face up to reality and truth, and we rose to the occasion.  But now 
I think we're in danger of getting smug about British films, and we can't afford 
to be smug.  Since the war we've made some very fine films - and we've also 
made some very bad ones. [cut to shot 77, C.U. Donat] There are still far too 
many producers who imagine that the public taste - your taste - is as low as 
their own.  We live in difficult times, challenging times, and in the 
entertainment business we have great responsibilities. [cut to shot 78, M.C.S. 
ditto] But we also have great opportunities.  Indeed, they've never been 
greater, and we must make the most of them.  But finally, you know, it's really 
up to you.  If you insist on the best you'll get it.  You ought to - you know.  
After all, you pay for it, don't you?" 
 
79. M.L.S. Adam Zero ballet.  Commentator 
      "Unquestionably up to us.  The choice 
      is wide." 
 
80. L.S. Roller skaters round rink. 
 
81. C.S. Ditto. 
 
82. L.S. Ditto. 
 
83. C.S. Ditto. 
 
84. Ditto. 
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85. C.S. Student sculpting woman's head. 
 
86. C.U. Ditto. 
 
87. "Freak" show notice. 
 
88. Pan L-R.  Painted show sign. 
 
89. M.S. Books on art. 
 
90. C.S. Trashy books [e.g. 'Bed for Beginners', 'Virgins from Hell']. 
 
91. Another shot.  Ditto. 
 
92. M.S. Man playing a piano. 
 
93. C.U. Playing piano. 
 
94. C.U. Inserting penny in slot of pin-table. 
 
95. C.U. Man at pin-table machine. 
 
96. C.U. Pulling trigger of  Commentator 
 pin-table machine.   "No ban on what you do..." 
 
97. Shooting down on pin-table "...with your spare time,..." 
 
98. Blonde girl smoking near  "...or your spare money - if you have 
 pin-table.    got…" 
 
99. Shooting down on pin-table. "...any.  The decision..." 
 
100. Blonde girl near pin-table.  "...is entirely..." 
 
101. C.S. Scores clocking up on  "...yours - in this modern age." 
 pin-table. 
 
102. Overhead shot - young people 
 jiving at Palais de Danse. 
 
103. M.L.S. Ballet - Adam Zero.     FADE OUT 
 
104. Title: "THE END.  Made by THIS MODERN AGE Ltd., London." 
 
 
'Where Britain Stands' (sequence from reel 1) 
 
126. Int. Watch making factory. 
 
127. Ditto.    Commentator 
      "To cut down other imports, Britain..." 
 
128. Ditto.    "...has widely extended..." 
 
129. Int. Largest lens and smallest "...industries like watches, lenses, 
 lens.    fertilisers..." 
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130. Int. Lenses being polished.  "...and margarine." 
 
131. Ditto. 
 
132. Ditto. 
 
133. Ditto. 
 
134. Ext.  Pan L-R loading ship with fertiliser. 
 
135. Ext.  Fertiliser falling into hold of ship. 
 
136. Int.  Margarine factory. 
 
137. Ditto. 
 
138. Ext.  Oil refinery.   "And to reduce expenditure on 
       petrol..." 
 
139. Ditto.    "...she has built new oil refineries..." 
 
140. Ditto.    "...and plants for synthetic petrol." 
 
141. Ditto. 
 
142. Ext.  Field - open cast residue. "These eyesores in the British..." 
 
143. Ditto.    "...countryside - which everybody..." 
 
144. Ext.  Walking crane at work. "...regrets - are the result of open 
      cast coal-mining and iron-ore 
      mining…" 
 
145. Ditto.    "...the one to reduce imports, the 
      other to increase exports.  Whether 
      the work can be done with less 
      damage is much…" 
 
146. Ext.  Open-cast coal mine.  "...argued about.  Turn now to the..." 
 
147. Ditto.    "...other side of Britain's struggle to 
      make ends meet." 
 
148. Title: "BRITAIN SENDS OVERSEAS ABOUT A THIRD OF THE 
   TOTAL EXPORTS OF ALL WESTERN EUROPE." 
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Appendix 2: The Bernstein 
Questionnaire Report, 1946-47 
 
 
Sidney Bernstein, the exhibition (and subsequently television) magnate who 
owned and operated the Granada chain during the 1930s and 40s, regularly 
circulated questionnaires among his customers.  Together with the material 
collected by Mass Observation, these questionnaires provide one of the few 
sources of evidence available which indicates how cinema audiences in the 
period covered by this thesis responded to the films they saw.  The results of this 
particular questionnaire were cited by Bernstein in his campaign to end the 
supplementary contract system of newsreel distribution (see chapter 2). 
 
 
Text of 1946-47 Questionnaire Report 
 
ABOUT THE BERNSTEIN FILM QUESTIONNAIRE
 
This is the sixth of a series of questionnaires (first started in 1927) which has been 
issued periodically by Mr. Sidney L. Bernstein to the patrons of the Granada 
Group of theatres with which he is associated, in London and the provinces.  The 
previous issue was in 1937.  It was planned to re-issue the questionnaire in 1940, 
but wartime conditions made it impossible to resume until 1946-7. 
 
The object of these questionnaires is to obtain a cross-section of the likes and 
dislikes of patrons in order to provide them with the best possible entertainment.  
The facts obtained are also made available to British and foreign film producers, 
cinema owners and those engaged in social services. 
 
Many weeks were spent in selecting the questions which comprise the 1946-7 
questionnaire, and consultations were held with various public opinion experts.  
Forms were distributed from 2 December 1946 and the closing date was 31 
December 1946.  The editors were engaged from 1 January 1947 until the end of 
March in analysing the results and preparing this report, which contains all the 
principal results and contrasts them, whenever possible, with the results of earlier 
Bernstein Questionnaires. 
 
Issued from 36 Golden Square, London, W1, April 1947. 
 
 
Question 1: Who are your favourite male film stars? 
 

The result of the voting placed the stars in the following order of 
popularity.  (Results of the 1937 Bernstein Questionnaire are placed 
alongside for comparison): 
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1946-47     1937 
 
1. James Mason  1. Gary Cooper 
2. Stewart Granger 2. Clark Gable 
3. Ray Milland  3. Charles Laughton 
4. Alan Ladd  4. Robert Taylor 
5. Bing Crosby  5. Ronald Colman 
6. John Mills  6. William Powell 
7. Laurence Olivier 7. Franchot Tone 
8. Humphrey Bogart 8. George Arliss 
9. Spencer Tracy  9. Frederic March 
10. Gary Cooper  10. Robert Donat 
11. Michael Redgrave 11. Leslie Howard 
12. Van Johnson  12. Fred Astaire 
13. Gregory Peck  13. Spencer Tracy 
14. Rex Harrison  14. Herbert Marshall 
15. Cornel Wilde  15. Robert Montgomery 
16. Roy Rogers  16. Wallace Beery 
17. David Niven  17. James Cagney 
18. Tyrone Power  18. Conrad Veidt 
19. Errol Flynn  19. Robert Young 
20. Walter Pidgeon  20. Warner Baxter 
21. Eric Portman  21. Fred MacMurray 
22. Dana Andrews  22. George Raft 
23. John Wayne  23. Victor McLaglan 
24. Paul Henreid  24. Jack Hulbert 
25. Michael Wilding 25. Errol Flynn 
26. Edward G. Robinson 26. John Boles 
27. Robert Donat  27. Bing Crosby 
28. Cary Grant  28. Jack Buchanan 
29. Ronald Colman  29. Will Hay 
30. Dennis Morgan  30. Edward G. Robinson 
 

Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 
1928    1932   1934
 
1. Ronald Colman 1. Ronald Colman 1. George Arliss 
2. Richard Dix  2. Clive Brook 2. Clark Gable 
3. Douglas Fairbanks 3. George Arliss 3. Wallace Beery 
4. Adolphe Menjou 4. Robert Montgomery 4. Clive Brook 
5. Syd Chaplin  5. Maurice Chavalier 5. Robert Montgomery 
6. Charlie Chaplin 6. John Boles 6. Ronald Colman 
 
Comment: It will be seen that great changes have taken place since the last 

questionnaire in 1937.  Out of the first 30 stars in the 1937 
questionnaire only seven find a place in the first 30 in the 1946-47 
questionnaire.  Most striking is the rise of British stars playing in 
British films who, for the first time, appear in first and second places, 
and compose nearly one-third of the first 30 names.  This preponderance 
is even more remarkable because James Mason received 27% of the votes 
cast, and Stewart Granger 8%.  While the first four names in the 1946-
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47 results did not figure at all in 1937, the fifth, Bing Crosby, has 
moved up from 27th place, while the former no. 1, Gary Cooper, has 
dropped to 10th place.  It should be pointed out that certain American 
stars, notably Robert Montgomery, Franchot Tone, Robert Taylor, 
Nelson Eddy and Clark Gable, who were highly placed in 1937, have 
been absent from Hollywood on war service and have no doubt suffered 
in consequence.  Robert Taylor was placed 24th, Nelson Eddy 36th and 
Clark Gable 38th this year. 

 
 
Question 2: Who are your favourite female film stars? 
 

The result of the voting placed the stars in the following order of 
popularity.  (Results of the 1937 Bernstein Questionnaire are placed 
alongside for comparison): 
 
1946-47     1937 
 
1. Margaret Lockwood 1. Norma Shearer 
2. Ingrid Bergman  2. Myrna Loy 
3. Bette Davis  3. Greta Garbo 
4. Phyllis Calvert  4. Ginger Rogers 
5. Greer Garson  5. Claudette Colbert 
6. Patricia Roc  6. Shirley Temple 
7. Vivien Leigh  7. Jessie Matthews 
8. Jeanne Crain  8. Kay Francis 
9. Joan Fontaine  9. Merle Oberon 
10. Dorothy McGuire 10. Loretta Young 
11. Anna Neagle  11. Jean Arthur 
12. Barbara Stanwyck 12. Marlene Dietrich 
13. Betty Grable  13. Gracie Fields 
14. Ann Todd  14. Elizabeth Bergner 
15. Claudette Colbert/ 15. Barbara Stanwyck 

Ida Lupino  16. Madeleine Carroll 
17. Deanna Durbin  17. Joan Crawford 
18. Rita Hayworth  18. Ann Harding 
19. Rosalind Russell 19. Jeanette MacDonald 
20. Gene Tierney  20. Jean Harlow 
21. Esther Williams  21. Carole Lombard 
22. Olivia de Havilland 22. Grace Moore 
23. Lana Turner  23. Katharine Hepburn 
24. Jean Kent  24. Sylvia Sidney 
25. Joan Leslie  25. Irene Dunne 
26. Loretta Young  26. Miriam Hopkins 
27. Ginger Rogers  27. Rosalind Russell 
28. Maureen O'Hara 28. Anna Neagle 
29. Betty Hutton  29. Janet Gaynor 
30. Sonja Henie  30. Bette Davis 
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Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 
1928    1932   1934
 
1. Dolores Del Rio/ 1. Norma Shearer 1. Norma Shearer 
 Betty Balfour  2. Constance Bennett 2. Marie Dressler 
3. Clara Bow  3. Marie Dressler 3. Greta Garbo 
4. Esther Ralston  4. Ruth Chatterton 4.
 Kay Francis 
5. Vilma Banky  5. Janet Gaynor 5. Marlene Dietrich 
6. Florence Vidor 6. Greta Garbo 6. Katharine Hepburn 
7. Mary Pickford1

 
Comment: Here again there are great changes to record.  Out of the first 30 stars in 

the 1937 Questionnaire, only seven find a place in the first 30 in the 
1946-47 Questionnaire.  For the first time a British star heads the list 
and four British stars who have made their names in British films are 
found in the first 10, together with two British-born stars (Greer Garson 
and Vivien Leigh) who have achieved fame through Hollywood.  The 
preponderance of voting for Margaret Lockwood is not as striking as in 
the case of James Mason.  She received 17% of the votes cast.  Ingrid 
Bergman received 16%.  Bette Davis, highest of the stars listed in 
previous years, was 30th in 1937.  Barbara Stanwyck, now 11th, was 15th 
in 1937.  Norma Shearer, long top of the list, but whose last film was 
made in 1942, did not appear in the first 50 this year. 

 
 
Question 3: Which film actors or actresses whom you have seen in comparatively 

small parts would you like to see in star roles? 
 

1. Jean Kent 
2. Patricia Roc 
3. Glynis Johns 
4. Eve Arden 
5. Jean Simmons 
6. Roland Culver 
7. Joan Davis 
8. Dennis Price 
9. Jeanne Crain 
10. Don Defore 

 
Comment: It will be noted that several of the above names also appear on the list of 

favourite stars, showing that the public is occasionally uncertain when 
players reach star rating.  This also suggests that these players would 
have attained higher positions had all their support been concentrated 
under one heading or the other.  Thus, for instance, Patricia Roc 
received sufficient votes from those people who considered her a star to 
put her sixth on the list in question 2.  Had those who voted for her in 
question 3 recorded their votes under question 2 instead, doubtless this 
star would have been still more highly placed. 

                                                            
1 The original document does not list a no. 7 ranking for 1932 and 1934. 
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Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 

    1937 
 

Male      Female 
 
1. Arthur Treacher  1. Una Merkel 
2. Eric Blore  2. Patsy Kelly 
3. James Stewart  3. Helen Broderick 
4. Ian Hunter  4. Isabell Jewell 
5. Joseph Calleia  5. Glenda Farrell 
6. Herbert Mundin 6. Betty Furness 
 
    1934 
 

Male      Female 
 
1. Frank McHugh/  1. Una Merkel 

Guy Kibbee  2. Jean Parker 
3. Franchot Tone  3. Glenda Farrell 
4. Otto Kruger  4. Aline McMahon 
5. Herbert Mundin 5. Dorothy Hyson 
6. Edward Horton  6. Frances Dee 

 
 
Question 4: Which kinds of full length films do you like most?  (Patrons were asked 

to put 'like very much', 'like moderately' or 'dislike' to eleven given 
categories) 

 
Persons saying 'like very much' 
 
1. Drama   66% 
2. Adventure  49% 
3. Crime   48% 
4. Music (Classical) 45% 
5. Comedies  40% 
6. Love Romance  33% 
7. Music (Swing)  31% 
8. Historical  30% 
9. Horror   28% 
10. Full Length Cartoons 22% 
11. Cowboy  20% 
 
In order that the figures shall be comparable, answers are given as a 
percentage of the persons recording an opinion on each category. 
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Persons saying 'dislike' 
 
1. Horror   38% 
2. Cowboy  31% 
3. Full Length Cartoons 30% 
4. Music (Swing)  29% 
5. Historical  28% 
6. Music (Classical) 20% 
7. Love Romance  18% 
8. Crime   11% 
9. Drama   8% 
10. Comedy  7% 
11. Adventure  3% 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 

1937      1934 
 
1. Thriller-Adventure 1. Thriller-Adventure 
2. Musical Comedy 2. Musical Comedy 
3. Comedy  3. Comedy 
4. Society Drama  4. Society Drama 
5. Historical  5. Love Romance 
6. Love Romance  6. Travel 
7. War   7. War 

 
Comment: It will be noted that various changes were made in the categories 

submitted.  It was decided not to include war films because it was felt 
that after the war, the vote, whichever way it went, would not be 
objective and therefore would be misleading.  Classical Music and Full 
Length Cartoons were included for the first time.  It was also felt that 
Crime stories deserved to be separated from Adventure, which usually 
implies an 'open air' type of story.  The most notable features are the rise 
of Drama to first place and the decline of Swing Musicals (the successor 
of Musical Comedy) from second to seventh place.  Indeed, films 
introducing Classical Music received about 50% more votes than Swing 
Musicals. 

 
Question 5: What kinds of short film do you like best?  (Patrons were asked to put 

'like very much', 'like moderately' or 'dislike' opposite eight given 
categories) 

 
Persons saying 'like very much' 
 
1. Cartoons   50% 
2. News Magazines  49% 
3. Travel    48% 
4. Sport    47% 
5. Musicals   40% 
6. Animal Life   36% 
7. Science    22% 
8. Social Developments  18% 
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Answers are given as a percentage of the persons recording an opinion 
on each category, in order that the figures can be compared.  Tabulation 
of persons saying 'dislike' yields a comparable result: 

 
1. Social Developments  37% 
2. Science    35% 
3. Musicals   20% 
4. Animal Life   18% 
5. News Magazines  13% 
6. Travel    12% 
7. Sport    11% 
8. Cartoons   10% 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaire (1937) 
 

1. Cartoons 
2. Travel 
3. Sport 
4. Musicals 
5. Science 
6. Industry 
7. Animal Life 

 
Comment: While Cartoons and Travel maintain their popularity, Animal Life has 

risen above Science.  The strength of the dislike for Science and Social 
Developments is comparable with that for Horror Films in the previous 
question. 

 
 
Question 6: How do you feel about the inclusion of short advertising films in the 

programme? 
 

Like  11% 
Don't mind 48% 
Dislike  40% 
Don't know 1% 
 

Comparison with Previous Questionnaire 
 
  In 1937, the question was: Do you object to short advertising films? 
 
  Yes  53% 
  No  47% 
 
Comment: The reframing of the question makes it clear that many people do not feel 

strongly either way, but of those who do feel strongly, only one person 
likes advertising films for every four who dislike them. 

 
 
Question 7: How do you feel about the short Government films on matters of public 

interest (e.g. Food Flashes, Health Measures, etc.)? 
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Like  27% 
Don't mind 53% 
Dislike  19% 
Don't know 1% 

 
Comment: Here again, indifference is the most prominent attitude, but approval is 

more marked than disapproval.  This question was not asked in previous 
questionnaires. 

 
 
Question 8: Does the fact that a film is in colour make an extra reason for: 
 

Going to it  80% 
Staying away from it 3% 
Don't know  17% 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaire 
 
  In 1937, the question was framed thus: 

(a) Do you like coloured feature talkies? 
 

Yes 62% 
No 38% 

 
(b) Would you rather that those you had seen had been 

photographed in  black and white in the ordinary way? 
 
Yes 45% 
No 55% 

 
Comment: The question was rephrased in the current questionnaire so as to 

determine not merely feelings about colour films, but how far these 
feelings actually affected cinemagoing.  The replies indicate a much more 
favourable reception to colour than 10 years ago, no doubt largely as a 
consequence of improved technical quality. 

 
 
Question 9: Do you think British films have, since 1939, 'Got Better', 'Got Worse', or 

'Not changed'? 
 

Got Better 96% 
Got Worse 1% 
Not changed 3% 

 
 
Question: Do you think that American films have, since 1939, 'Got Better', 'Got 

Worse', or 'Not changed' 
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Got Better 26% 
Got Worse 18% 
Not changed 56% 

 
Comment: While the public is almost unanimous that British films have improved 

since 1939, only 26% think that American films have done so.  This 
question was not asked in previous questionnaires. 

 
 
Question 10: What, in your opinion, are the good and bad points of each? (Patrons 

were asked to put 'Good' or 'Bad' opposite six given factors in film-
making). 

 
BRITISH FILMS    'Good'   'Bad'
 
Acting (stars)  96%  4% 
Choice of story  88%  12% 
Way story is told 81%  19% 
Dialogue  79%  21% 
Acting (small parts) 72%  28% 
Technical side  67%  33% 
    _______ 
 
    483% (out of possible 600%) 
 
AMERICAN FILMS  'Good'  'Bad'
 
Technical side  93%  7% 
Acting (stars)  89%  11% 
Acting (small parts) 77%  23% 
Way story is told 60%  40% 
Choice of story  57%  43% 
Dialogue  56%  44% 
    _______ 
 
    432% (out of possible 600%) 

 
In order that the results shall be comparable, they are expressed as 
percentages of the persons replying to each section of the question. 

 
Comment: These results reflect favourably on British films, especially when the size 

of the vote for each group is taken into consideration.  Thus approval of 
choice of story is more than 50% stronger in the cases of British films 
than in the case of American.  Moreover, the dissatisfaction with 
American stories extends to more than one half of the replies, and also 
applies to American dialogue, so often praised by film critics for its 
realism and humour.  Again, although small part actors appear low in 
the British list, the voting they receive is numerically almost the same as 
in the case of American small part players.  This question was not asked 
in previous questionnaires. 
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Question 11: What is your opinion of the newsreels issued since the war ended? - 

'Good', 'Fair', or 'Poor'? 
 

Good  41% 
Fair  49% 
Poor  8% 
Don't know 2% 

 
This question was not asked in previous questionnaires. 
 
 
Question 12: Who is your favourite film director, if any?  (Results of the 1937 

Bernstein Questionnaire are placed alongside for comparison). 
 
1946-47     1937 
 
1. Alfred Hitchcock 1. Frank Capra 
2. Herbert Wilcox  2. Sir Alexander Korda 
3. Leo McCarey  3. W.S. Van Dyke 
4. Anthony Asquith 4. Alfred Hitchcock 
5. Sir Alexander Korda 5. Frank Lloyd 
6. David Lean  6. Cecil B. DeMille 
7. Noël Coward  7. Tom Walls 
8. Gabriel Pascal  8. Ernst Lubitsch 
9. Orson Welles  9. Herbert Wilcox 
10. Frank Capra  10. Mervyn LeRoy 
11. Michael Powell  11. Henry Hathaway 
12. Compton Bennett 12. Victor Saville 

 
Comment: British directors take eight of the first twelve places.  Twenty per cent of 

patrons who named a director at all chose Hitler.  Capra's low position is 
doubtless due to his absence from Hollywood on war service.  As in 
previous years, a large proportion of those replying named producers. 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 

1932      1934 
 
1. Ernst Lubitsch  1. Sir Alexander Korda 
2. Tom Walls  2. Tom Walls 
3. Lewis Milestone  3. Ernst Lubitsch 
4. Alfred Hitchcock 4. Victor Saville 
5. D.W. Griffith  5. Cecil B. DeMille 
6. Cecil B. DeMille  6. Josef von Sternberg 
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Question 13: What length of cinema programme suits you best, providing the price is 
the same? 

 
2 hours  2% 
2½ hours 14% 
3 hours  68% 
3½ hours 15% 
Don't know 1% 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaire (1934) 
 

2 hours  1% 
2½ hours 6% 
3 hours  50% 
3½ hours 34% 
4 hours  9% 

 
Comment: Three hours remains the most popular length but the emphasis has 

become nearly one-third greater, demand for other programme lengths 
being much reduced. 

 
 
Question 14: What is the earliest time which would suit you for the start of the last 

complete performance? 
 

6.30pm  9% 
6.45pm  6% 
7.00pm  24% 
7.15pm  19% 
7.30pm  25% 
7.45pm  7% 
8.00pm  10% 

 
Comment: The inclusion of this question was prompted by the difficulty currently 

encountered by cinemas of fitting in a full-length programme between 
the time of the evening meal and the last bus home.  The results are 
surprising as they do not follow the usual pattern of a maximum vote for 
one particular time, with declining demand for times on either side of it.  
Apparently one section of the public eats at around 6 o'clock and another 
around 6.40.  The demand for a 6.30 start probably comes from those 
who eat after attending the cinema, whilst those workers who have first 
to get home by train and therefore eat later, demand a later start.  The 
number of persons not replying to this question was less than 1%, and it 
was not asked in previous questionnaires. 

 
 
Question 15: What kind of programme do you prefer?  (Patrons were given the 

following alternatives) - 
 
 
 

One long film, newsreel, short and organ solo 20% 

273 



Appendix 2 

Two features, newsreel and short  46% 
Two features, newsreel and organ solo  34% 
Don't know     Less than 1% 

 
Comment: This question was designed to elicit two kinds of information.  First: Do 

people prefer single or double feature programmes, and, if the latter, do 
they want an organ solo, even if it means doing without a short film in 
order to include it?  The results show a heavy majority want double 
features, while those who perfer a short film outnumber those who want 
an organ solo by 50%. 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 
In previous years the question asked was: "Which do you prefer?  Two big pictures of 
normal length or one 'super' picture lasting more than two hours, supported by short 
films? 
 

1937 1934
 
Two 'big' pictures of normal length 84% 79% 
One 'super' supported by short films 16% 21% 

 
Comment: Thus it appears that the demand for double features continues ubabated. 
 

In 1934, patrons were also asked: Do you like an organ solo in the 
programme? 

 
Yes 85% 
No 15% 

 
Comment: Unless there has been a marked change of feeling about organs, this 

suggests that, whereas people like them as a bonus over and above the 
films, only about one-third are prepared to sacrifice a film to have them. 

 
 
Question 16: (a) Do you regularly listen to the BBC film criticisms? 
 
 Yes  69% 
 No  31% 
 

(b) If so, do you find them a good or a bad guide? 
 
Good  23% 
Moderate 69% 
Bad  7% 
No reply 1% 
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Comparison with Previous Questionnaire 
 
  Only question A was asked in 1937.  The replies were: 
 
  Yes  41.5% 
  No  58.5% 
 
Comment: The proportion of listeners has risen by 66% since 1937. 
 
 
Question 17: How often, on the average, do you go to cinemas at this time of year 

(mid-winter)? 
 
  More than twice a week  24%) 
  Twice a week   40%) 93% 
  Once a week   29%) 
  Once a fortnight  5% 
  Once a month   2% 
  Less than once a month  less than 1% 
 
Comment: Of those replying, 93% said that, in mid-winter, they go at least once a 

week.  In interpreting this figure it must be borne in mind that a 
questionnaire distributed over a two-week period naturally intercepts 
more of the frequent than of the infrequent attenders. 

 
Comparison with Previous Questionnaires 
 
  1946-47  1937   1934 
  
 More than three times a week 24% 5% 3%    
 Three times a week  n/a 16% 12% 
 Twice a week  40% 45% 43% 
 Once a week  29% 30% 37% 
 Once a fortnight  5% ) ) ) 
 Once a month  2% ) 7% ) 4% ) 5% 
 Less than once a month        ) ) ) 

   
Comment: The proportion of very frequent visitors seems to be rising at the expense 

of the moderately frequent visitors, while the infrequent visitors are, if 
anything, more numerous. 

 
 
Question 18: If you go to the cinema once a month or more often, which of the 

following statements best describes your normal cinema-going habits? 
 

a) I always go to a particular cinema whatever the film 
b) I always go to a particular cinema but only when I think 

 I will like the film 
c)  I go to cinemas regularly, choosing the one with the best film 
d)  I only go to cinemas when there is a film I want to see 
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Result of Voting 
 

a) I always to go a particular cinema 15% 
b) Only when I think I will like the film 21% 
c) I go to the cinema with the best film 49% 
d) I only go to cinemas when there is 21% 

a film I want to see 
 
Note: The figures add up to more than 100% because some people ticked more 

than one alternative.  Persons not replying numbered less than 1%. 
 
Comment: There is apparently a hard core of regular cinema-goers whatever the 

programme offered, while at the other end of the scale there is a floating 
population which is only bought to the cinema by films which exercise a 
special appeal.  This floating population numbers one in five of all those 
filling in the questionnaire.  This question was not asked in previous 
questionnaires. 

 
 
Question 19: If you always go to a particular cinema, is it because you think it: 
 

Has the best films  66.4% 
Is the easiest to get to  15.1% 
Is the most comfortable  31.7% 

 
Notes:  (a) The figures add up to more than 100% because some people ticked 

more than one alternative, (b) the figures represent percentages of those 
replying to the question.  Only those who had answered affirmatively to 
either of the first two alternatives in the previous question were intended 
to reply, but in fact many others did so. 

 
Comment: Comfort is seen to be a very considerable factor in influencing 

attendance. 
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Question 20: What is your opinion of the following films?  In this question, patrons 
were given the names of 36 films and asked to mark them 'Outstanding', 
'Good', 'Fair' or 'Bad'.  The list was not composed of the 36 most likely to 
be found outstanding, hence it omits some foregone favourites and 
includes other productions of a more unpredictable character.  Though 
placed, for purposes of comparison, in order of rank below, it must be 
emphasised that the list is not a list of the 36 best films since the war. 

 
Note: British films are shown in bold.  Underlined films: The True Glory 

was a combined Anglo-American production, and The Last Chance 
was made in Switzerland. 

 
     Outstanding Good  Fair  Bad  
 
1. The Way to the Stars  73%  23% 4% 0% 
2. The Seventh Veil   69%  26% 4% 1% 
3. The Captive Heart   56%  35% 8% 1% 
4. The Lost Weekend   55%  31% 11% 3% 
5. The Wicked Lady   51%  36% 10% 3% 
6. The Rake's Progress /  47%)  41%) 10%) 2%) 
 The True Glory   47%)  40%) 11%) 2%) 
8. Spellbound /   46%)  41%) 11%) 2%) 
 The Bells of St. Mary's  46%)  41%) 11%) 2%) 
10. Mildred Pierce   45%  41% 12% 2% 
11. Henry V    42%  25% 20% 13% 
12. Valley of Decision   41%  45% 12% 2% 
13. State Fair    39%  43% 15% 3% 
14. They were Sisters /   37%)  48%) 13%) 2%) 
 Brief Encounter   37%)  42%) 17%) 4%) 
16. The Last Chance   36%  41% 21% 2% 
17. Leave Her to Heaven  34%  44% 18% 4% 
18. The Spiral Staircase /  33%)  49%) 15%) 3%) 
 Mr. Skeffington /   33%)  45%) 18%) 4%) 
 The Picture of Dorian Gray  33%)  41%) 20%) 6%) 
21. I Live in Grosvenor Square / 30%)  51%) 17%) 2%) 
 A Tree Grows in Brooklyn /  30%)  48%) 19%) 3%) 
 Wonder Man   30%)  40%) 22%) 8%) 
24. Caravan    29%  49%) 18%) 4%) 
25. London Town   28%  41% 23% 8% 
26. Perfect Strangers   27%  53% 18% 2% 
27. The House on 92nd Street /  24%)  48%) 23%) 5%) 
 Dead of Night   24%)  47%) 24%) 5%) 
29. The Blue Dahlia   23%  23% 21% 3% 
30. Bedelia    21%  52% 24% 3% 
31. Cæsar and Cleopatra  20%  38% 30% 12% 
32. Saratoga Trunk   19%  47% 27% 7% 
33. The Road to Utopia  16%  51% 28% 5% 
34. The Dolly Sisters   15%  41% 33% 11% 
35. Tonight and Every Night  14%  49% 32% 5% 
36. The Three Caballeros  12%  30% 40% 18% 
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Question 21: Have you any ideas for the improvement of cinema entertainment and 
management generally?  A count was made of some of the more 
frequently made suggestions.  These are arranged below in order of 
frequency. 

 
1. Provide cover for queues 
2. Ban young children 
3. Have contests, competitions etc. 
4. Stage shows 
5. Fewer organ shows 
6. More organ shows 
7. No smoking 
8. More leg space 
9. Complaints about theatre staff talking 
10. Have intervals between performances 
11. Warmer theatres 
12. Better ventilation 
13. Show more British films 
14. Introduce bookable seats 
15. Complaints about draughts 
16. Sell ice cream 
17. Don't sell ice cream 
18. Reduce admission prices 
19. Stop usherettes flashing their torches 
20. Put cast at end of film 
21. Control chattering among patrons 
22. Put lights at end of each row 
23. Have more questionnaires 
24. Put clock where it can be seen 
25. Don't show two films of same type 
26. Show French films 
27. Install crêche or nursery 
28. Don't let trailers oversell films 

 
No suggestions - 17% 

 
Comment: A significant number felt strongly that the national anthem should be 

played when the theatre opens for the afternoon performance and not 
after the final performance at night.  Among the more unusual 
suggestions made was a request for "special cinemas equipped with 
seating to cope with fat people."  Other patrons asked for moving stairs 
up to the circle and for the distribution of free choc-ices.  Other ingenious 
suggestions were central heating under each seat "like in trains" and "a 
battery of lifts operating from beneath the stalls in order to hoist 
latecomers straight into their seats without distrurbing other patrons."  
In the cause of realism, one member of the public demanded that actors 
"should get a proportion of wrong numbers when making telephone calls 
on the screen."  And one cinema-goer demanded that performances "be 
lengthened at both ends." 
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This list includes all films cited in the text apart from the This Modern Age 
series (see appendix 1).  The following information is given: country of 
production (if other than UK), year of production, year of first UK theatrical 
release (if different), production company, first UK theatrical distributor (if 
applicable), producer, director, the names of principal cast members where 
they are known (in the case of fiction films and documentaries in which 
actors appeared) and archival sources consulted by the author.  Where off-air 
recordings were used for the research, the date and channel of each broadcast 
is cited.  This is due to the common practice among broadcasters of cutting 
films, especially those transmitted at off-peak periods, in order to make them 
fit a given time slot.  The provenance of such recordings, therefore, must be 
regarded as questionable in comparison with that of archival film prints, the 
completeness (or otherwise) of which is almost always properly documented. 
  
Films indicated with an asterisk were not commercially distributed in the UK 
at the time of their release.  Films indicated with two asterisks were 
distributed theatrically for the MOI/COI by National Screen Services on a 
non-profit basis.  Credits given for newsreels refer only to the period 
addressed by this thesis. 
 
 

Section 1: Feature films and documentaries 
 
Non-fiction films produced, commissioned or financially 
supported by British government agencies 
 
Blue Scar (1949) 
Outlook Films/British Lion, prod. Wiliam MacQuitty, dir. Jill Craigie. 
 
Bridge, The (1946)* 
DATA, prod. Donald Alexander, dir. Jack Dean Chambers. 
 
Children of the City (1944)** 
Paul Rotha Productions, prod. Paul Rotha, dir. Budge Cooper. 
 
Children On Trial (1946) 
Crown Film Unit/ABFD, prod. J.B. Holmes, dir. Jack Lee, 
cast Julia Lang & non-professionals 
source NFTVA print no. 45011C, 5,580 feet (35mm). 
 
City Speaks, A (1947) 
Films of Fact/GFD, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha, 
source NFTVA print no. 2030927G (a 1947 release print), 6,076 feet. 
 
Close Quarters (1944) 
Crown Film Unit/ABFD, prod. J.B. Holmes, dir. Jack Lee. 
source IWM print viewed at their premises on 8 August 1996. 

  



Filmography 

Coastal Command (1942) 
Crown Film Unit/Paramount, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. J.B. Holmes. 
source VHS recording published by DD Video Ltd. (London, 1994). 
 
Cumberland Story, The (1947) 
Crown Film Unit/ABFD, prod. Alexander Shaw, dir. Humphrey Jennings. 
 
Dancing Fleece, The (1951)* 
Crown Film Unit, prod. Frederick Wilson & Carl Koch, dir. Frederick Wilson, 
source NFTVA print no. 202225A, 659 feet (16mm NTD release print). 
 
Daybreak in Udi (1949) 
Crown Film Unit/GFD, prod. Max Anderson, dir. Terry Bishop. 
 
Defeated People, A (1946) 
Crown Film Unit/Columbia, prod. Basil Wright, dir. Humphrey Jennings. 
 
Desert Victory (1943) 
Army Film Unit/GFD, prod. David Macdonald, dir. Roy Boulting. 
 
Dim Little Island (1948) 
Wessex Film Productions/Grand National, prod. & dir. Humphrey Jennings, 
source NFTVA print no. 202384A, 954 feet (a 1948 release print). 
 
Drifters (1929) 
Empire Marketing Board/New Era, prod. & dir. John Grierson. 
 
Fires Were Started (1943) 
Crown Film Unit/GFD, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. Humphrey Jennings, 
cast Members of the Auxiliary Fire Service. 
 
Four Men in Prison (1949)* 
Crown Film Unit, prod. John Taylor, dir. Max Anderson, 
source NFTVA print no. 45011C, 3,678 feet. 
 
Harvest Shall Come, The (1941) 
Realist Film Unit, ICI/ABFD, prod. Basil Wright, dir. Max Anderson. 
 
Journey Together (1945) 
RAF Film Unit/United Artists, prod. & dir. John Boulting, 
cast Richard Attenborough, John Watling, Edward G. Robinson. 
 
Land of Promise (produced 1944-45, released 1946) 
Films of Fact/Film Traders Ltd., prod. & dir. Paul Rotha, 
cast John Mills, Miles Malleson, Frederick Allen, Herbert Lomas. 
source NFTVA print no. 2033678G, 5,939 feet (a 1946 release print). 
 
Listen to Britain (1941) 
Crown Film Unit/TCF, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. Humphrey Jennings. 
 
New Lot, The (1943)* 
Army Kinematograph Service, prod. Thorold Dickinson, dir. Carol Reed. 
 
Night Mail (1935) 
GPO Film Unit/New Era, prod. John Grierson, dir. Harry Watt & Basil Wright. 
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North Sea (1938) 
GPO Film Unit/ABFD, prod. Alberto Cavalcanti, dir. Harry Watt. 
 
Pool of Contentment (1947) 
Public Relationship Films/Film Traders Ltd., dir. Richard Massingham. 
 
School for Danger (1947) 
RAF Film Unit/United Artists, dir. Edward Baird. 
 
Stomach Worms in Sheep (1946) 
Films of Great Britain Ltd. for COI, no credits available. 
 
Target for Tonight (1941) 
Crown Film Unit/ABFD, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. Harry Watt. 
 
They Met in London (1941) 
Paul Rotha Productions/Paramount, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha. 
 
True Glory, The (1945) 
Army Film Unit/Warner Bros., dir. Carol Reed & Garson Kanin. 
 
Tunisian Victory (1944) 
British and American Service Film Units/GFD, dir. John Huston et al. 
 
Waverley Steps (1949) 
Greenpark Productions/ABFD, prod. Paul Fletcher, dir. John Eldridge, 
source NFTVA print no. 2019662B, 2,773 feet (a 1949 release print). 
 
Western Approaches (1944) 
Crown Film Unit/British Lion, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. Pat Jackson, 
cast P.J. Pycraft, Sir Eric Fullerton, Eric Baskeyfield, Pat Jackson. 
source Retail videotape published by DD Video Ltd. (London, 1994) 
 
World is Rich, The (1947) 
Films of Fact/British Lion, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha. 
source NFTVA print no. 2017218E, 4,506 feet.  The version released by British 
Lion ran 3,209 feet, suggesting that this is a post-production workprint. 
 
World of Plenty (1943) 
Paul Rotha Productions/Paramount, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha. 
source NFTVA print no. 2035342E, 4,131 feet (a 1943 release print). 
 
 
Non-fiction films produced commercially or privately sponsored 
 
XIVth Olympiad: The Glory of Sport (1948) 
Castleton Knight Productions/GFD, prod. & dir. Castleton Knight, 
source NFTVA print no. 2025094H (a 1948 dye-transfer US release print), 
43489H (a polyester viewing copy of the 1992 restoration). 
 
90° South (1933) 
Antarctic Film Trust/New Era, prod. & dir. Herbert G. Ponting. 
source Retail videotape published by Connoisseur Video Ltd. (London, 1994). 
 
Conquest of the Air (produced 1938, re-edited and released 1940) 
London Films/United Artists, prod. Alexander Korda, dir. Zoltan Korda, 

  



Filmography 

cast Laurence Olivier, Franklin Dyall, Henry Victor, Hay Petrie. 
source C4, tx. 9 April 1997 (1940 version, author's recording). 
 
Housing Problems (1935)* 
British Commercial Gas Association, prod. & dir. Edgar Anstey & Arthur Elton. 
 
Elephant Boy (1937) 
London Films/United Artists, prod. Alexander Korda, dir. Robert Flaherty, 
cast Sabu, Walter Hudd, Allan Jeayes, W.E. Holloway, Wilfrid Hyde White. 
 
Enough to Eat (1936)* 
Gas, Light and Coke Company, prod. & dir. Edgar Anstey. 
 
Every Day Except Christmas (1957) 
Graphic Films/MGM, prod. Leon Clore & Karel Reisz, dir. Lindsay Anderson. 
 
Family Portrait, A (1950) 
Wessex Films/British Lion, prod. Ian Dalrymple, dir. Humphrey Jennings, 
source NFTVA print no. 2043099A, 2,182 feet (a 1950 release print). 
 
Fourth Estate, The (produced 1940, released 1970)* 
Realist Film Unit/British Film Institute, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha. 
 
Great White Silence, The (1924) 
dist. New Era, prod. & dir. Herbert Ponting. 
 
Man of Aran (1934) 
Gainsborough/Gaumont-British, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Robert Flaherty, 
cast Colman King, Maggie Dirrane, Michael Dillane, Pat Mullin. 
source C4, tx. 28 July 1990 (author's recording). 
 
Moana (US 1924) 
Paramount/Famous Players-Lasky, prod. Jesse M. Lasky, dir. Robert Flaherty. 
 
Nionga (1925) 
prod. Stoll Film Company (no credits available). 
 
Ninety Degrees South (1933) - see 90° South 
 
Olympische Spiele (Germany 1938) - released in the UK as Olympia 
Olympia-Film GmbH, prod. & dir. Leni Riefenstahl. 
 
Out of Chaos (1944) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. Sydney Box, dir. Jill Craigie. 
 
Peace Film, The (1936) - also known as Peace of Britain* 
Freenat Films Ltd /Dofil, prod. & dir. Paul Rotha. 
 
Queen is Crowned, A (1953) 
Rank Film Productions/Rank Film Distributors, prod. & dir. Castleton Knight. 
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River, The (US 1938)* 
US National Resettlement Association, prod. & dir. Pare Lorentz. 
The first UK release of this film was by the British Film Institute in 1977. 
 
Stampede (1930) 
British Instructional Films/Pro Patria, prod. & dir. C. Court Treatt. 
 
Theirs is the Glory (1946) 
Castleton Knight/GFD, prod. Castleton Knight, dir. Brian Desmond Hurst. 
source NFTVA print no. 2027304I, 7,372 feet (a 1946 release print). 
 
Three Dawns to Sydney (1949) 
Greenpark Productions/ABFD, prod. Ralph Keene, dir. John Eldridge, 
source NFTVA print no. 2029369F, 5,287 feet (a 1949 release print). 
 
Victory Parade (1946) 
Gaumont-British News/GFD, prod. & dir. L. Castleton Knight, 
source NFTVA print no. 202189A, 541 feet (16mm, b/w 1946 NTD reduction 
print of a Technicolor original). 
 
Way We Live, The (1946) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. William MacQuitty, dir. Jill Craigie, 
cast Peter Willes, Patsy Scantlebury, Francis Lunt, Verena Chaffé. 
source NFTVA print no. 43129D, 5,748 feet (35mm), viewed 3 June 1996. 
 
 
Fiction films 
 
Battle of the River Plate, The (1956) 
Rank Productions/Rank Film Distributors, prod. & dir. Powell & Pressburger, 
cast John Gregson, Anthony Quayle, Peter Finch, Bernard Lee. 
 
Brief Encounter (1946) 
Cineguild/GFD, prod. Anthony Havelock-Allan, dir. David Lean, 
cast Celia Johnson, Trevor Howard, Stanley Holloway, Joyce Carey. 
 
Bronenosets Potyomkin ('Battleship Potemkin', USSR 1925)* 
Goskino/New Era, prod. Yakov Bliokh, dir. Sergei Eisenstein.  New Era 
imported and subtitled the film, but due to a BBFC ban it was only exhibited 
by the Film Society.  Its first UK theatrical release was by Contemporary Films 
in 1967. 
 
Cæsar and Cleopatra (1946) 
Independent Producers/GFD, prod. & dir. Gabriel Pascal, 
cast Claude Rains, Vivien Leigh, Cecil Parker, Stuart Grainger. 
 
Canterbury Tale, A (1944) 
The Archers/GFD/Eagle-Lion, prod. & dir. M. Powell & E. Pressburger, 
cast Eric Portman, Shiela Sim, John Sweet, Dennis Price, Esmond Knight. 
 
Convoy (1940) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Sergei Nolbandov, dir. Penrose Tennyson, 
cast Clive Brook, John Clements, Edward Chapman, Judy Campbell. 
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Dead End (US 1937) 
Samuel Goldwyn Co /MGM, prod. Samuel Goldwyn, dir. William Wyler, 
cast Joel McCrea, Sylvia Sydney, Humphrey Bogart, Wendy Barrie, 
source C4, tx. 26 April 1997 (author's recording). 
 
Dead of Night (1946) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Sidney Cole & John Croydon, dir. Alberto Cavalcanti et al., 
cast Mervyn Johns, Roland Culver, Mery Merrall, Judy Kelly. 
 
Edge of the World, The (1937) 
Joe Rock Productions/BIED, prod. Joe Rock, dir. Michael Powell, 
cast John Laurie, Belle Crystall, Eric Berry, Finlay Currie, Niall Macginnis. 
 
Fire Over England (1937) 
London Films/United Artists, prod. Erich Pommer, dir. William K. Howard, 
cast Flora Robson, Laurence Olivier, Leslie Banks, Vivien Leigh. 
 
For Freedom (1940) 
Gainsborough/GFD, prod. Edward Black, dir. Maurice Elvey, Castleton Knight, 
cast Will Fyffe, Anthony Hulme, E.V.H. Emmett, Guy Middleton. 
 
For Those in Peril (1943) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Charles Crichton, 
cast David Farrar, Ralph Michael, Robert Wyndham, John Slater. 
 
Forty Ninth Parallel (1941) 
MOI, Ortus Films/GFD, prod. John Sutro, dir. Michael Powell, 
cast Eric Portman, Laurence Olivier, Anton Walbrook, Leslie Howard. 
source C4, tx. 17 July 1994 (author's recording). 
 
Halfway House, The (1944) 
Ealing Studios/ABFD, prod. Alberto Cavalcanti, dir. Basil Dearden, 
cast Mervyn Johns, Glynis Johns, Françoise Rosay, Tom Walls, Alfred 
Drayton. 
 
Henry V (1945) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. Filippo del Giudice, dir. Laurence Olivier, 
cast Laurence Olivier, Robert Newton, Leslie Banks, Renée Asherson. 
source BBC2, tx. 31 March 1997 (author's recording). 
 
Holiday Camp (1947) 
Gainsborough/GFD, prod. Sydney Box, dir. Kenneth Annakin, 
cast Jack Warner, Kathleen Harrison, Flora Robson, Dennis Price. 
source BBC2, tx. 17 March 1997 (author's recording). 
 
In Which We Serve (1942) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. Noël Coward, dir. Noël Coward & David Lean, 
cast Noël Coward, Bernard Miles, John Mills, Celia Johnson, Kay Walsh. 
 
It Always Rains on Sunday (1947) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Robert Hamer, 
cast Googie Withers, Edward Chapman, Susan Shaw, Patricia Plunkett. 
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Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, The (1943) 
The Archers/GFD, prod. & dir. Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, 
cast Roger Livesey, Anton Walbrook, Deborah Kerr, Roland Culver, 
source BBC2, tx. 9 October 1993 (author's recording). 
 
Livingstone (1925) 
Hero Films/Stoll, prod. & dir. M.A. Wetherell, 
cast M.A. Wetherell. 
 
Lodger, The (1926, first theatrical release 1927) 
prod. co. & dist. Gainsborough, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 
cast Ivor Novello, June, Marie Ault, Arthur Chesney, Malcolm Keen. 
source C4, tx. 16 August 1995 (author's recording). 
 
London Town (1946) 
Wesley Ruggles Productions/GFD, prod. & dir. Wesley Ruggles, 
cast Sid Field, Greta Gynt, Kay Kendall, Tessie O'Shea, Claude Hulbert. 
 
Matter of Life and Death, A (1946) 
The Archers/GFD, prod. & dir. Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, 
cast David Niven, Kim Hunter, Roger Livesey, Marius Goring, 
source BBC2, tx. 17 March 1997 (author's recording). 
 
Men of Two Worlds (1946) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. John Sutro, dir. Thorold Dickinson, 
cast Eric Portman, Phyllis Calvert, Robert Adams, Orlando Martins. 
source C4, tx. 29 March 1988 (recording held in Exeter University library). 
 
Millions Like Us (1943) 
Gainsborough/GFD, prod. Edward Black, dir. Frank Launder, Sidney Gilliat, 
cast Patricia Roc, Eric Portman, Ann Crawford, Gordon Jackson. 
source C4, tx. 25 September 1996 (author's recording). 
 
Night In Paradise, A (US 1946) 
Universal/GFD, prod. Walter Wanger, dir. Arthur Lubin, 
cast Merle Oberon, Turhan Bey, Thomas Gomez, Gale Sondergaard. 
 
Odd Man Out (1946) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. & dir. Carol Reed, 
cast James Mason, Robert Newton, Kathleen Ryan, F.J. McCormick. 
source BBC2, tx. 28 October 1995 (author's recording). 
 
Passport to Pimlico (1949) 
Ealing Studios/GFD, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Henry Cornelius. 
cast Stanley Holloway, Betty Warren, Barbara Murray, Paul Dupuis. 
source BBC2, tx. 8 March 1990 (author's recording). 
 
Private Life of Henry VIII, The (1933) 
London Films/United Artists, prod. & dir. Alexander Korda, 
cast Charles Laughton, Elsa Lanchester, Robert Donat, Merle Oberon. 
 
Proud Valley, The (1939) 
CAPAD/ABFD, prod. Sergei Nolbandov, dir. Penrose Tennyson, 
cast Paul Robeson, Edward Chapman, Edward Rigby, Rachel Thomas. 
source C4, tx. 9 July 1996. (author's recording). 
Red Shoes, The (1948) 
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The Archers/GFD, prod. & dir. Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, 
cast Moira Shearer, Anton Walbrook, Marius Goring. Robert Helpmann. 
 
Remembrance (1927) 
British Independent/UK Photoplays Ltd., prod. & dir. Bert Wynne, 
cast Rex Davis, Violet Hopson, Alf Goddard, Hayford Hobbs. 
 
San Demetrio, London (1943) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Robert Hamer, dir. Charles Frend, 
cast Walter Fitzgerald, Mervyn Johns, Ralph Michael, Robert Beatty. 
source C4, tx. 6 November 1998 (author's recording). 
 
Seven Days to Noon (1950) 
London Films/British Lion, prod. Roy Boulting, dir. John Boulting. 
cast Barry Jones, Olive Sloane, André Morell, Joan Hickson, Shiela Manahan. 
source C4, tx. 16 February 1996 (author's recording). 
 
Ships with Wings (1941) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. S.C. Balcon, dir. Sergei Nolbandov, 
cast John Clements, Leslie Banks, Jane Baxter, Ann Todd. 
 
Small Back Room, The  (1949) 
London Films/British Lion, prod. Alexander Korda, dir. Powell & Pressburger, 
cast David Farrar, Kathleen Byron, Jack Hawkins, Leslie Banks. 
source C4, tx. 25 November 1992 (author's recording). 
 
There Ain't No Justice (1939) 
CAPAD/ABFD, prod. Sergei Nolbandov, dir. Penrose Tennyson, 
cast Jimmy Hanley, Edward Rigby, Mary Clare, Edward Chapman. 
 
They Came to a City (1944) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Basil Dearden, 
cast John Clements, Googie Withers, Raymond Huntley, Renée Gadd. 
 
They Drive By Night (1939) 
Warner Bros./First National, prod. Mark Hellinger, dir. Arthur Woods, 
cast Emlyn Williams, Ernest Thesiger, Anna Konstam, Allan Jeayes. 
 
They Made Me a Fugitive (1947) 
Shipman-Gloria-Alliance/Warner Bros., prod. Nat Bronsten, dir. A. Cavalcanti. 
cast Sally Gray, Trevor Howard, Griffith Jones, Rene Ray, Mary Merrell. 
 
They Were Not Divided (1950) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. Herbert Smith, dir. Terence Young, 
cast Edward Underdown, Ralph Clanton, Helen Cherry, Stella Andrews. 
source NFTVA print no. 45136F, 9,013 feet. 
 
Things to Come (1935) 
London Films/United Artists, prod. Alexander Korda, dir. W.C. Menzies, 
cast Raymond Massey, Edward Chapman, Ralph Richardson. 
source C4, tx. 10 February 1993 (author's recording). 
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Third Man, The (1949) 
London Films/British Lion, prod. & dir. Carol Reed, 
cast Joseph Cotten, Alida Valli, Trevor Howard, Bernard Lee, Orson Welles. 
 
Tunnel, The (1935) 
prod. co. & dist. Gaumont-British, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Maurice Elvey, 
cast Richard Dix, Leslie Banks, Madge Evans, Helen Vinson. 
source C4, tx. 16 April 1988 (recording held in Exeter University library). 
 
Undercover (1943) 
Ealing/ABFD, prod. Michael Balcon, dir. Sergei Nolbandov, 
cast Tom Walls, Michael Wilding, Mary Morris, John Clements. 
 
Waterloo Road (1944) 
Gainsborough/GFD, prod. Edward Black, dir. Sidney Gilliat, 
cast John Mills, Stewart Granger, Joy Shelton, Alaistair Sim. 
 
Way Ahead, The (1944) 
Two Cities/GFD, prod. John Sutro, Norman Walker, dir. Carol Reed, 
cast David Niven, Stanley Holloway, Raymond Huntley, William Hartnell. 
source C4, tx. 14 July 1996 (author's recording). 
 
We Dive at Dawn (1943) 
Gainsborough/GFD, prod. Edward Black, dir. Anthony Asquith, 
cast John Mills, Eric Portman, Reginald Purdell, Niall MacGinnis. 
source BBC1, tx. 7 May 1991 (author's recording). 
 
White Corridors (1951) 
Vic Films/GFD, prod. John Croydon, dir. Pat Jackson, 
cast James Donald, Googie Withers, Godfrey Tearle, Petula Clark. 
 
Zéro de Conduite (France 1933, first UK theatrical release 1946) 
Argui-Film/Film Traders Ltd., prod. Albert Riera, dir. Jean Vigo, 
cast Jean Dasté, Louis Lefébre, Gilbert Prouchon. 
 
 
Section 2: Newsreels and Magazine Films 
 
Cited here are issue numbers, UK release dates, production company, first 
UK theatrical distributor and individual credits where known (for the period 
addressed by this thesis). 
 
 
BBC Television Newsreel (5 January 1948 - 2 July 1954) 
producing company British Broadcasting Corporation, sound system RCA. 
The BBC began producing its own newsreel after the Newsreel Association 
placed an embargo on the broadcasting of cinema newsreels (before the war, 
the BBC transmitted Gaumont-British and Movietone).  The first edition was 
broadcast in 1948, thereafter the BBC followed the same pattern as the cinema 
newsreels, producing two editions per week (3 from 1950).  The production 
process was similar to that of cinema newsreels until July 1954, when the BBC 
integrated its current affairs production for television and radio, resulting in 
News and Newsreel.  This superseded the Television Newsreel and was broadcast 
daily. 
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Britain Can Make It (1945-47) 
producing company Films of Fact, prod. Paul Rotha, dir. J.B. Holmes. 
Non-theatrical magazine film commissioned by the Central Office of 
Information, emphasising British industrial output.  It replaced Worker and 
Warfront (qv.) and was shown mainly in factory canteens.  Twelve episodes 
were produced, each one reel. 
 
British Movietone News (1929-79) 
producing company British Movietone News Ltd., distributor Twentieth 
Century-Fox, sound system Western Electric, general manager Sir Gordon Craig, 
assistant general manager R. Gibbon, director and editor Gerald Sanger, assistant 
editor T.F. Scales, news editor E.P. Adams, production manager J.L. Ramsden, 
commentator Lionel Gamlin. 
One of the five national newsreels produced in Britain, released twice 
weekly, owned jointly by the American company Fox-Movietone and the 
proprietors of the Daily Mail. 
 
British News (1940-66) 
producing company Newsreel Association of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, for the British Council. 
A compilation of items from the five national newsreels for overseas 
distribution (released weekly).  It was released from 1940 to 1948, after which 
production was continued by British Movietone and Pathé.  In September 
1966 it was retitled News of the Week and sold mainly to overseas broadcasting 
companies.  In May 1967 it was renamed News Pictorial. 
 
British Paramount News (2 March 1931- 31 January 1957) 
producing company British Paramount News Ltd., distributor Paramount 
Pictures, sound system Western Electric, managing editor James Wright, assistant 
editor J. Stagg, news editor E.J.H. Wright (1931-45), Frank Chisnell (from 1945), 
technical supervisor J.C. Rogerson (1931-44), C.W. Green (from 1945), 
commentator John Snagge. 
One of the five national newsreels produced in Britain, release twice weekly.  
A British edition was established following successful trials of the American 
Paramount Sound News in this country (throughout its existence, British 
Paramount News carried the highest proportion of American material of the 
major five). 
 
Conservative and Unionist Film Review (1948-50), subsequently 
Conservative Film Review (1950-52). 
producing company British Movietone News Ltd, advisor Sir Gordon Craig. 
Magazine film commissioned from Movietone by the Conservative Party.  
Released monthly, shown non-theatrically (mainly in Conservative clubs and 
constituency associations). 
 
Gaumont-British News (1934-59) 
producing company Gaumont British News Ltd., distributor Gaumont-British 
Film Distributors (1934-41), GFD (from 1941), sound system British Acoustic 
Film, general manager L. Castleton Knight, production manager S. Bishop, 
cameramen A. Edmonds, S. Bonnett, E.A. Candy, P. Cannon, H. Morley, J. 
Turner, editor R.S. Howard, news manager H.T. Bromwich, sound recordists A. 
Prentice, W. Hooker, commentators E.V.H. Emmett (1934-44), Robert Robinson 
(from 1944). 
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One of the five national newsreels produced in Britain, released twice 
weekly.  Initially produced by the Gaumont-British Picture Corporation and 
absorbed by the Rank Organisation in 1941.  Issues cited in the text are: 
 

Issue no. 1181, 30 April 1945 
subject 'Horror in our Time' - the liberation of Buchenwald and 
Bergen-Belsen concentration camps. 

 
Issue no. 1298, 13 June 1946  
subject The 'Victory Parade' in London on 8 June 1946. 
 
Issue no. 1733, 17 August 1950 
subject Birth of Princess Anne; 'Our Roving Camera Reports'; arrival 
of General MacArthur in Korea; departure of the British aircraft 
carrier Theseus for Korea; aerial bombardment of Communist targets 
and subsequent infantry assaults. 
source NFTVA print no. 204987A, 679 feet. 
 
Issue no. 1747, 2 October 1950 
'Freedom for the Newsreels' (the lifting of film stock restrictions, 
includes footage of Tommy Farr’s comeback fight and a Derbyshire 
coal mine accident), Korean War. 
source NFTVA print no. 201935A, 889 feet. 

 
International Review/International News (UK/USA 1950-52) 
producing company Telenews Productions, distributor National Screen Services 
cameraman Alf Tunwell. 
American newsreel shown in Britain with some items replaced by British 
material.  It was distributed theatrically, but never on any significant scale.  Its 
producers claimed that the "major five" operated a cartel through the 
Newsreel Association in order to prevent this from happening. 
 
The March of Time, British Series (1935-51) 
British Production Unit (1935 to 1950): producing company Time, Inc., producer 
Louis de Rochement (US), Richard de Rochement (Europe), UK distributor 
Radio Pictures (1935-36), RKO (1936-43), Twentieth Century Fox (1943-51), 
sound system RCA, directors Edgar Anstey (1935-37), George R. Black, Jack 
Glenn, Maurice Lancaster (from 1937), Gray Lockwood, Len Lye (1935-37), 
Jean Pages, Harry Watt (1935-36), William Zubiller, editorial assistant Margaret 
Buchan, cameramen Nicholas Cavaliere, Charles Gibson, John A. Giesel, James 
Hodgson, Peter Hopkinson, Richard Maedler, Paul Marelliere, Marcel 
Rebiere, camera assistant R.A. Navarro.  Issues cited in the text are: 
 

1st year no. 8 (1935) 
subject 'Geneva' (the collapse of the League of Nations). 
 
2nd year no. 4 (1936) 
subject 'New England' (fears that allowing Canadian fish to be imported 
duty free will damage the Boston fishing industry), 'Horse Racing – Illegal 
Gambling' (corruption within horse racing), 'England!' (farmers in Suffolk 
refusing to pay tithes to the Church of England). 
Source NFTVA print no. 2032359B, 2,045 feet (a 1936 release print). 
 
3rd year no. 6 (1936) 
subject 'Rehearsal for War' (US involvement in the Spanish Civil War). 
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3rd year no. 12 (1938) 
subject 'Inside Nazi Germany - 1938'; International apathy in response to 
the Nazis' persecution of the Jews and rearmament programme. 
Source 16mm print in the author's collection. 
 
10th year no. 3 (1945) 
subject 'What to do with Germany?'; The role of Allied occupying forces in 
the post-war reconstruction of Germany. 
 
10th year no. 10 (1945) 
subject 'Profile of Britain'; The social and economic problems which Britain 
is having to face as a result of the legacy of the war. 
source NFTVA print no. 202322A, 631 feet (reel 1 of 2 only). 
 
11th year no. 5 (1946) 
subject 'Challenge to Hollywood'; expansion of the British film industry. 
source NFTVA print no. 42778A, 1,623 feet. 
 

 14th year no. 1 (1949) 
subject 'Answer to Stalin'; The importance of the Marshall Aid programme 
in confronting the dangers to western democracy caused by the rise of 
communism. 
Source 16mm print in the author's collection. 

 
Mining Review (1947-52) 
Issues 1-6: producing company Crown Film Unit, distributor National Screen 
Services, producer John Taylor, directors Graham Wallace, Max Anderson, 
scripts Quentin Dobson, editors Jocelyn Jackson, John Legard, commentators 
Arthur Graham, Maurice Denham.  From issue 7: producing company DATA. 
Mining Review was a monthly magazine film sponsored by the National Film 
Board and commissioned by the COI.    A.V. Hogenkamp notes that it 
achieved considerable theatrical distribution: "By 1952 approximately 300 of 
the country's 4,600 cinemas showed the NCB newsreel, among them six or 
seven in the West End of London, where reputations of films were made or 
broken." (The British Documentary Movement and the 1945-51 Labour 
Governments, p. 159) 
 
Pathé Gazette (1910-46) and Pathé News (1946-70) 
producing company Associated-British Pathé Ltd., distributor, Associated-British 
Pathé Ltd., sound system RCA, in charge of production Howard Thomas, 
managing editor G.T. Cummins, news manager G. Clement Cave, assistant 
technical editor J.C. Rogerson, commentator C. Danvers Walker. 
One of the five national newsreels produced in Britain, released twice 
weekly.  Started in 1910 as an offshoot of the French Pathé Journal, the 
company marketed a number of products which were eventually merged 
into a single Pathé Gazette in May 1938, and relaunched as Pathé News in 
January 1946.  Source for all Pathé material viewed: British Pathé PLC, Pinewood 
Studios, Buckinghamshire.  Issues cited in the text are: 

 
Issue no. 46/1, 3 January 1946 
subject 110 German U-boats scuppered off Malin Head, elementary 
school in Vienna, civil flying resumes, banana imports, ice skating, 
the first birth of 1946. 
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Issue no. 46/25, 28 March 1946 
subject The world's largest aeroplane, Mary Pickford in Britain, the 
Varsity Match, 'The State and the Doctors' (the National Health 
Service bill). 
 
Issue no. 46/57, 18 July 1946 
'The World Crisis - and You'  (Hugh Dalton's speech on the U.S. loan), 
attempt on the world speed record by a British jet aircraft, atomic 
bomb tests at Bikini Atoll. 
 
Issue no. 46/60, 29 July 1946 
subject 'Germany's Food - the Truth' (an examination of claims that 
the British occupation forces are deliberately making German 
civillians live on subsistence rations). 
 
Issue no. 47/14, 17 February 1947 
subject The fuel crisis, Aneurin Bevan presents the 'Sportsman of the 
Year' trophy to Bruce Woodstock, Newcastle United and Leicester 
draw, Robert Taylor, Barbara Stanwyck and Laurel & Hardy 
interviewed board the Queen Elizabeth. 
 
Issue no. 48/4, 12 January 1948 
subject Canada reveals atomic secrets, plant growth as shown by a 
stop-motion camera, a family from Acton emigrate to the U.S., 
everyday life during the war in Palestine. 
 
Issue no. 48/12, 9 February 1948 
subject Rescue of men marooned on a lighthouse, new Warner Bros. 
studio at Teddington opened, terrorists blow up a newspaper 
building in Palestine, Gandhi's funeral. 
 
Issue no. 48/55, 8 July 1948 
subject The Berlin Blockade. 
 
Issue no. 48/65, 12 August 1948 
subject U.S. jet fighters arrive in Britain, Essex holidaymakers flooded, 
abducted Greek children reach Bulgaria, track events in the 
Olympics. 
 
Issue no. 49/76, 22 September 1949 
subject Sir Stafford Cripps on devaluation, British golfers lose the 
Ryder Cup, drought threatens Britain, Prince Philip captains the 
England cricket team against Hampshire. 
 
Issue no. 50/16, 23 February 1950 
subject Stable lads' boxing championships, condemnation of the 
American cinema tax, 'H-Bomb: U.S. Scientists Go Ahead' 
(background story to the hydrogen bomb), Brumas the polar bear. 

 
Pathé Pictorial (1918-69) 
Credits as above. 
Monthly magazine film culled from Pathé newsreel material. 
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This is Britain (1946-51) 
producing company various, distributor National Screen Service (theatrical), 
Central Film Library (non-theatrical). 
Monthly magazine film on industrial issues, commissioned by the Board of 
Trade through the Central Office of Information. 
 
Universal Talking News (1930-58) 
producing company British Pictorial Productions, distributor ABFD (1930-42), 
GFD (1942-49), sound system RCA (1930-49), British Acoustic Film (1949-58), 
producer Clifford Jeapes, assistant editors Cecil Snape, Leslie Murray, 
commentators Leslie Watson (1930-50), E.V.H. Emmett (1950-58). 
One of the five national newsreels produced in Britain, released twice 
weekly.  Originally owned by its American parent company, Universal was 
acquired by the Rank Organisation in 1942.  When the Rank infrastructure 
was rationalised following heavy production losses in 1947-48, it was 
absorbed by Gaumont-British the following year and effectively became that 
newsreel with different titles and Emmett's commentary.  Issues cited in the 
text are: 
 

Issue no. 2109, 2 October 1950 
subject Tommy Farr's victory, Ernest Bevin's speech to the United 
Nations, 'Great Adventure in Korea'. 

 
Wealth of the World (1948-51) 
producing company Pathé Documentary Unit 
Magazine film, released irregularly. 
 
Welt im Film (UK/USA 1945-52) 
producing companies British and American elements of the Allied Military 
Government, producer Sam Winston, editor George Salmony. 
Monthly German-language newsreel produced by the Allies for theatrical 
distribution in occupied Germany and Austria. 
 
Worker and Warfront (1942-45) 
producing company Paul Rotha Productions, prod. Rotha, dir. Duncan Ross. 
Non-theatrical magazine film (comissioned by the Ministry of Information) 
emphasising the contribution made by industry to the British war effort, 
shown mainly in factory canteens.  It was superceded in peacetime by Britain 
Can Make It (qv).  Eighteen episodes were produced, each one reel. 
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