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The British Historical Film, 1930-1990: An Abstract

This thesis aims to understand the ways in which the historical film has vexed its
many critics, and in doing so will look beyond its perceived inadequacies, to
provide a new appreciation of its character, appeal, function and development. I
have attempted to achieve these goals through a substantial generic study of the
British historical film, utilizing notions of myth and ideas derived from reception
studies.

In terms of overall approach, this project is an example of what David Bordwell has
called ‘middle-level research’, applying theory to a problem-driven, in-depth,
empirical investigation. In following the precepts of middle-level research, it is an
additional aim of my thesis to contribute to theoretical and methodological debates
surrounding the writing of film history and the study of film genre.

In chapter one, I review the literature which addresses questions of historical film
and film history, and in chapter two I discuss the various ways in which a generic
consideration can be conducted, with particular reference to the work of Rick
Altman and the idea of genre as mythic-ritual. Beginning in 1930, after which date
a coherent genre begins to emerge, I apply the approach expounded in chapters one
and two to a wide range of primary sources for British cinema, including Kine
Weekly, Sight and Sound, the memoir, the pressbook, and a number of audience
surveys. The result, in chapters three and four, is an original overview of the British
historical film genre in the period until 1980. Chapter five then situates the British
historical film in relation to the genres (both British and American) which lie
adjacent to it, and chapter six examines the genre and its history in the 1980s,
through detailed case-studies of Lady Jane, Chariots of Fire and Henry V. Finally,
my conclusions are worked out by setting the genre as I have defined it in the
context of two pertinent concepts — British national cinema and British national
identity — and the discourses associated with them, in order to elicit key themes and
issues.

The main thrust of my argument is that recent work on ‘the costume film’, by Pam
Cook, Sue Harper and others, has tended to distort the nature of the British
historical film, ignoring generic distinctions made by those who produced and
consumed the films in question. I hope that my analysis, and my archival research
in particular, will lay a foundation for a clearer and fuller future understanding of
films which represent the past.
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INTRODUCTION

Though they have been both numerous and prestigious, historical films have
suffered from comparative neglect at the hands of scholars. Furthermore, they
have as often been the subject of critical censure as constructive debate. In the
1930s and ’40s for example, Sight and Sound carried a series of articles which
denigrated a range of films including The Private Life of Henry VIII (1933) and
Lady Hamilton (1941) as ‘mere travesties of history’, and which charted at
length the historical distortions allegedly entailed in such films as Fire Over
England (1937).1 However, from as early as 1898, occasional dissident voices
have championed the importance of historical films as historical sources, and as
a means by which historical understanding could be propagated amongst the
public.2 In this tradition, Gore Vidal has written: '[t]ilanks to A Tale Of Two
Cities, The Scarlet Pimperneé, and Marie Antoinette, my generation of pre-
pubescents understood at the deepest level the roots - the flowers, too - of the
French Revolution. Unlike Dickens’ readers, we knew what the principals
looked and sounded like. We had been there with them.® Striking historical
images and the compelling star-turn, he suggests, have tremendous influence on
the way we view the past. It is my aim to examine the nature of this influence. I
will attempt to identify some of the ways in which the historical film has vexed

its critics, and in doing so will look beyond its perceived inadequacies, to

1 See respectively Rachel Reid, ‘What Historians Want’, Sight and Sound, vol. 11, no. 41
(Summer 1942), pp23-4; and F. J. C. Hearnshaw and J. E. Neale, ‘Fire Over England’, Sight and
Sound, vol. 6, no. 22 (Summer 1937), pp98-9.

2 Thus Boleslas Mutuszewski’s book Une nouvelle source de I’historie (Paris, 1898) argues that
films of historical intent or content should be preserved in archives, and that they could help to
improve society’s sense of its past. I am grateful to Dr Patrick Kincaid of the University of
Birmingham for pointing out this text.



examine its character, function and development. I hope to achieve these goals

through a substantial generic study of the British historical film.

As Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery have suggested, ‘most film history
books treat questions of historical evidence and explanation as if they were

unproblematic . . .4 Historians are in fact often hostile towards theory,
regarding it as too abstract, too generalizing and too impersonal to do justice to
the complex diversity of the past. G. R. Elton, who has been outspoken amongst
sceptics, has even argued that history must be deployed against theory, to
protect the world from dangerously si;nple answers to difficult questions.” But
in truth, the past is unknowable without theory,' and the historicist injunction to
'study the past on its own terms' is impossible to follow. All historians form
hypotheses, make assumptions and select material, and so are implicitly acting
in accordance with theory of some sort. The structure of my work and this
introduction are designed to make clear exactly what assumptions and choices

are being made.

In terms of overall approach, my thesis is an example of what David Bordwell
has called ‘middle-level research’.6 That is, research which proceeds in the
belief that ‘you do not need a Big Theory of Everything to do enlightening work

in a field of study’ (p29, italics removed), and which ‘asks questions that have

3 Gore Vidal, Screening History (London: Abacus, 1992), p20.

4 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1985), p13. : ‘

5 G. R. Elton, The Practice Of History (London: Fontana, 1969), pp55-56.

6 David Bordwell, ‘Contemporary Film Studies and the Vicissitudes of Grand Theory’, in Post-
Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies ed. by David Bordwell and Noel Carrol (Wisconsin:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1996). Bordwell introduces the term on p3.



both empirical and theoretical import’ on the understanding that ‘being
empirical does not rule out being theoretical’ (p27). Avoiding the dangers of
reductionism and determinism inherent in overarching theoretical commitments,
middle-level research is a flexible, creative application of theory to film-based,
problem-driven, in-depth, concrete historical research, which ‘can combine
traditionally distinct spheres of enquiry’ such as industry, audience and style
(pp28-9). In following these precepts, it is an additional (though indirect) aim of
my research to contribute to theoretical and methodological debates surrounding

the writing of film history and the study of film genre.

In the first two chapters of my thesis‘, I discuss the limitations of existing work
on history and film, and suggest that an approach which combines reception
studies with genre theory may be rewarding. In the following two chapters I
apply my theoretical model to various sources for British cinema between 1930
and 1980, arriving in chapter three at a preliminary understanding of the British
historical film genre, which I then analyze in general terms in chapter four. In
the same chapter, I will locate the historical perspectives it develops within a
general context of historiographic discourse, to help isolate the features and
tendencies that have often provoked and dismayed professional historians.
Chapter five situates the British historical film in relation to the genres adjacent
to it, and chapter six examines the 1980s through case-studies, in which the
analysis of chapter four is worked out in greater detail, and with far more
attention to the problem of genre history. Finally, my conclusion sets the genre

as I have defined it in the context of two pertinent concepts - British national



cinema and British national identity — and the discourses associated with them,

in order to elicit key themes and issues.

Many of the finer points of my appro;dch are explained as I progress. In chapter
two for example, I address some of the complexities associated with the notion
of ‘British’ cinema, and will outline how I came to impose limits on the plethora
of films that might possibly have concerned me. Some theory of approach is
also required to deal with the assortment of relevant secondary materials. The
evidence for public and industrial notions of the British historical film genre
includes audience surveys, pressbooks, posters, cinema and television
advertizing, trade magazines, journalistic articles and reviews, fan-magazmes
and star profiles, and filmmakers’ memoirs. Following the principles of
reception studies, I argue that all these sources have significance for the
consumption and understanding of genre, and have tried to take as many of
them as possible into account in my analysis. At times I have been able to be
quite comprehensive because of the very limited number of available sources in
some areas. Wher;a selection hés been unavoidable, I have tried to be logical and

candid in the choices made.

Setting this evidence for the generic appreciation of the historical film in
context, amid rival frames of reading and comprehension, has necessarily
entailed an interdisciplinary approach. This is particularly so in chapter six,
where I explore the various frames applied and applicable to Lady Jane (1986),
Chariots of Fire (1981) and Henry V (1989), touching upon areas of social,

political and cultural history as well as matters of genre. I trust that I have



managed to treat these non-filmic areas with sufficient sensitivity and
understanding, and without losing sight of the historical film and its generic

identity.

I have endeavoured to extend the principle of wide-ranging interest beyond
source selection, to also include temporal scope. Whilst the most valuable
advancements in our understanding of the past are usually made through close
specialization, it is also true that too much focus may lead to serious distortions.
Leger Grindon, for example, conducts a series of extended, scholarly and
extremely rewarding analyses, and generalizes from them about the historical
film genre. But it is a striking fact thaf all his case-studies are connected in some
way to revolution and social change, and (as we shall see) are therefore not
representative.” In aiming at a more-than-usually comprehensive account of the
British historical film, I hope to demonstrate that those who have studied
particular periods of the génre in isoiation have often overlooked features and

distinctions that are clearer in the bigger picture.

The bigger picture has its own problems of course. For example, Brian Taves’
book on the ‘historical romance’ roves across national borders and weaves
through differing generic regimes, restlessly alluding to a large number of films
and seldom developing anything more than the most superficial analysis of any

of them.? Grindon’s book and Marcia Landy’s recent work on historical film go

7 Shadows on the Past: Studies in the Historical Fiction Film (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1994). Grindon says that his book is not intended to be comprehensive (see for example
p223), but he does claim that his examples afford a sound basis for generalisation (p26).

8 Brian Taves, The Romance of Adventure: The Genre of Historical Adventure Movies (Jackson:
University Press of Mississippi, 1993).



into far fewer films in much greater detail, but they are similarly weakened by
drawing examples from a plurality of national cinemas.® I hope that my case-
studies will balance the necessary lack of extended film analysis in chapters
three to five, and that by confining myself largely to British cinema, my research

will be more coherent and precise.

In excluding the silent era from my analysis, I considered the possibility that it
might have helped to establish some of the genre’s specific conventions and
modes of address. My investigation of the historiographic character of the
British historical film suggests that it owes much to the norms of professional
history-writing which obtained throughout the nineteenth century and up until
the end of the First World War. But in fact, relative to later decades, few
historical films were produced in Britain in the 1910s and ’20s, whilst the low
survival rate of film stock befofe the coming of sound, and the difficulties and
costs entailed in accessing extant films, makes it very difficult to make reliable
generic conclusions.’0 Accordingly, I have taken the terminus post quem of

1930, after which a coherent genre begins to emerge ! and have borrowed the

9 Marcia Landy, Cinematic Uses of the Past (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota
Press, 1996). Landy draws her conclusions from Italy, America, Britain and Africa; Grindon
from the US, France and Italy. Grindon also includes a text (The Rise to Power of Louis XIV)
that was produced for and shown on television. The problem lies in such assertions as the one
made by Landy, that after World War Two, ‘monumental’ historical films ceased to be
produced, a claim which is supported with exclusive reference to Italy (p11). This is not true of
American film, and we shall see that it does not apply to British cinema either.

10 For my assessment of the rates of production of the silent historical film, I have relied upon
Denis Gifford’s The British Film Catalogue, 1895-1985: A Reference Guide (Newton Abbot:
David and Charles, 1986). On the conditions which inhibit historical study of silent cinema,
consult Allen and Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice, pp29-36.

11 As Sarah Street suggests, in the 1930s ‘[t]he industry’s growing concentration and the impact
of quota legislation provided a more stable economic backdrop for the increasing visibility of
popular British genres,” with then dominant categories being ‘historical/costume; empire;
comedy; musicals (musical comedies); melodramas.” See British National Cinema (London:
Routledge, 1997), p39.



findings of Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson, Sarah Street and others on the
general development of film up to that date.’? My choice of this date is also
supported by Nicholas Hiley’s suggestion that after the introduction of sound, a
new audience supplanted an older type, which had been in decline for over a
decade, and which was more working class, more local and communal, and

more accustomed to ‘participate’ in screenings than that which replaced it.13

I have tried to avoid the jargon (and the rather turgid prose) that at times has
blighted film criticism. This is because a further aim of my thesis is to allay the
understandable trepidation that historians feel on first encountering film studies,
in order that their work on film might in future become rather more sympathetic
and closely argued than is currently the case.!* Chapters one and two engage
closely with this work on film and history, and also with seminal studies of film
genre, in order to establish the ‘need” for my thesis and further details of my
methodology. Unavoidably, these chapters are rather dry. However, in this
section and elsewhere, 1 have tried to write in a readable way, and have
enlivened’ my discussion with stimulating examples wherever it has been

possible. Finally, I have made extensive use of sub-headings to augment the

12 Specifically, I have relied upon David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson,
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1985); Sarah Street, British National Cinema, especially pp33-8; and David A.
Cook, A History of Narrative Film, 2™ edn New York: Norton, 1990).

13 See Nicholas Hiley, ““Let’s go to the pictures”: The British cinema audience in the 1920s and
1930s’, in Journal of Popular British Cinema 2: Audiences and Reception in Britain ed. by
Annette Kuhn and Sarah Street (Wiltshire: Flicks Books, 1999), especially pp45-6.



clarity of my argument, though I am aware that this comes at the cost of

occasional interruptions to the flow of my thoughts.

14 Examples of work which embody these failings are discussed below, in chapter one.



APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

CHAPTER ONE: History on Film and Historical Film

1. Discourses Addressing Historical Film as History: Some Problems

The prominence of the past in British and world cinema prompts a range of
important questions. What has the past been made to mean, how and to whom?
How has that meaning changed, and why? What attitudes towards the past are
involved? What proportion of these films may be considered historical, and in

what sense? How do historical films relate to other types of history?

Work on film and the past, especially in recent years, has focussed
unimaginatively and overridingly on the last of these questions. And it has done
so in a way that is seriously flawed in two respects. Firstly, there has been a
tendency to approach film with little sense of its peculiarities as a medium, and

with preconceived ideas about historical method and epistemology.

In a recent book edited by Mark C. Carnes, historical film is compared to an
utterly unproblematized understanding of ‘historiéal truth', derived from
empirical academié history. Amongst almost all the contributors to the volume,
there is an assumption that film is subject to the same standards of argument and
verifiability as are applied to écholarly publishing, and that only these standards

are adequate in the judgement of history. The title of the book - Past Imperfect:



History According To The Movies - signals the limited scope of its project from
the first. And in Carnes' introduction, the assumptions that are elsewhere tacit
are made explicit when he asserts that Hollywood history “fills irritating gaps in
the historical record and polishes dulling ambiguities and complexities’.1
Hollywood historicals ‘do not provide a substitute for history that has been
painstakingly assembled from the best available evidence and analysis. But
sometimes filmmakers, wholly smitten by their creations, proclaim them to be
historically "accurate" or "truthful", and many viewers presume them to be so.
We should neither accept such claims nor dismiss them out of hand, but regard
them as an invitation for further exploration’ (pp9-10) - as an entrée, in other

words, to the world of ‘real’ history.2

Carnes’ perspective is common among those (historians) who have written on
historical film. It is a ‘common sense’ position, baldly an‘d angrily stated. Ian
Jarvie, for exarﬂple, contends hthat film has a ‘poor information load’, is
characterized by ‘discursive weakness’, and is therefore not conducive to
history. It is descriptive rather than interpretative, unsystematic, uncritical, and
impatient of reflection. Film may embody a historian’s view, he argues, but
‘how could it defend it, footnote it, refute objections and criticize the

opposition?” Ultimately, history on film is ‘a travesty’3

1 Past Imperfect: History According to the Movies ed. by Mark C. Carnes (London: Cassell,
1996), p9.

2 Subsequent chapters assess the relative acceptability of specific films in light of these tenets.
For example, Carolly Erickson finds that ‘the historical Catherine was nothing like the kittenish,
pouting, vamping heroine played by Marlene Dietrich’ in The Scarlet Empress (p86). Overall,
this film ‘is a gross distortion of the times in which Catherine lived’ (p88), an example of
‘Hollywood mythmaking’ which amounts to ‘little more than a fairy-tale’ (p89).

10



Similarly, Michael Parenti complains that Hollywood history is reduced to
personal drama, eschewing ‘real’ issues,* while Daniel Leab concludes that
‘truth, accuracy, and a proper respect for history [..] have been routinely
subordinated to the need for dramatic effect and even the whim of the
filmmaker’.> Martin A. Jackson urges historians to engage with film, a medium
too popular and influential to ignore.® But he also asserts that such a film as The
Charge of the Light Brigade (1936) obviously has no useful information to give,
that one would need a book for insight into the Crimean war (p232), and that
one should study film as one would a book (p234). His sense of the particular
problems of film analysis is limited to the difficulty of operating a projector
(p234), and he ends by prescribing tﬁat the historian should make films ‘which
may stand unéshamedly with any book or article on the subject’ (p236); these

films would not be exciting, he concedes, but they would be accurate (p237).

In a similar vein to the authors of Past Imperfect, George MacDonald Fraser
also compares historical film to ‘history proper’, but (with reservations) does so

more approvingly:

There is a popular belief that where history is concerned,
Hollywood always gets it wrong - and sometimes it does. What is
overlooked is the astonishing amount of history Hollywood has got
right, and the immense unacknowledged debt which we owe to the
commercial cinema as an illuminator of the story of mankind. This
although films have sometimes blundered and distorted and

3 Ian Jarvie, ‘Seeing Through Movies’, Philosophy of the Social Sciences 8 (1978), p378.

4 Michael Parenti, Make-Believe Media: The Politics of Entertainment (Berkshire: St
Martin’s Press, 1992), p58.

5 Daniel Leab, ‘The Moving Image As Interpreter of History - Telling the Dancer From The
Dance’, in Image As Artifact:The Historical Analysis of Film and Television ed. by John E.
O'Connor (Malabar, Fla.: R. E. Krieger, 1990), p83.

6 Martin A. Jackson, ‘The Film and the Historian’, in Cultures 2, no. 1 (1974), issue entitled
‘Flashback: Films and History’, pp223-7.

11



falsified, have botched great themes and belittled great men and
women, have trivialized and caricatured and cheapened, have piled
anachronism on solecism on downright lie - still, at their best, they
have given a picture of the ages more vivid and memorable than
anything in Tacitus or Gibbon or Macauley, and to an infinitely
wider audience. Nor have they necessarily been less scrupulous. At
least they have shown history, more faithfully than they are usually
given credit for, as it was never seen before.’

Thus Fraser opposes himself to the musty scholarship enshrined in Carnes,

allowing greater latitude to historical film. It is in keeping with this approach

that he goes on to argue for tolerance of filmmaking imperatives; the

moviemakers must edit and adapt in order to entertain, he says.8

But lurking behind these sentiments, a prescriptive ideal of history remains, and
ultimately, Fraser's project amounts to the same thing as Carnes’. Operating to
preconceived notions of good history, he too awards approbation or
vituperation, only on a slightly more personal basis, privileging a sacred but
nebulous notion of ‘historical spirit’ over the accepted empirical norms of

academe.?

In Fraser’s case moreover, problems arising from the lack of an explicitly-

formulated definition of ‘acceptable history’ or ‘historical truth’, are

7 George MacDonald Fraser, The Hollywood History of the World: From One Million Years
B.C. to Apocalypse Now (New York: Wlliam Morrow, 1988), pxii.

8 In adapting history for the purposes of entertainment, filmmakers ‘are not necessarily more
culpable than many serious historians who, if they seldom deliberately falsify, are often inclined
to arrange, shape, select, emphasize and omit in order to prove a case, or to confound a rival, or
make propaganda, or simply present what they wish to believe is the truth’ (pxv).

9 “For me, provided he does not break faith with the spirit of history by wilful misrepresentation
or hatchet job, [the director] may take liberties with the letter - but he should take as few as
possible’ (pxv). Fraser’s purpose is to scrutinize the Hollywood historical ‘in the light of history
as I understand it’ (pxviii). He unhappily reports that Becket (1964) ‘plays fast and loose with
history’ by falsely portraying the hero as a Saxon upstart in a Norman hierarchy (p46), and
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compounded by the fact that the author's personal understanding of good history
commingles with his personal understanding of good cinema. Thus for example
he feels sufficiently compensated by the impressive tableau scenes in Quo Vadis
(1951) to forgive its numerous inaccuracies (p22), which seem no less egregibus
than those in The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex (1939), recipient of some

of Fraser’s most impatient criticism (p77).

The problems in history-and-film criticism so far discussed are closely
paralleled in other areas of debate, most notably in the discourses surrounding
the use of art in film. In Art and Artists On Screen, for example, John A. Walker
establishes a notion of ‘truth’ Which closely resembles those advanced by
Carnes and Fraser.10 He asserts the importance of ‘accuracy’ (pl), and states his
intention to compare film with ‘reality’ (p13), ultimately concluding that ‘mass

media representations of art and artists “contaminate” the originals.” (p194).11

Walker's warning that ‘[t]he progressive “mediasation” of art [. . .] is a process

that is [. . .] fraught with danger as far as the fine arts are concerned because it

laments The Private Life of Henry VIII as the worst of all Tudor films ‘in terms of accurate
historical portrayal’, with Laughton’s performance ‘a deplorable caricature’ (p65).

10 John A. Walker, Art and Artists on Screen (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993).
11 The films which occupy Walker are variously claimed to be naive, partial, dishonest,
sanitized and romanticized, and are situated within a hierarchy of unacceptability. Thus for
instance, comparing Korda’s biopic to Gary Schwartz's Rembrandt: His Life, His Paintings (an
‘immensely detailed and scholarly text’, p27), Walker lists the film’s inaccuracies and liberties
in turn, and warns finally that ‘Korda's adulatory representation of Rembrandt should be viewed
with extreme scepticism’ (p28). In discussing The Agony and The Ecstasy (1965), he recognizes
that ‘estimating the accuracy of Reed's film is not a question of comparing the film directly with
the past’. But this is not an admission of the fictionalization of all history; rather, it is all a matter
of testing the film against ‘the most authoritative, recent art-historical accounts’ (p56). Walker
does note some of the particular conventions of cinematic representation, but only in so far as it
gives him ammunition with which to sink a particular film. For example, it is noted that Moulin
Rouge (1952) makes the typical biopic promise that it will ‘enable the artist's time to live again’,
but this merely justifies a rather gloating enumeration of the film's failures to live up to the
academic record (p33).
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threatens to obliterate whatever residual uniqueness they possess’ (p12), and his
anxiety that Moulin Rouge (1952), for example, might mislead the uninitiated,
recalls similar protectionist sentiments in the introduction to Past Imperfect. It
appears that film is often regarded by academics and other professionals as a
medium which threatens to usurp more traditional and ‘legitimate’ forms, and
which must be properly ‘regulated’ and ‘contained’. A particularly clear
example of this perspective is to be found in the conclusion of a recent book
entitled World War II: Film and History, where the editors express something
like outrage that the advice of professional historians can be so readily ignored
by filmmakers, advancing ‘disasterous’ instances of this happening in practice,

and demanding future adherence to ‘the canons of historical scholarship’.12

The similarities between the two sets of discourses on history and art is perhaps
due to the fact that, just as history was used in the early days of film to appeal to
middle-class audiences, so art has been used to bolster the respectability of
~ cinema, to much the same sort of dismay and disdain from conservative
quarters. One conclusion to draw from this is that a different, and perhaps more
rewarding, type of amalysis might be provided by critics with a sounder

understanding of film, and less at stake in terms of livelihood and status.13

12 John Whiteclay Chambers II and David Culbert, ‘Conclusion’, in World War II: Film and
History ed. by Chambers and Culbert (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp153-4, 157.

13 In this connection, an article by Denys Arcand (‘The Historical Film: Actual and Virtual’, in
Cultures 2, ‘Flashback: Films and History’) is also revealing. It is consistent with the highly
prescriptive approach which characterizes the material considered hitherto, but also candidly
discloses some of the prejudices which may motivate it. Following a discussion of the formal
inadequacies of film for the purposes of historical representation and exposition, he insists, for
example, that cinema is too enjoyable to be good for learning (p23). Furthermore, it is too vulgar
to represent the past accurately (pp24-5), being driven by the distorting imperatives of market-
appeal. Above all, he explains why history on film must be regulated. It allows each spectator
the freedom ‘to interpret the images according to the intellectual system he wishes’ (p17). A
history consisting entirely of images ‘would imply a complete transformation of our civilization,

14



The second major problem in work on the historical film is the tendency to
adopt an unproblematized (and highly elastic) definition of the type. Just as we
have seen writers on the subject adopt a priori conceptions of historical truth, so
the same writers have selected and rejected films for discussion according to

criteria which have remained largely undisclosed.

In the introduction to Past Imperfect, for example, Carnes writes:

Some of the movies we discuss were not regarded as historical
when they were made, but have since become important historical
documents; for example, Tea and Sympathy explored tensions over
homosexuality in the 1950s, and Dr Strangelove, fears of nuclear
deterrence in the 1960s. Even some explicitly "historical" films are
chiefly important for what they say about the era in which they
were made (p10).
But what is an ‘explicitly’ historical film? And do films which merely reflect

the contexts of their production (as all films arguably do) merit inclusion under

the heading History According To The Movies?

I turn now to consider some recent reassessments of historical film, and in
particular will be asking what new perspectives have been applied to the

difficulties I have so far identified.

and [. . .] the very word history as we know it today would lose all meaning’ (p17). And of
course all those years at university would be wasted, and Arcand would be in every sense
redundant.
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New Work on Historical Film

Three of the most recent volumes to deal with historical film appear to be more
methodologically self-conscious than the work produced by Fraser, Carnes and
others, evincing much more sympathy to the restrictions and possibilities
entailed in adapting history for the screen. However they too ultimately return to
a cherished idea of what filmed history really is and how it should best be

practised, merely exchanging one hierarchy of approval for another.

In his book History By Hollywood, Brent Toplin argues: ‘If we hold cinematic
historians strictly to the standards of most written history we are almost certain
fo be disappointed, for filmmakers must attend to the demands of drama and the
challenges of working with complex evidence’.}4 Historical film ‘can make
significant contributions to the public's appreciation of the past’, and may
provide ‘exciting possibilities’ for the examination of personalities, emotion,
and foreign physical environments (p5). Critics like Parenti, Leab and the

contributors to Past Imperfect are ‘too damning’ (p5).

Robert Rosenstone treats these same themes, but rather more expansively, in

Visions of the Past.1> He argues that:

14 History By Hollywood: The Use and Abuse of the American Past (Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 1996), p10. Toplin is right that not all regions of written history are inimical to
historical film; as I shall suggest in chapter four, the British historical film genre has a close
affinity with popular history writing, and with the conventions and assumptions of professional
history as it was practised in previous eras. ,

15 Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our Idea of History (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1995). ,
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history (as we practise it) is an ideological and cultural product of
the Western World at a particular time in its development. That
history is a series of conventions for thinking about the past [. . .]
That language itself is only a convention for doing history - one
that privileges certain elements: fact, analysis, linearity. The clear
implication: history need not be done on the page. It can be a mode
of thinking that utilizes elements other than the written word:
sound, vision, feeling, montage (p11).
Like Toplin, he urges that we need to learn to ‘read’ and ‘judge’ film
appropriately, even if this means reconsidering our historical standards (p66):

‘the rules to evaluate historical film cannot come solely from written history.

They must come from the medium itself’ (p15).16

These are noble manifestoes, but neither Rosenstone nor Toplin delivers on his
promises. Rosenstone moves away from open-minded consideration of history
on film, to quickly become as prescriptive as the writers he himself criticizes.

He promotes a new ideal - that of the ‘serious’ or post-modern historical film.17

16 To some extent, Rosenstone is drawing on Hayden White’s essay ‘Historiography and
Historiophoty’ (American Historical Review 93, 1988), which investigates ‘the representation of
history and our thought about it in visual images and filmic discourse’ and which suggests that
film is ‘better suited than written discourse to the actual representation of certain kinds of
historical phenomena — landscape, scene, atmosphere, complex events such as wars, battles,
crowds’ (p1193). But in fact, Rosenstone goes even further than advocating equality for film,
arguing that history not only could but should be done on film. With the unpopularity of
academic history he compares film, ‘the contemporary medium still capable of both dealing with
the past and holding a large audience. How can we not suspect that this is the medium to use to
create narrative histories that will touch large numbers of people?’ (Visions of the Past, p24).

17 To be considered truly and seriously historical, a film ‘must not violate the overall data and
meanings of what we already know of the past’, Visions of the Past, p79. Arguing that the avant-
garde is able to do better justice to the ‘realities’ and ‘truths’ of the past, Rosenstone elevates a
post-modernist ideal, ‘a work that, refusing the pretense that the screen can be an unmediated
window onto the past, foregrounds itself as a construction. Standing somewhere between
dramatic history and documentary, traditional history and personal essay, the post-modern film
utilizes the unique capabilities of the media to create multiple meanings. Such works do not, like
the narrative feature film or the documentary, attempt to recreate the past realistically. Instead
they point to it and play with it, raising questions about the very evidence on which our
knowledge of the past depends, creatively interacting with its traces’ (Visions of the Past, p12).
In Rosentone’s edited volume Revisioning History (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1995), other authors rally to his banner, with the emphasis on contesting Western norms,
reclaiming the past, and achieving a ‘truer’ history.
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This is used to denigrate mainstream historical movies just as surely as any
paradigm of scholarly objectivity.l® Toplin argues that only when filmmakers
work ‘with a well-informed and sensitive appreciation of history’ can they
‘make useful contributions to the public's thinking’ (p7). Though inquiring
attitudes towards historical film are to be encouraged, ‘[a] consistently open-
minded view of the filmmaker’s efforts to fictionalize would leave us
unprepared to discriminate between an admirably filmed presentation of history
and a poor one. It would lead us toward treating almost any fabrication or
distortion as a legitimate artistic exercise as long as it contributes in some way
to the audience’s thinking about the past’ (pp9-10), which would be
indefensible. Toplin places the highest premium on integrity in dealing with
evidence, demanding that filmmakers be responsible and accountable, and that
historians (who know the truth of history) be allowed to comment and criticize

(p10), and thereby protect the past from interpretative recklessness (p14).

Neither Toplin nor Rosenstone then, gets any closer to taking film on its own
terms. While each may claim that film is the equal of written history, clearly
some films (in Rosenstone’s case, radical and post-colonialist ones) are more
equal than others. And though Toplin and Rosenstone are more explicit and

satisfying than Carnes or Fraser in determining the bases upon which films

18 In Visions of the Past his verdict is that most “historicals’ fictionalize and simplify,
compressing the past into a single, linear story (p22). They are falsely moral, over-optimistic,
too personalized, over-confident, emotional and superficial, creating a ‘myth of facticity’ (pp55-
61). Such films “deliver the past in a highly developed, polished form that serves to suppress
rather than raise questions. Too often such works do little more than illustrate the familiar.
Rarely do they push beyond the boundaries of what we already know’ (p11). It is interesting to
compare Theo Furstenau’s essay ‘The Nature of Historical Films’ which, in anticipating
Rosentone’s esteem for the vision of an auteur and for intuitive, experimental filmmaking, is
also disparaging of ‘so-called historical films.” Cultures 2, no. 1 (1974), p31.
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should be adjudged historical or otherwise, this is at the expense of a serious
and sympathetic treatment of the ‘fictionalizing’, ‘superficial’ and ‘soulless’
majority of mainstream historical films. We should not infer from the
contributions to Rosenstone’s Revisioning History, all of which examine
material produced with-out the Hollywood aegis, that ‘the traditional drama and
documentary are incapable of handling the densities and complexities of serious
historical representation’ (p7), but rather that the historians who contribute are
incapable of looking at popular and mainstream film without a specific, rarified

ideal in mind.
2. Film As Historical Evidence/Cultural Document

Film remains a r(;,latively young médium, énd historical study of it has acquired
acceptability only gradually, by association with older methodologies such as
those enshrined in standard historiographical practice. The second group of
discourses to deal directly with questions of history as they relate to film is an
early product of this state of affairs. Here writers debate the possibilities of
using film as evidence in re;:onstructing vand interpreting the past: that is, as raw
material for the writing of history in its traditional, empirical sense. They
assume that films refect the attitudes and priorities of those who produce them,

and of the viewing public as a whole.!?

19 Amongst the several works to situate themselves within this tradition are American
History/American Film ed. by John E. O'Connor and Martin A. Jackson (New York: Frederick
Ungar, 1979); Hollywood as Historian ed. by Peter C. Rollins (Lexington: University of
Kentucky Press, 1983); Feature Films As History ed. by K. R. M. Short (Knoxville: University
of Tennessee Press, 1981); Marco Ferro’s Cinema and History (1977), (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 1988); John H. Lenihan, Showdown: Confronting Modern America in Western
Film (Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 1980); John E. O'Connor, The Image As Artifact; and
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The themes of this approach are well embodied in the introduction to Paul
Smith's book, The Historian and Film.20 Arguing against the historian's
tendency to favour documentary film2! Smith writes: ‘there is no natural or
necessary hierarchy of sources, or, for that matter, of modes of communication,
no divine distinction between the serious and unserious, trivial and important.
There can only be provisional and particular hierarchies related to specific
questions and aims’ (p6). Film is a valuable source, and the low regard in which
it is held is partly the result of a very narrow definition of historical fact, and the
fear that film distorts and manipulates ‘the truth’. In actuality, ‘the external
appearances which form so large a part of the camera’s haul of information are,
for certain purposes, of first-rate importance to the historian’. Indeed, ‘a piece of
film itself and the circumstances of its making, exhibition and reception are
facts and events for which the film is prime evidence’ (p7). Smith also restates
the argument first propounded by Siegfried Kracauer, that ‘[w]hat films reflect

are not so much explicit credos as psychological dispositions - those deep layers

The Historian and Film ed. by Paul Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).
Works which put into practice the theory of using film as evidence for history, in writing
histories of the film industry and the social role of cinema, include Garth Jowett, Film, The
Democratic Art: A Social History of American Film (Boston: Little, Brown, 1976), and Robert
Sklar, Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New York: Random
House, 1975). All work in this vein owes something to Sigfried Kracauer's From Caligari To
Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1947). By the dates of these publications, it can be seen that work such as Fraser’s on ‘the
historical film’ as a type (other examples of which will be examined in greater detail in later
pages) is on the whole pre-dated by scholarly discussion of film as historical evidence. Cultures
2, no. 1 (1974), a pioneering issue devoted to issues of history and film, contains work of value
from each of these perspectives.

20 Smith notes that the typical historian is unconvinced of the relevance of film to history,
suspecting it of being trivial and superficial. This is perhaps because they are conservative,
perhaps because they are snobbish, perhaps because they are simply intimidated by the demands
of a new type of source (pp4-5). As a proselytizing piece, his introduction proceeds to set out
arguments which are taken for granted in later contributions to the field.

21 For O'Connor and Jackson in American History/American Film, the explanation for this is
simply that documentary film appears to be more factual. See pxvii.
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of collective mentality which extend more or less below the dimension of

consciousness’,22

Kracauer’s notion that films are symptomatic of the psychic condition of society
is an unexplored and theoretically ungrounded premise, and his criteria for
determining what should count as ‘persistent reiteration’ of the motifs that
concern him are vague.2 However, Marc Ferro suggests at a later point in
Smith’s volume that conclusions based on this type of ‘unwitting testimony’ are
not unverifiable, as is often alleged. He writes: ‘thanks to the analysis of critical
reactions, to the study of cinema attendances, to a variety of information on the
conditions of production, it is possible to get an idea of at least some of the

relations of the film to society.’?*

The empifical approach to film, then, attempts to be open-minded, and
seemingly avoids artistic criteria in its judgements. But as far as the historical
genre is concerned, its end results are often not dissimilar to those engendered
by the prescriptive analyses considered above, in that it enables (and even
encourages) writers to avoid engaging with the nature and meaning of a film’s
historical content. Thus, for example, O’Connor’s article on Drums Along The
Mohawk finds the film to be little more than a reassertion of contemporary

American values, culpably entailing a range of divergences from the true

22 Kracauer sets out his method in the introduction to From Caligari to Hitler, pp3-11; the quote
is from p6. For Smith also, any film ‘records the outlook, intentions and capacities of those who
made it; it illustrates in some way the character of the society in which it was produced and for
which it was designed’ (p7).

23 For an extended discussion of Kracauer’s thesis and its influence, see Allen and Gomery,
Film History: Theory and Practice, pp159-164.
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historical record.> Similarly, Jackson rejects the notion that The Charge Of the
Light Brigade represents the past in a valuable or stimulating way, suggesting
that its historical significance and utility are confined to the illumination of

certain social features of the 1930s.26

There are other problems with the film-as-historical-document approach, which
are not specifically connected to historical film. For all Ferro’s assurances about
the availability of corroborative evidence, it remains dangerously easy to
generalize about society from a film or group of films, and some writers on the
subject have sensibly reissued the caveat that a rigorous theoretical perspective
and great sensitivity to the special requirements of film itself are required to
avoid this kind of slippage and the distorted conclusions it can lead to.2” Allen
and Gomery’s Film History: Theory and Practice, the most elaborate of recent
contributions to the field, proposes a solution to these problems derived from

the ‘Realist’ philosophy of science. Its essence is a compromise between

24 Ferro, “The Fiction Film and Historical Analysis’, in The Historian and Film ed. by Smith,
p80.

25 ¢ A Reaffirmation Of American Ideals: Drums Along The Mohawk’, inAmerican
History/American Film ed. by O'Connor and Jackson, pp98-9 and p110.

26 Martin A. Jackson, ‘The Film and the Historian’, in Cultures 2, no. 1, p232. See also Ferro’s
analysis of Tchapaev in Smith’s The Historian and Film, which he offers in support of his point
that what a film says about the present is its ‘true historical reality’, p82.

27 William Hughes, for example, calls for more awareness of ‘those qualities of film that set it
apart from more traditional forms of documentation’, and the ‘substantive differences between
various film forms’. He suggests that use be made of analytical techniques derived from film and
communications research, and invites recognition of the fact that ‘economic, technological, and
sociological factors peculiar to the medium may influence the structure and content of the film
message’ (‘“The Evaluation of Film as Evidence’, in The Historian and Film ed. by Smith, pp50-
1). In his foreword to American History/American Film, Arthur M. Schlesinger overlooks an
entire corpus of film theory and methodology when he argues that in looking at the significance
of images, persistent themes and so forth, ‘historians have much to learn from literary historians
and critics as well as from sociologists of art’ (pxi). O'Connor and Jackson write that the book
will ‘illuminate the benefits that can accrue from the application of traditional techniques of
scholarship to the historical film’ (pxvi), and accordingly, many of the chapters make only vague
allusions to the structure and ‘tone’ of the film in question. However, the fact that most
contributors are extremely reticent about actually drawing conclusions from the films themselves
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empiricism’s emphasis on observation, historical data and ‘fact’, and the
theorizing mandated by ‘conventionalist’ approaches which pursue the ‘deeper
realities’ behind observable phenomena. This methodology stresses that ‘history

is interpretation’ and that film is a highly complex system.28
3. The Historical Film as Historical Evidence

The approaches to historical film that I have discussed above have all assumed
the existence of what Janet Staiger has called an ‘ideal spectator’.?? When
confronted by a text, ‘the ideal spectator behaves in an established manner’
(pp24-5), depending upon the critic's hypotheses about meaning and the nature
of reading. As Staiger argues:
the characteristics of an ideal reader are not only hypothetical, but
they are likely symptomatic of fundamental epistemological and
ethical assumptions held by the individual proposing them.

Whatever is postulated as the ideal reader reveals more about the
critic and the critical method than about the activities of readers.

(pp25-6)
Ideal readers rely on ‘assertion and common sense’ rather than evidence. They
have the effect of ‘promoting certain types of reading as appropriate or correct’

(p26), even though discrimination between a right or wrong reading ‘seems

(preferring instead to read them within the context of more familiar evidence) saves them from
misleading generalization.

28 See Allen and Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice, pp14-21 and pp213-4. The rest of
the book is occupied by a rewarding discussion of the various types of ‘generative mechanisms’
behind events in film history (aesthetic, social, technological and economic), and the theories
associated with them. My own research can be located within the Realist framework, but I have
preferred to adopt the (very similar) principles of Bordwell’s middle-level research because they
are more readily apprehended, and were adduced specifically in relation to contemporary film
history, rather than imported from elsewhere.

29 See Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of American
Cinema (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).
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more a consequence of history or evaluation systems than a matter susceptible
to proof by any scholar’ (p31). Furthermore, ‘ideal readers are nearly all
unrepresentative in significant ways’ (p26); gender is presumed irrelevant,
sexual preference is undescribed, race unnamed and so on. Political beliefs are
also referred to as biases, a strategy which ‘disguises the writer’s politics and
ethics as universals and everyone else's as local opinion’ (p26). Even those few
writers I have encountered who are aware of the existence of real-life audiences

exhibit these same tendencies.30

Work which assumes the existence of an ideal reader also tends to assume that
meaning is activated only by the text that is being read3! Unlike Fraser and
Carnes and the other writers considered in section one of this chapter, the
contributors to O'Connor and Jackson's vblume consider the social context of a
film in relation to its meaning. But significantly, they do so only in very general
terms, still assuming a single and, as Staiger puts it, ‘automatic’ response to the
features of a given film from the audience knowing and living in its social

context.

30 Stuart Samuels’ article, “The Age of Conspiracy and Conformity: Invasion of the Body
Snatchers’, in O'Connor and Jackson's American History/American Film, for example, discusses
issues of ideology and communication, and offers an unusually sound analysis of the film, but
still subscribes to a unitary view of the audience: ‘Film “reflects” an agreed-upon perception of
social reality, acceptable and appropriate to the society in question’ (p205), and Invasion of the
Body Snatchers elucidates a contemporary preoccupation with conspiracy and ‘normality’.

31 Text-activated theories ‘assume or imply that the text controls or provides information for the
reader's routine, although perhaps learned, activities. Even if the reader's engagement is
proposed as constructed by social or literary conventions, once the reader knows the
conventions, the response is automatic. Only the texts vary, and hence, the model tends to stress
the features of the text that supposedly produce readers' responses. The dynamic of the
experience is text-activated. Because of this, the stress in discussion for text-activated theories is
answering two corollary questions: what are the specific features of the text? what will the ideal
or competent reader do when encountering those features?” (p36).
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Staiger's thoughts on the assumptions and values betrayed by ideal readers point
to what is at stake in the works discussed in section one of this chapter: namely,
what should count as good history on film? And more importantly, who gets to
say so? Against the more conservative ideal advanced by Carnes, for example,
we have seen Rosenstone suggest a more progressive model. But we have also
seen that this gets us no closer to a sympathetic understanding of historical film.
Staiger writes: ‘[t]heoretically, I could construct an alternative ideal reader that
might display my politics and ethics to counter the other ideal readers offered.’
But, she continues: ‘[t]o posit another "other" ideal reader is merely to repeat an
ideological strategy that I oppose’ (p26). It seems to me that one way to move
the debate on historical film forward is to ask not ‘what should count as
historical film?’ but ‘what has counted as historical film?’. And a good way of

achieving this is by means of reception studies.

As Staiger describes it (pp8-9), reception studies ‘has as its object researching
the history of the interactions between real readers and texts, actual spectators
and films.” As history, and not philosophy, “reception studies is interested in
what has actually occurred in the material world’, and does not aim to
generalize. Its exponents do not assume that meaning is immanent in the text
but rather that it is formed by interaction and context, and they do not regard any
one interpretation as superior to another. As Staiger puts it: ‘reception studies
tries to explain an event (the interpretation of a film), while textual studies is
working towards elucidating an object (the film)’. Elsewhere, discussing the
contextual factors which can account for an interpretation, she argues that in the

immediate context of the communication act, ‘[a]ll sorts of data might be used



by a reader to hypothesize the appropriate communicative process into which a
specific instance fits’ (p46). Related to the immediate context of reception is an
item’s ‘aesthetic or textual history’. And beyond that is a further range of
‘discursive, social, political, and economic contexts’, which are also integral to
the act of reading. Part of the historian's job in understanding the reception of a
film is thus to identify the ‘interpretative frames historically available’ to the

reader (p21).

In the context of a conception of historical film constituted through an
examination of real readers, their preoccupations, their actual responses and
relationships with the texts concerned, the second section éf this chapter, on
‘Historical Film as Historical Evidence/Cultural Document’, again becomes
relevant. We have seen Jackson and O'Connor approach film as a source for
understanding the recent past, with any historical concerns an example might
have regarded as a veneer, to be chipped away to reveal information about the
times in which it was produced. But this does not explain why certain periods
were chosen over others, nor why certain representations of the past have
achieved greater popularity. Against this tendency, Pierre Sorlin goes deeper
into questions of reception and the reception context, arguing that a historical
narrative is not just a substitute or pretext for a story about the present. In fact,
historical film has two historical dimensions, reflecting the present and the past
simultaneously, and may be understood as a type of historiography and used as

evidence in the examination of historical consciousness.3?2 The trick is thus not

32 pierre Sorlin, The Film in History: Restaging the Past (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980).
Sorlin suggests that the use of the past may represent an appeal to authority, a nostalgic urge to
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to ask if a representation of the past is true, but to ask why the representation is

as it is, and why it has appeal.

Writers who have followed Sorlin’s example - Maria Wyke being one of the
most recent examples - have provided some of the best work on historical film
to date.33 Though work of this kind might be seen as an improvement upon the
articles in American History/American Film because it allows the concept of
historical meaning and consciousness into discussion of historical film, it
suffers in the same way as the contributions to that volume by applying to
historical film only one or two of the interpretative contexts that Staiger
describes, and thus tends to invest examples with dominant meaning or
significance, and spectators with some of the qualities of ideal readers.3¢ Even
Wyke, whose work is scholarly and interesting, believes that her texts evoke ‘a
constellation of specific meanings’ (p13), with results that are taken to be
predictable and coherent. I intend to contribute to the Sorlin tradition of

historical work on specific historical films, by applying to them some of the

escape from the present, or a quest for origins. The selection of period and treatment may be
politically motivated, and may have import for current tensions and controversies.

33 Maria Wyke argues in her book Projecting the Past: Ancient Rome, Cinema and History
(London: Routledge, 1997) that though cinematic representations of Roman history are fictions,
they are ‘fictions that share the usage of a well-defined and limited historical period that calls up
a constellation of specific meanings for its mass audiences.” As such they are ‘one of the chief
transmitters of twentieth-century historical knowledge of the Roman world’ (p13). In a number
of detailed case-studies she proceeds to show how this has been so, whilst also demonstrating
how these films address concerns in the present, from matters of national identity and
colonialism, to issues of race and gender. Though she ends by noting that the director of Fellini-
Satyricon (1969) felt some types of historical film to be truer than others, the sentiment is not
explicitly made her own, and overall her inquiries are remarkably non-prescriptive. I shall have
comments to make about Vivian Sobchack’s book The Persistence of History (London:
Routledge, 1996), which also relates to Sorlin’s model, at a later stage.

34 Staiger reminds us that ‘[r]eaders are developed historically, and the interpretative event
occurs at the intersection of multiple determinations. Thus, the interpretation is contradictory,
and not coherent’ (p48). And she notes that ‘to date theses about what has happened in cinema
history, even those supposedly concerned with the reception of texts, have often been argued by
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historical rigour and greater attention to historical context(s) that reception
studies mandates. I will focus initially on one specific context - the generic
character and history of historical film - which I believe will be useful and

important in several ways.

Firstly, genre is one of the key aesthetic and social contexts which impact upon
the interpretation of a film. Indeed, as an approach to film, is fundamentally
concerned with the issue of context. As Tom Ryall has recently written: ‘[t]he
central assumption of genre criticism is that a work of art and communication
arises from and is inserted into a specific social context and that its meaning and
significance is constrained and limited by this context’3> In the case of
American cinema, Ryall suggests, this context is formed by interaction between
industry, filmgoer, reviewer and film, other films and a range of further factors
and experiences, which ultimately generates a set of possibilities and
probabilities, a number of expectations and assumptions agreed upon by all
involved. By undérstanding this context, and its relationships to other contexts,
generic and otherwise, it becomes possible to understand an individual film and

viewing event more fully.

In that genre is a critical as well as social construct, its use is again quite
legitimate for, as Staiger notes, ‘[rJeception studies encourages a plurality of
philosophical and critical observations that might illuminate a historical case

study’ (p10). Which is to say that, in line with the precepts of middle-level

each historian's producing his or her hermeneutics of the text and then inferring conclusions
following from those observations’ (p12).
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research as discussed in my introduction, it is legitimate to apply theory (or a
number of theories) to explain one's findings. Psychoanalysis is one such theory
of potential value but, on the grounds that much work in the field has been
insufficiently historical and insufficiently attuned to actual variations in
response for my purposes and preferences, I have looked elsewhere for my
explanatory models. In chapter two I will consider the value of the mythic/ritual
theory of genre, and will argue it to be a good way of understanding the popular

identification of and recorded reactions to historical film.

A second reason for looking at historical film generically is that recent historical
work, such as that by Simon Schama and Hayden White, emphasizes that all
history is representation, and that to understand different forms of it, one must
understand the codes and conventions of the representational medium in
question.3¢ In that it seeks to understand the internal logic of a particular type,
generic analysis is a useful means of doing just that for historical film, and is a
way of contesting the unfilmic analyses of the traditional historians whose work
I have discussed. In its fullest sense, which I shall explore in chapter two, genre
allows into the equation all of the various aspects and complexities of film
which we have seen have too frequently been ignored by the historical film’s
critics. As Ryall argues, it has seemed to be a way to understand the ‘historical

realities’ of Hollywood, at once taking into account the production process,

35 Tom Ryall, ‘Genre and Hollywood’, in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies ed. by John Hill
and Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p328.

36 See Simon Schama’s Dead Certainties (Unwarranted Speculations) (New York: Knopf,
1991), which emphasizes that history can be imagined and written in a number of ways. In
Hayden White’s Tropic of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 1978), pp121-130, there are thoughts on the ‘createdness’ of history and its
dependence on literary and generic convention.
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marketing, critical and popular reception, and the features of the films
themselves - their conventionality, formulae and use of stars37 All of this
‘[)]arred with conventional approaches to artistic production’, and ‘moved
against the grain of a criticism dominated both by the individual work valued
for its distinctiveness and difference, and by the individual artist valued for the
extent to which he or she moved beyond the common to the individual and
personal’ (ibid.). Genre is thus an excellent means of moving away from the
judgemental project of Toplin, Rosenstone and the rest, who value the
innovative and personal historical vision as much as art criticism (and auteurist

film criticism) has valued ‘distinctiveness and difference’.

Finally, genre is worthy of attention in connection to historical work on the
historical film because, even in the best examples of this type of work, including
that by Maria Wyke, there has so far been little understanding of its function and
importance.3® Other, more generically-orientated work has also taken the
existence of the generic category concerned for granted, setting aside
methodological issues in order to more quickly get down to analysis of the

genre’s development, political and cultural significance or sociological

37 ‘Genre and Hollywood’, p328.

38 Wyke ignores the genres adjacent to the unproblematized category ‘Roman epic’, and pays no
attention to the differing generic regimes of Italian and American cinema. She makes ‘no claims
to comprehensiveness’ (Projecting the Past, p32-3), analyzing only a few films. But in the
absence of any well-developed sense of the genre from which these films come, there is a feeling
that she may not be comparing like with like, and that her conclusions are correspondingly
palliated. Thus when Wyke admits to ‘a certain arbitrary quality’ (p32) about her case-studies,
because (for example) the assassination of Caesar might have served as well as the rebellion of
Spartacus, the danger is that the case studies are doubly arbitrary, for it is not clear that the films
which constitute them belong to the same genre, and what might be important differences in
their reception and interpretation are overlooked.
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function.?® Like Wyke's studies, this work has offered a number of useful
insights into the histories of particular genres and the ways in which they have
engaged with contemporary issues, but it remains open to attack on theoretical

grounds.

With all of this in mind, I will be asking: What is the genre of historical film?
How has the genre been understood in the past? How has it been distinguished
from other genres? And how do the codes and practices of the historical film
affect its representation of the past? In chapters three and four I will research the
British historical film genre as one possible frame of interpretation for a
historical film, looking at evidence for what historical films were understood to
be between 1930 and 1980, and then analyzing the results to see what the genre
is and how it works. Then, in chapter six, I will focus on the British historical
film in the 1980s, examining its development during the decade and paying
attention to a range of reading frames and contexts other than the genre. In this
way, I hope in chapter six to achieve a general, problematized sense of what

specific instances of the historical film may have meant to actual audiences.

I shall thus be answering the appeal made by Steve Neale in an important article
on genre ‘for further concrete and specific analyses, and for much more
attention to genres hitherto neglected in genre studies, such as the adventure

film, the war film, and the epic’.4? In choosing to write on the neglected British

39 A good example is Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Women's
Film, ed. by Christine Gledhill (London: BFI, 1987). Another is Pam Cook’s Fashioning the
Nation: Costume and Identity in British Cinema (London: BFI, 1996).

40 ‘Genre’, reprinted in Barry Keith Grant, Film Genre Reader II (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1995), p179.
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historical film, rather than on Hollywood as most other authors have done, I am
also in part responding to Alan Lovell's suggestion that more attention should be
paid to British film audiences, and to Sarah Street's calls for more work on
British genres.4! As Alan Williams has argued: ‘genre is not exclusively or even
primarily a Hollywood phenomenon’, and therefore ‘we need to get out of the

United States’.42

In chapter four, I will conclude my historical analysis of the historical film in
the period 1930 and 1980 by setting the perspectives it develops within the
wider context of historiographic debate. This will provide some clear insights
into why history on film has been so often denigrated by historians, and might
provide a more informed basis for comparison of historical film with other
forms of history, and for judgemeﬁt of it. I myself have no intention of deciding
which films are good or bad history, but the question will not go away, I
suspect. My hope in this connection is to be of use to those who intend to
comment on history and cinema, particularly historians who for whatever reason

do not normally read work on film.

A final set of concerns also relates to ‘use’. For Staiger, reception studies has a

definite political dimension. In discussing the reasons why so much attention

41 Alan Lovell, ‘The British Cinema: The Known Cinema?’, in The British Cinema Book ed. by
Robert Murphy (London: BFI, 1997), pp235-43, p235, and Street, British National Cinema,
p28. Peter Hutchings is right to claim that ‘it is unlikely that the response of American audiences
to, say, the western is going to be identical with the response of European audiences, and any
study of the western should take this into account’ (‘Genre Theory and Criticism’, in
Approaches to Popular Film ed. by Joanne Hollows and Mark Jancovich (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1995), pp74-5).

42 Alan Williams, ‘Is a Radical Genre Criticism Possible?’, Quarterly Review of Film Studies 9,
no. 2 (Spring, 1984), p124.
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has recently been paid to historical readers, she writes: ‘A significant one, I
believe, is constituted by the activities of groups of individuals seeking the
opportunity to escape the oppression and repression of the dominant class’.3 It
is an approach which asks ‘what types of interpretative and emotional strategies
are mobilized by various spectators? How did these strategies get in place? How
might other strategies, perhaps of a more progressive nature, replace them? How
can radical scholars participate in encouraging what Judith Fetterley calls

“resisting readers”?’ (p13).

The issue of political use-value is critical, and again relates back to the authors
considered in section one of this chapter. However, I intend to set it aside for the
moment, and will note here only that a study of reception need not have the
radical, Marxist qualities which Staiger describes. I shall return to the issue at
the end of chapter three, byv 'which stage I will have examined a range of
historical sources to provide a working sense of what the British historical genre
is. At this point I shall set my understanding amidst other writers’ definitions of

the genre.

Before this, I turn in chapter two to consider the question of genre in greater
detail. I will consider some of the ways in which critics have approached genre,
selecting insights and models which suit my purpose of examining the historical
film historically. It is not at all my intention to attempt any new theory of genre.

Ultimately, I will show that approaches which are in line with the perspectives

43 Staiger, Interpreting Films, p10.
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of reception studies together represent a useful way of engaging with historical

problems relating to what historical film is and has been thought to be.
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CHAPTER TWO: Constructing the Genre of Historical film

Films by Genre, a book by Daniel Lopez, lists more than 20 genres, movements,
styles or trends that have strong associations with history or the past. The textual
exemplars he provides sometimes appear in more than one category, and it is often

hard to see how these categories, covering the whole of world cinema, interrelate."

In pages 27 to 34 above, I outlined my intention to research the British historical
film genre according to the aims of, and in the general context of, a reception
studies approach, eschewing the theoretical and often highly personal models and
definitions of historical film devised by Lopez and the historians considered in
section one of chapter one. The goal will be to uncover the genre as one of the
several frames within which specific historical films might have been interpreted.
In this chapter I will look at the ways in which work published on genre and on

particular genres may contribute to this project.

Work on specific genres is often unable to resist the siren call of circularity,
whereby the films in the author’s mind determine the generic method or hypothesis
employed, whilst the hypothesis in turn confirms or dictates the corpus of films
chosen. I aspire to break this cifcle, by making my point of departure the question:
‘What has historical film been perceived to be and how has it been understood?’ I

have no pre-existing notion of what historical film is, and no definite idea of the

! Daniel Lopez, Films by Genre: 225 categories, styles, trends and movements defined, with a
filmography for each (North Carolina: McFarland and Company, 1993).
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best way to study it generically. My criterion for selecting insights from the corpus
of material on genre is simple - can it assist in the empirical aim of uncovering the

character of historical film?

1. The value of formal approaches

Some of the earliest attempts to understand film genre focused on iconography, in a
general attempt to systematize the bases of generic differentiation® The particular
attention paid to the Western and gangster catcgorieé in the 1970s as exemplars of
genres in general, in Peter Hutchings’ words, ‘caused rather more problems than it
solved’, for not every genre has an iconography that is comparably dense and

meaningful.3

One significant variation in this kind of thinking was pursued by Colin McArthur,
who centres his iconographical depiction of the gangster film on the presence of a

closely circumscribed corps of actors, including James Cagney and Edward G.

% Ed Buscombe for example argued that ‘since we are dealing with a visual medium we ought surely
to look for our defining criteria at what we actually see on the screen’ (“The Idea of Genre in the
American Cinema’, Screen, vol. 2, no. 2 (March-April 1970), p43). He notes that iconic elements of
the Western ‘operate as formal elements. That is to say, the films are not “about” them any more
than a sonnet is about fourteen lines in a certain metre’ (p38). But he goes on to contend that its
formal elements will predispose a genre to the treatment of certain themes.

3 Approaches to Popular Film, p63. It is not impossible to apply an iconographic approach to a
genre that is more eclectic than the Western in its style and use of location. For example, Richard
Maltby notes that only in a musical could large numbers of people have any convincing reason for
singing and moving in the same way at the same time. He writes: ‘“We can recognise gestures, and
speak of there being gestural codes, although it is more difficult to attach precise meanings to them
than to the iconographic elements [which relate to the Western]’. However, ‘not all genres have
systems of gestural coding that are exclusive to them, any more than they necessarily have specific
lighting or iconographical codes’. See Hollywood Cinema (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p119.
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Robinson.* These stars define generic prototypes and may dominate the image of a
genre in critical and public discourse. But the presence of a star is not a way of
achieving an exclusive definition of any genre. As Tom Ryall points out, ‘there are
plenty of examples of stars who have worked in particular genres without forging

generic identity.”

Iconographical approaches have tended not to consider the place of the audience in
either the identification or interpretation of genre. However, these approaches have
great potential value as ways of theorizing and explaining an audience’s
recognition of and response to historical film. The ‘star-as-icon’ thesis might be
particularly valuable. As Richard Dyer and others have established, the presence of

the star is a key element in the public’s relationship to cinema.®

More recent work has tended to steer away from the cartographical project of early
genre criticism, espousing the view that ‘no strictly deductive set of principles can

explain genre groupings.”” A related point is that the particular deployment of

4 See Colin McArthur, Underworld USA (London: BFI, 1972). Similarly, Jean-Loup Borget bases
an understanding of melodrama on the presence of Joan Crawford, Bette Davis and Lana Turner,
‘Faces of the American Melodrama: Joan Crawford’, Film Reader 3 (February, 1978), pp24-34.

5 Ryall, ‘Genre and Hollywood’, in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies ed. by Hill and Church
Gibson, p332.

¢ See Richard Dyer, Stars (London: BFI, 1979), and Stardom: Industry of Desire ed. by Christine
Gledhill (London: Routledge, 1991). I shall draw upon this work in analyzing my historically
constituted genre, in chapter four.

" David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of Cinema
(London: Harvard University Press, 1989), p147. As Douglas Pye suggests, the likelihood is that the
outlines of any genre will remain indistinct and impossible to chart: therefore genre criticism should
‘concern itself with identifying tendencies within generic traditions and placing individual works in
relation to these.” See ‘Genre and Movies’, Movie 20 (Spring, 1975), p29. In the most elaborate
version of this position, Steve Neale argues that ‘part of the very function of genres is precisely to
display a variety of the possibilities of the semiotic processes of mainstream narrative cinema while
simultaneously containing them as genre. ’ See Genre (London: BFI, 1980), p31. In this view, the
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elements in an individual genre may change over time. As Douglas Pye suggests, in
any single genre film, ‘any one or more than one element might be brought to the
foreground while others might all but disappear,”® the guiding principle being that
of difference in repetition.” But importantly, as one film attempts to differentiate
itself from others of the same genre, this variation then reflects back upon the genre
in question, extending the available repertoire of conventions. Thus, reflecting the
'ﬂuidity of overall generic regimes, ‘the elements and conventions of a genre are
always in play rather than being simply replayed; and any generic corpus is always

being expanded.’*

These insights into the mercurial qualities of genre again relate primarily to the
formal features of film texts. But they also promise to be extremely useful in
helping to understand the histdrically-constituted genre of historical film,
particularly in accounting for any potential lack of clarity in historical (e

audience/critical/industrial) identifications of and responses to it.!!

generic system is a way of differentially deploying the characteristic themes, settings and discourses
of Hollywood films, none of which are exclusive to any single genre, and of shifting the balance
between narrative and spectacle from one genre to the next. The specificity of a genre thus arises
from its particular combination, its relative promotion or relegation, of the typical features of the
Hollywood movie.

8 Pye, ‘Genre and Movies’, p32.

? Steve Neale, Genre, pp22-3.

19 Steve Neale, ‘Questions of Genre’, Screen 31, no.1 (Spring, 1990), pS6. This article is reprinted in
Film Genre Reader II where the cited passage can be found on p170. For the reader’s ease,
subsequent references to this article will relate to the Film Genre Reader II reprint.

1 Richard Maltby argues that the general fluidity and transgressive tendencies identified by the
genre critics I have considered may allow audiences to put genre labels to different (and possibly
overlapping) uses, and may thus explain the ‘fuzziness [...] in the meaning of the names given to
program types’ by the respondents of a 1955 audience preference survey. The quotation is from
Dallas W. Smythe, John R. Gregory, Alvin Ostrin, Oliver P. Colvin, and William Moroney, ‘Portrait
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2. Writing Genre Historically

The difference between this section and the previous section on ‘formal
approaches’ to genre, is mainly a matter of the distinction Todorov draws between
theoretical and historical genres.* The difference is also the same as that between
the often highly personalized notions of historical film developed by the historians

of chapter one, and the reception-studies led definition I hope eventually to furnish.

Revising his earlier position on genre to give a much more prominent role to the
audience, Steve Neale argued in 1990 that:
genres are not simply bodies of work or groups of films, however
classified, labeled, and defined. Genres do not consist only of
films: they consist also, and equally, of specific systems of
expectation and hypothesis that spectators bring with them to the
cinema and that interact with films themselves during the course of
the viewing process.”
Generic labels appear in the discourses surrounding a film (in criticism and
interviews for instance, and in advertising) helping to create and circulate a
‘narrative image’ of any particular example: ‘the cinema’s anticipatory reply to the

question, “what is the film like?””** That is, secondary discourses create a

generically and historiéally specific reading context of expectation within which

of a First-Run Audience’, Quarterly Review of Film, Radio and Television 9 (Summer, 1955), p398,
and is cited by Maltby in Hollywood Cinema, p109.

12 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic tr. by Richard Howard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975),
pp13-4. The polarity is arguably a false one; ‘theoretical’ critics are writing about films which have
a historical existence, and are trying to describe some of the historical features of the genres that
concern them. But it will be useful to suspend temporarily our awareness of this.

B3 <«Questions of Genre’, p160.

1 John Ellis, Visible Fictions: Cinema, Television, Video (London: Routledge, 1981), p30.

39



films may be understood. But this is not the only such interpretative context - as
Rick Altman suggests, the historical use of any generic term is merely evidence

»15

that ‘generic levels of meaning are operative’™ - and therefore concrete conclusions

about the reception and interpretation of a film cannot be drawn from it alone.

Rick Altman and the Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Genre

Altman’s work- during the 1980s is of particular interest because of his attempts to
situate an awareness of audience, secondary discourse and the ‘historical realities’
of genre within an overall theoretical and methodological framework. Film/Genre,
his latest contribution to genre studies, was published too recently for me to take it
properly into account. Here Altman revises his stance in light of the criticism it has
received (which I shall come to shortly), attending more closely to divergent
audience perceptions, questions of the ‘uses’ to which genres are put, and the
principle that ‘genres might serve diverse groups diversely.”’® This new thesis,
though stimulating, is much more abstract and speculative than the position
elaborated in The American Film Musical of 1987."” Though I will allude to some
of Altman’s new insights elsewhere in my investigation, in this section I shall be
focussing on his earlier work. I do so partly in order to clarify my own approach

against his practical, step-by-step guide to genre construction, and partly because I

B Rick Altman, The American Film Musical (1987) (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1989), p13.

16 See Film/Genre (London: BFI, 1999), especially pp207-15. The quotation is from p207.

17 See note 83, below.
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will be using some of the suggestions made in The American Film Musical in my

analysis of the historical film in chapter four.

Altman has suggested ‘syntactic’ approaches to genre, privileging the structures
into which a genre’s ‘semantic’ building blocks are arranged, are a way of moving
from an inclusive generic definition, to an exclusive one.’® Exclusive definitions
represent critical rather than popular or commonsensical categories, establishing a
smaller corpus of films that have a number of more precise links and common
characteristics.”® In adopting such an approach, there is a danger of missing the big
picture, and of distorting the ‘true’ image of the historical genre by focusing on a
fixed, ahistorical core of generic ‘prototypes’.20 Moreover, both the semantic and
syntactic, as Altman has described them, are fextual and theoretical models, with no
place for the spectator, or the discourses and expectations that are so important to a

genre’s meaning and function.

In recognition of the fluidity which characterizes the historical existence of genres,

Altman proposes that semantic and syntactic approaches can be combined to

'® See Altman, ‘A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre’, Cinema Journal, vol. 23 (1984),
no. 3, pp6-7.

1 Compare Buscombe’s encyclopaedic The BFI Companion to the Western (1988) (London: Andre
Deutsch/BFI, 1993) with Bazin’s more selective and critical work on the ‘essence’ of the Western in
“The Evolution of the Western’, What is Cinema? Vol. 2 tr. by Hugh Gray (Berkeley, CA:
California: University of California Press, 1971), p149, which typifies the aim of constituting a
canon, establishing permanent points of reference by which other accounts of a genre might
navigate, and illuminating basic themes, properties and patterns.

% As Buscombe points out with regard to the Western, the films that are examined in exclusive
accounts are big-budget, main-feature films, though most Westerns were cheaply made, often as
elements of a series. See The BFI Companion to the Western, pp13, 36-40.
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engender a fuller appreciation of a particular category?' He complains that most
genre critics reveal two allied needs: ‘to remain faithful to a traditional definition,
yet to deal primarily with those texts which correspond most clearly to the
methodology and the overall theory [which is being deployed]’ (p91). Altman
suggests that this would not be a problem, but for the fact that critics are so
secretive about it, proclaiming the breadth of a genre in one sentence and limiting it
in the next, but refusing to recognize the definitional drift. The process erases
evidence that a new corpus is being constituted and hides the choices made, ‘thus
leaving the reader methodologically where he/she started, able only to borrow other

people’s conclusions’ (p126).

In remedy to these problems, Altman proposes a number of steps for formulating a
generic corpus, which lay the process open to scrutiny. He suggests that the critic

should begin with the Hollywood usage of the generic label, but argues that in itself

21 ‘We need to recognize that not all genre films relate to their genre in the same way or to the same
extent. By simultaneously accepting semantic and syntactic notions of genre we avail ourselves of a
possible way to deal critically with differing levels of genericity. In addition, the dual approach
permits a far more accurate description of the numerous inter-generic connections typically
suppressed by single-minded approaches.” See The American Film Musical, p97.

# Alan Williams argues that this is true of Thomas Schatz’s book Hollywood Genres: Formulas,
Film-making, and the Studio System (New York: Random House, 1981) in which the treatment of
any genre ‘depends not on historical or theoretical even-handedness but on tacitly agreed-upon
landmarks.” See ‘Is a Radical Genre Criticism Possible?’, p123. Brian Taves’ The Romance of
Adventure (a volume which examines ‘historical adventure movies’) is a further instance, beginning
with a wide-ranging definition, which is subsequently, repeatedly and overtly revised. Thus for
example it is initially argued that the genre is predicated upon altruism and chivalry, and the
importance of fighting for liberty and justice (see esp. p13). But Viking pictures are included (p29),
as are ‘fortune-hunter films’, even though, as Taves notes, the fortune hunter is ‘simply a private
person, asocial and unattached’, who effects no changes in the political structure (p47). I suspect
that the difficulty behind these examples of inconsistency is that Taves’ basic conception of the
historical adventure genre is heavily dependent upon the conventional swashbuckler, but is then
expanded or contracted as necessary to encompass a variety of alternative forms.
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this is insufficient to the definition of that genre.” The critic collects together the
broadest possible range of films suggested by the Hollywood term to establish a
preliminary corpus, and then analyses this corpus in a number of ways. The aim is
to achieve a subjectively ‘more satisfying’ (p10) level of explanatory power and
complexity. The critic now constitutes a revised corpus, reflecting his/her new,
more fulfilling, complete and complex appreciation of the genre. This naturally
means that some films will be left out (see p14). At this point history and the

relationship of the genre in question to society also enter the equation.?*

Altman’s model has received pertinent criticism from a number of quarters. Steve
Neale for example expresses surprise that Altman berates genre critics, who after
all are dealing with an industrial product, for ‘accepting terms and categories,
provided by an openly self-serving industry.”” Neale disagrees that the importance
of these secondary discourses relates only to the first step of analysis. He does not

accept that the aim of genre analysis is the redefinition of a corpus.®

3 Far from seeking to explain the genre or its texts, far from creating a vocabulary appropriate both
to systematic and historical analysis, Hollywood’s version of the musical serves only to locate the
genre, rather than to provide a method of dealing with its functioning or even of justifying this
garticular delimitation of the genre.” See The American Film Musical, p13.

* Altman argues that ‘the early stages of generic analysis must accept the fiction that a genre exists
outside of time, without a history, for only by temporarily suppressing historical relationships can
we perceive systematic relationships.’ Ibid., p14.

3 Altman, The American Film Musical, p1.

%6 Neale asserts that such an aim is ‘no different [ ...] from the worst pigeonholing inheritances of
neo-classical literary theory. We can easily end up identifying the purpose of generic analysis with
the rather fruitless attempt to decide which films fit, and therefore properly belong to, which genres.
‘We can also end up constructing or perpetuating canons of films, privileging some and demoting or
excluding others.” See ‘Questions of Genre’, in Film Genre Reader II, p165. Many of the
inconsistencies of Taves’ canonical study of historical adventure films (discussed in note 22 above)
can be understood with reference to his suggestion that the film industry has an insufficient or
unreliable grasp of generic distinctions (p74), and his decision to base his analysis solely on his own
readings of the severely circumscribed sample of films that he alone has adjudged to be pertinent
(ppxiii, 16). He objects that the term ‘adventure film’ has been too-liberally applied (p4), but this
impression springs from the fact that the ‘historical adventure film’ is a theoretically - rather than
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Altman suggests that, in practice, selection and reinterpretation are unavoidable in
genre criticism. He does not deny that genres always exist in exc;ass of a corpus of
work, nor does he deny the discourses and expectations which define the public
circulation of genre. Rather, he argues that by beginning with these key features as
the basis for analysis, and by being selective and open about both the choices made
and the reasons for making them, the genre critic may make conclusions that are
both clear and intellectually satisfying. Neale acknowledges that the historical
specificity and changeability of genre helps to make it difficult ‘to list exhaustively
the characteristic components of individual genres, or to define them in anything
other than the most banal or tautological terms’.*’ But to cope with the inherent

temporality and mutability of genres, the answer is more historical research, not

less.

Altman defends the principle of critical redefinition by arguing that it embraces
historical change; it accepts that cultural and critical concemns vary from age to age,
and that the questions a historian asks always involve curtailing the sum of what his
sources have to say. This seems a specious argument because it uses the term
‘historical’ in a very particular way, which is quite different to that implied by
Neale and accepted by film studies as a whole. A historical approach in accordance
with the principles of reception studies (into which Neale’s views fit snugly) would

recognize that all critical categories have historical importance as interpretative

historically - constructed genre. It may be that, like romance, adventure is a characteristic of almost
all Hollywood and Hollywood-inspired product.
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frames, and would strive to incorporate them into its historical analysis. But it
would also make far greater use of other discourses and sources, and would never

attempt to step beyond them.

Ultimately then, Neale’s assertion that Altman is ‘in danger of curtailing the very
cultural and historical analysis upon which [he] rightly insists as an additional
theoretical aim’ is quite valid.® The American Film Musical ends up a rather more
restrained and self-conscious way of achieving the same neat, incomplete result as
work by Fraser, Toplin and Rosenstone, and perhaps one lesson to take from the
book is that work on genre will be undermined if it is historical by half-measures.
Rather than using a methodology which asks to be judged partly on the basis of its
suitability for genre history and for making links to society and the wider culture,
my approach will take genre history and the historical sources for it and its social

existence as fundamental concerns.

However, the semantic/syntactic model provides me with a way of organizing these
inquiries and a vocabulary for describing them, and I am persuaded that it can help
tackle questions of differing degrees of genericity and intergeneric similarity. I aim
to use the notion of generic syntax only as a way of gaining additional
understanding of the range of films identified as historical in chapter three, rather
than as a means of achieving ‘a new, narrower generic definition. In addition to

Altman’s ideas, I shall apply a number of the other insights discussed in this

% Neale, ‘Questions of Genre’, pl71.
% 1bid., p166.
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chapter, always as ways of explaining and contextualizing - never transforming or

redefining - my historical findings.

In chapter six I will go on to my discussion of historical film in the 1980s, paying
attention now to the genre’s history and to some of the other interpretative frames
and contexts available at this time. I will thus be delaying the question of genre
history as Altman suggests. This seems unavoidable in view of the restrictions of
thesis-writing, and the scope and strong sense of genre that I am aiming for. Some
appreciation of history and historical change will be present throughout my
analysis. But only after I have established the characteristics, logic and broad
history of the historical genre, and the potential significance and meaning of
applying it as an interpretative frame, will we be able to identify some of the finer
points of change in the genre, its relations to its social and political context, and its

standing amongst rival and overlapping interpretative frames.

Writing Historically on British Genres

The regimes into which genre filmmaking can be ordered vary significantly from
one national cinema to another. National differences in industrial structures and
conditions impact heavily on generic filmmaking, and the particular economic
instability that has affected British cinema has arguably inhibited the development

of distinctive generic strands.”” Such considerations as these would seem to suggest

% As Sarah Street writes: ‘[clombine-owned or independent, studios which were run with both
creative imagination and managerial efficiency were able to sustain popular generic cycles most
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that a British genre might be examined within the specific, separate context of
Britain’s own genre system. In this light, it appears especially problematic that
most material on the subject of film genre has been concerned with (or in the case

of genre theory, articulated in relation to) Hollywood.

~ However, it is important to afford due recognition to the prominence of American
films in Britain. There have been periods during which British films have been
exceedingly popular, the war years usually being cited as the key example?o But
the norm of American popularity has never been suspended for very long, and
indeed persists to the present’’ It should also be observed that the physical
environments within which such films have been exhibited have often borrowed
their designs from American models, and have aimed at the provision of

‘Hollywood’ glamour and exoticism. 2

efficiently. Korda’s historical films were made at Denham in the 1930s, Ealing comedies are
synonymous with that studio under Michael Balcon’s control in the 1940s, Hammer horrors were
made at Bray Studios and James Bond action films at Pinewood.” See British National Cinema, p30.
%0 At this time, Murphy argues, ‘[t]here was a marked 1mprovement in the quality of British films,
reflected in box-office takings’; and films such as 49" Parallel (1941) and The Man in Grey (1943)
‘rivalled the top American pictures in popularity with British audiences’. See ‘Under the Shadow of
Hollywood’, in All Our Yesterdays: Ninety Years of British Cinema ed. by Charles Barr (London:
BFI 1986), p59.

*! For example the U. S. commanded a 92.5% share of the British exhibition market in 1992,
compared to Britain’s own paltry 4% (Screen Digest, December 1993, p280). British audiences
were faithful to American films even when their trans-Atlantic counterparts were not, as Paul Swann
reveals in The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar Britain (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987),
p6. However, the same author notes that the effectiveness of the Hollywood pleasure-principle was
at times also augmented by propagandist support from the American government (ibid., pp1-2).

32 The supercinemas of the 1920s, for example, were inspired by American examples, and included
the Majestic in Leeds and the Pavillion in West London. See Allen Eyles’ ‘Exhibition and the
Cinemagoing Experience’, in The British Cinema Book, p218). Similarly, the ’80s revival in
cinema-going was facilitated by the phenomenon of the multiplex cinemas, under the direction of
the American companies which owned them, p224. Eyles further notes that ‘[t]he spread of the
American-style film-going experience of the multiplex has been accompanied by an increased
enthusiasm for watching American films’, p225. I shall return to the multiplex in later chapters.
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Rick Altman contends that the international stature of Hollywood films has meant
the generic cinema of other countries has ‘by and large generated fewer films and
[. . .] been less codified, less widely recognized.”” Following the critical
rediscovery of British film during the last decade or so, it can no longer be said to
be ‘unknown.”>* But having begun to find ways of approaching and writing about
British genres, it must be admitted that these genres cannot properly be examined
in isolation. As Ryall has observed:

The central presence of Hollywood films in the discussion of the

concept of genre is not unconnected to the central presence of

Hollywood films in the audience experience in most countries of

the world, and, most strikingly, in Britain since the 1920s. British

film genres, although developed in the context of currents of the

national culture, were addressed to audiences steeped in the

“foreign culture” of Hollywood cinema, and a full critical

definition of British film genres must take account of that.>®
American films and genres (and American-style cinemas) have introduced different
experiences and expectations to the British reading context, thus potentially
complicating the meanings of British-produced films. Furthermore, this effect is
likely to have been very subtle, as American imports to Britain were not purely

Westerns and gangster movies in the classic style, but also visions of British life,

including several treatments of important episodes in British history.*® An

3 Altman, ‘Cinema and Genre’, in The Oxford History of World Cinema ed. by Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p277.

3 On the recent work on British Cinema, see my conclusion, pp383-390. The phrase ‘unknown
cinema’ was first applied to British production by Alan Lovell in 1969, in an unpublished BFI
seminar paper. Both the paper and the phrase have since become well known.

% Tom Ryall, “British Cinema and Genre’, inJournal of Popular British Cinema 1: Genre and
British Cinema ed. by Alan Burton and Julian Petley (Wiltshire: Flicks Books, 1998), p23.

3 H. Mark Glancy notes that in the 1930s and ’40s alone, Hollywood produced in excess of 150 of
these Anglophile films. See When Hollywood Loved Britain: The Hollywood ‘British’ Film 1939-45
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), p1. Addressing the substance of what it was the

48



important related point is that American films have also meant different things in
Britain to the U.S., because of the differences in interpretative context.” By
looking at the consumption of cinema as well as production, we can set about

‘freeing the term “British Cinema” from a narrow nationalist straightjacket.”®

Though the recent challenge to the circumscribed study of British cinema has been
led by a new focus on audiences, in fact it is reinforced by a more nuanced
understanding of film production. Though national film industries and regimes of
generic output are indeed extremely diverse, there are nevertheless numerous ways
in which the industries and products of Britain and America (for example) are

interrelated.

Firstly, the dominant presence of Hollywood in British cinemas has exerted a

marked and frequently defining influence on the style and Strategy of British

American films ‘sold’ in Great Britain during the post-war years, Swann finds that not only did they
embody ‘a relatively coherent model of the ideal American community’, they also ‘encapsulated a
vision of British society.” Changes in this vision entailed ‘a retreat from any attempt to present
contemporary British life in a realistic manner. American films about British life were fixated upon
either Britain’s aristocracy, its empire or its past.’ See The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar
Britain, pp4-5. In fact, Hollywood has been consistently interested in British history since the
beginning of the period that concerns me. On the 1930s, for example, see Jeffrey Richards’ article,
‘Imperial Images: The British Empire and Monarchy on Film’, in Cultures 2, no. 1 (1974), pp106-8,
where he demonstrates how developments in American attitudes to European intervention are
visible in films about British history. The sequence moves from the anti-Elizabeth Mary of Scotland
(1936), via the discursive The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex (1939), to the decidedly
interventionist Sea Hawk (1940).

37 All of these points can also be applied to a certain degree to European cinema. Though of course
this has never been as popular in Britain as Hollywood, it has nevertheless been prominent in certain
discourses and, particularly in recent years, has reached a loyal audience through the ‘art-house’
network. In chapter three we will see some of the sources for the historical film identifying both
American-produced and continental films as historical alongside British productions. See below for
a consideration of the problems associated with the notion of a ‘British production’.

38 Sarah Street, ‘Popular British Cinema?’, in Journal of Popular British Cinema 1: Genre and
British Cinema, p14.
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films.* Occasionally, this generalized imitation has also been focussed into a more
self-conscious and strategic attempt to counterfeit the American style, as in the case
of Korda’s output in the earlier 1930s.“> The profits and plaudits garnered by
Korda’s The Private Life of Henry VIII inspired a particular rash of big-budget
productions, made on the trans-Atlantic model and with an eye to trans-Atlantic

markets."!

A second way in which Hollywood and the British industry are conjoined is
through co-production of films. Encouraged to support British filmmaking since the

1922 Cinematograph Films Act,** by the later 1950s up to 90% of the films made

¥ Andrew Higson has observed how ‘[e]ven those areas of commercial feature film-making which
are most strongly and self-consciously differentiated from Hollywood still draw on the traditions of
classical Hollywood film. The popular understanding of cinema is so closely based on the watching
of American films that to offer something too different is almost to revolt against the very idea of
cinema.’ See Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1995), p11.

“ Korda suggested that ‘“[o]ur difficulty [. . .] is that you cannot convey a proper sense of the
English spirit [...] unless you go down to the roots. Roots strike deep into history and may be very
local things. In America where roots are near the surface, they are not easily interested in what lies
deep down in other countries, and unless we can interest America, there can be no great market for
our films . . .”” This quotation appears in Karol Kulik, Alexander Korda: The Man Who Could Work
Miracles (London: W. H. Allen, 1975), p98. Vincent Porter has also recently suggested that, for
much of that decade, and for most of the 1950s too, ‘[t]he hard commercial reality was that, to cover
their costs, most British films, other than those with a very low budget, also had to appeal to
overseas audiences, especially those in the United States.” See ‘Between Structure and History’, in
Journal of Popular British Cinema 1: Genre and British Cinema (1998), p27.

“! Tan Jarvie argues against the orthodoxy on The Private Life of Henry VIII, that “close analysis of
the career of the film in the U. S. would [. . .] show that it had in fact a limited release, confined to
two major cities, and that it gained, by Hollywood standards, a modest return.” See Hollywood’s
Overseas Campaign: The North Atlantic Movie Trade, 1920-50 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p144. While this may be so, the contemporary significance of the film as an
example of the benefits to be won from Hollywood-style film-making, and as a primary motivation
to the boom of the 1930s, remains intact. Rank in the 1940s, Grade in the *70s, and Goldcrest in the
’80s also made attempts to duplicate the appeal of American films to both British and American
audiences. All met with the same failure as in the 1930s, sometimes on a comparably spectacular
scale. On Rank, see Robert Murphy’s ‘Rank’s Attempt on the American Market, 1944-49’, in
British Cinema History ed. by James Curran and Vincent Porter (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1993); on Grade see Linda Woods’ British Films 1971-1981 (London: BFI, 1983); and for a
fascinating insight into the decision-making at Goldcrest, consult My Indecision is Final: The Rise
and Fall of Goldcrest Films by Jake Eberts and Terry Ilott (London: Faber and Faber, 1990).

“2 On the ‘quota quickies’, see Street’s British National Cinema, p9.
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in Britain derived at least part of their financing from American sources.” Robert

Murphy also cites a similar figure for the year 1967.*

In addition to those films financed wholly or partly from American sources, a very
great many others could be described as co-productions in a looser sense, in that
they brought together properties, stars and creative personnel from more than one
country. Hollywood’s early horror classics, for example, were based on the work of
British writers such as Mary Shelley and Bram Stoker, whilst leading lights of the
genre, such as James Whale and Boris Karloff, were also British.* Americans too

were regularly imported to feature in British films.*® Films narrating Britain’s

“ See George Perry, The Great British Picture Show (London: Hart-Davis MacGibbon, 1974),
215.
¥ Robert Murphy, Realism and Tinsel: Cinema and Society, 1939-49 (London: Routledge, 1989),
p258. In fact, of course, for much of the 1960s Hollywood channeled vast sums into British
production, attracted by the vibrant reputation of ‘swinging London’ and other factors (on which see
British National Cinema, p20). Universal, to take one example, ‘provided 100 per cent financing for
the British films — it was all Hollywood money, not funds that were already in Britain — and no limit
[- . .] was ever fixed for any of the films or indeed the total amount of money to be invested.’
Alexander Walker, Hollywood, England (London: Michael Joseph, 1974), p344. Dickinson and
Street nominate 1968 as the apogee of American investment, when £31.3m was imported for
production by British subsidiaries. See Cinema and State: The Film Industry and the British
Government, 1927-84 (London: BFI, 1985), p240.
“ See Marcia Landy, British Genres: Cinema and Society, 1930-1960 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1991), p389. In a slightly later period, ‘[tJhe most successful and clearly typecast
male stars, Rex Harrison, James Mason, Stewart Granger and Michael Wilding, all left Britain to
pursue careers in Hollywood, where the rewards were far greater’ (Andrew Spicer ‘Male Stars,
Masculinity and British Cinema, 1945 — 1960°, in The British Cinema Book, p144), whilst in the
1970s, as the charisma and profitability of British films faded and the focus of youth culture
reverted to the U.S., British talent again moved abroad (see Murphy’s ‘Under the Shadow of
Hollywood’, p66). Sheridan Morley’s Tales of the Hollywood Raj: The British, the Movies, and
Tinseltown (New York: Viking Press, 1983) takes an entertaining overview of the resident British
community in Hollywood from its beginnings until recent times.
“ In 1951 for example, Hammer negotiated an agreement with independent American producer
Robert Lippert, which guaranteed a Twentieth Century-Fox release for their product, in return for
Hammer’s agreement to employ American stars in leading roles to ease their films into the
American market. See The Cinema Book ed. by Pam Cook (London: BFI, 1985), p44. Michael ,
Balcon, who was responsible for a policy of American importation at Gaumont-British, notes that in
many cases the star chosen was inappropriate, and the film concered failed. See Michael Balcon
Presents: A Lifetime of Films (London: Hutchison, 1968), p61.
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complex history and its dealings with the continent might also have a particular

need for European actors.”’

Parallel to such exchanges, as Hollywood’s investment in British filmmaking
continued to multiply in the 60s, there began ‘an ever-increasing flow of American
producers and directors into Britain to swell the numbers of the old-established
residents like Kubrick, Lester, Losey, Foreman, Sherison and Stanley Donen.”*®®
Kevin Gough-Yates’ recent article, ‘Exiles in British Cinema’, serves additionally
as a reminder of the presence and influence of behind-the-camera Europeans in
British cinema.* The exchange of star performers in particular seems likely to have
further complicated readings of British-produced films, since both the star and the
gestural codes employed might have ‘foreign’ and perhaps discordant

connotations.”

On the one hand then, British cinema must be studied with appropriate regard to
European and American determinants, exchanges, influences and contexts. On the
other, to borrow Andrew Higson’s elastic and wide-embracing formulation,

Hollywood should be understood as: ‘the international institutionalization of certain

“" Thus Kine Weekly felt that the involvement in The First Gentleman (1948) of director Cavalcanti
and actor Jean Pierre Aumont was necessary because ‘British as it is at base, there is a strong
international flavour in the character of the period.” Kine Weekly, 21 August 1947, p14.

“8 Walker, Hollywood, England, p341.

* <Exiles in British Cinema’, in The British Cinema Book, pp104-113. See in addition Duncan
Petrie’s The British Cinematographer (London: BFI, 1996), which charts European influences on
British camera-work.

3% <Sign of the indigenous cultural codes, institutional metonymy and site of the class war in its
national specificity, the signification of the star “naturally” changes according to the social,
economic and political environment.” Susan Hayward, French National Cinema (London:
Routledge, 1993), p12.
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standards and values of cinema, in terms of both audience expectations,
professional ideologies and practices, and the establishment of infrastructures of
production, distribution, exhibition and marketing, to accommodate, regulate and
reproduce these standards and values.””’ These considerations form part of the
ongoing debate on national cinema, and have significant implications for my

intention to study the British historical film.

Higson’s position with regard to national cinema is more considered and
sophisticated than those advanced by others in the field>* He provides a useful
summary of the various ideas and discourses entailed in the study of national
cinema (pp4-5), and crucially, recognizes the degree to which they overlap and

interrelate.”® Also significant are his assertion of the necessary centrality of

*! Higson, ‘The Idea of National Cinema’, Screen 30 (1989), no. 4, p38.

52 In a recent essay, Stephen Crofts enumerates possible responses to the problems of national film-
making and the apparent dominance of world cinema by the U. S.. Broadly speaking, these can be
described as imitation of the U.S., domestic competition with the U.S., and product differentiation,
which is imagined as an avoidance of competition with the U. S.. See ‘Reconceptualizing National
Cinema/s’, Quarterly Review of Film and Video 14 (1993), no. 3, especially p50. The emphasis is
thus very much on production rather than consumption, and there is little appreciation in his essay of
the prevalence or the historical importance of national hybrids, compounds and composites.
Similarly, Buscombe has asserted that individual national cinema histories can only be written and
understood as reactions against Hollywood (‘Film History and the Idea of a National Cinema’,
Australian Journal of Screen Theory 9/10 (1981), pp141-153), whilst John Hill has called for an
indigenous British cinema on cultural grounds, arguing in favour of a government-sponsored
diversity that is ‘adequate’ to the complexities of modern Britain (‘The Issue of National Cinema
and British Film Production’, in New Questions of British Cinema ed. by Duncan Petrie (London:
BFI, 1993)). In Higson’s analysis, Hill’s idea of national cinema, in privileging particular ‘non-
standard’ film types and movements, can be located within a bourgeois and elitist tradition, which
ignores popular taste and fears the allure and the ascendancy of mass-produced (and especially
American) films. See Waving the Flag, pp8-9, 14, 19.

53 As Higson suggests, though there are four discrete uses of the term ‘national cinema’, ‘any
utterance about national cinema will probably mobilize more than one of these’ (p4). Swann notes
that ‘[bleginning in the years immediately after the First World War, there were repeated demands
from the political and cultural establishments in Britain for the self-conscious creation of a national
cinema’. See The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar Britain, p146. His examples represent
compelling historical evidence that national cinema in practice cannot be properly understood from
purely economic or cultural perspectives.
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> and his

audiences to definitions and examinations of national cinema,
appreciation of the further complications introduced by co-production and the

international acceptance of American codes and conventions.

Amongst the range of historical research into British national cinema and particular
genres, the prominence Higson affords to popular taste and American influences is
rare, and Geoffrey-Nowell Smith has gone so far as to claim that ‘the hidden
history of cinema in British culture, and in popular culture in particular, has been
the history of American films popular with the British public. 55 1t is true that many
of the standard texts on British film history simply side-step these issues.’® When
authors have broached the question of the interrelationships between Britain and
America (and Europe), they have usually done so from an economic or industrial
perspective, confining their discussion to such matters as the advantages generated
| for Hollywood by vertical integration and block-booking; the corresponding
inadequacies of the British infrastructure; and the history of government

rotection.”’ There is very little on the aesthetic influence of American films on
p y

5% [T]he parameters of a national cinema should be drawn at the site of consumption as much as the

site of production of films’ (“The Idea of National Cinema’, p36). See also Waving the Flag, p21,
where he relates the enthusiasm of British audiences for American films to visual and narrative
pleasure, and contends that it is not purely a question of industrial advantage, as those who oppose
themselves to Hollywood have sometimes argued.

5% ‘But do we need it?’, in British Cinema Now ed. by Nick Roddick and Martin Auty (London: BFI,
1985), pp151-2.

56 One recent example of this is Dissolving Views, edited by Higson himself, who writes in his
introduction: ‘There have at various times been concerted efforts to construct or embrace a
specifically national British cinema, distinct from American cinema; but there have also been many,
both inside and outside the industry, who have preferred to work with Hollywood and its traditions
rather than against it.” The contributors to this book are, at least on this occasion, mostly concerned
with the efforts to construct an indigenous cinema. See ‘Introduction’, in Dissolving Views: Key
Writings on British Cinema (London: Cassell, 1996) pp1-2.

37 A good example of writing in this vein is Murphy’s ‘Under the Shadow of Hollywood’. Perhaps a
partial explanation for the predominance of industrial discourses is that (relative to the fugitive and
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British genres and on the expectations and reading practices of British audiences,
subjects which follow directly from the industrial and economic connections. A
further flaw in much of this work is that it proceeds by opposing British to
American cinema in a rather stark way, which can be very limiting®™ One book
which attempts a more ambitious and nuanced analysis is Paul Swann’s The
Hollywood Feature Film in Post-war Britain, but in a number of ways this is also

unsatisfactory.”

It is my intention to consider British historical films (again, whatever they may be
found to be) that have been co-produced with America and those that have
borrowed from America, as well as those films fashioned from more purely British
resources. Though I would ideally have liked also to have taken full account of the

range of American and other imports to Britain, limitations of space again forbid

ephemeral traces of popular taste, for example) industrial processes, decisions, relationships and
legislation are very well documented. Murphy’s essay also participates in the recent concern with
protection, and the ambition ‘to construct a case against a Thatcherite free-market approach to film
production’ (Alan Lovell, ‘The British Cinema: The Known Cinema?’, in The British Cinema Book
ed. by Robert Murphy, p240). For Hill’s more theoretical statement of the interventionist position,
see particularly pp17-18 of his essay ‘The Issue of National Cinema and British Film Production’.
%8 Thus in his well-known study of Ealing studios, Charles Barr suggests that as a small production
centre, Ealing exemplifies one of the two options open to the post-war British film industry, the
other being collaboration with the U. S.. See Ealing Studios (Newton Abbot: David and Charles,
1977), especially pp4-7. Similarly, Murphy’s essay, ‘Under the Shadow of Hollywood’ narrates the
struggle of British cinema against American hegemony.

%% Swann addresses the meanings of American films for British audiences, and the inherence of
Hollywood in British film culture, within the wider context of Americanization and American
cultural policy. As I suggested above, he also appreciates the interrelationship of economic and
cultural perspectives on national cinema. However, his conclusion that ‘British and American films
provided the cinema audience with different orders of experience’ (p148), the former offering
‘nzsdesty’ and realism, the latter optimism, drama and glamour (pp147-9), seems to be a reversion
to polarity discourse, suggesting again that the history of British cinema should be written in contra-
distinction to Hollywood. The status of standard British realist genres is upheld, and Swann’s
analysis of the impact upon British cinema of American films, stars and technicians, is
disappointing. ‘
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it.% I have relied on Denis Gifford for a clear and consistent sense of which of the
films described as historical in the sources are British, and though I have referred to
such American productions as The Virgin Queen (1955) in chapter four, I have
accepted the fact that his definition privileges production over the more complex
and inclusive issues of consumption and film culture.’ However, in chapter five
and within the limited scope of chapter six, I will try to be sensitive to the status of
other forms of American cinema as potentially important interpretative frames for
British historicals. It is here that I will examine ‘the British historical film’ in its
broadest sense. In my conclusion, I will return to the issues of national cinema and

national identity, and will set my various findings within these contexts.

3. Genre as Mythic-Ritual

Geoffrey Hill has recently argued that ‘[oJur participation in cinema is our
participation in myth.”> Though ‘the names, times, and styles have changed, the

myths that were familiar to our ancestors are the myths on the silver screen’

50 1t should be noted however that my thinking and conclusions have been informed by a wide-
ranging survey of industrial definitions and conceptions of historical film contained in the trade
magazine Kine Weekly. This survey exceeded the two decades case-studied in chapter three,
sg;arming the entire period from 1930-1971 and embracing all films described as historical.

8! In The British Film Catalogue, Gifford derives his definition of the term “British film’ from that
set out by the 1927 Cinematograph Films Act, with the exceptions that native productions of
Commonwealth countries are held to be invalid, whilst those produced by British companies
working in co-operative arrangements with foreign studios are not (see pp7-8 for his full
methodological discussion). His judgments are based on not only the register of new films mandated
by the 1927 act, but also a great deal of primary research which I see no point in re-producing. The
main alternative to this sort of approach is the distinctly nebulous notion of a ‘culturally British’
cinema, as used recently by the BFI for its ‘Films of the Century’ survey (on which see for example
the Guardian, 23 September 1999, p3). This offers no sound basis for imposing manageable limits
on an inquiry, nor for the comparison of British filmmaking to other national cinemas and the
charting of international dealings and exchanges. Furthermore, as British films have addressed
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(p14).® Films thus provide assorted ways of expressing essential and ancient

‘truths’ (p9).

These comments embody a number of assumptions about myth which are of
limited value in interpreting historical research into specific national instances of
the global category of historical film, and its local audiences. Such assumptions
owe much to literary theorist Northrop Frye, and entail the search for universal
characters, actions and narratives. Fryean notions of myth have strong

homogenizing tendencies, emphasizing the general rather than the particular.®*

An alternative perspective on myth has greater explanatory potential, and owes
much more to Levi-Strauss, who argues that ‘a dilemma (or contradiction) stands at
the heart of every living myth [. . .] The impulse to construct the myth arises from
the desire to resolve the dilemma.’® Significantly, he suggests that, like language,
myth is defined not by content but by syntax, with meaning found not ‘in the
isolated elements which enter into the composition of a myth’, but only in the

culturally specific way the elements are combined%® Therefore myth is not a

Russian and German as well as British history, it promises only partial access to the full range of the
British historical genre.

62 Geoffrey Hill, Illuminating Shadows: The Mythic Power of Film (London: Shambhala, 1992), p4.
% According to the analytical psychology on which he draws, ‘each of us has stirring within us the
symbols, archetypes, and myths of a vast collective unconscious borrowed from ancestors of the
distant and recent past. Through a familiarity with symbols, religion, and mythology, mythic
connections can be found in even the most secular films . . .” (p14).

% See Northrop Frye, ‘The Archetypes of Literature’, in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism: A
Reader, ed. by David Lodge (London: Longman, 1988).

% See The Cinema Book ed. by Pam Cook, p90.

8 Claude Levi-Strauss, ‘A Structural Study of Myth’, in The Structuralists ed. by Richard T. De
George and Fernande M. De George (Garden City: Double Day, 1972), p105.
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universal but a unique conceptual model, dependent for its meaning upon the

context in which it is encountered.

In mediating reality and helping us to understand the culture in which we live,
Barthes argues that the mythic dimension of cultural artifacts operates in a
particularly seductive and potent way. He writes that myth is ‘read as a factual
system’®’; “in it things lose the memory that they were once made’ (p155). He
continues: ‘Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about
them; simply, it purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and
eternal justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation but

that of a statement of fact.” It ‘organizes a world which is without contradictions’,

and ‘establishes a blissful clarity’ (p156).

The essence of this position in cinematic terms is that the tremendous success of
Hollywood is owed to the fact that ‘the American film industry discovered and
used the existing body of mythic oppositions provided it by the local culture. In
effect, the great Hollywood czars became naive, prodigious anthropologists.®® In a
similar vein, Thomas Sobchack argues that cinema provides a cathartic experience,
resolving ‘the tensions of cultural and social paradoxes inherent in human

experience.’® It is able to do this because of the ‘high degree of audience

%7 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (London: Jonathan Cape, 1973), p142.

% Robert Ray, A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, 1930-1980 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1985), p13.

% Thomas Sobchack, ‘Genre Film: A Classical Experience’, Literature/Film Quarterly 31, no. 3
(Summer, 1975) p201. For Thomas Schatz, cinema is similarly one of the means ‘by which
individuals deal with the culturally specific in order to make palatable certain truths about the
human condition that people have always found it difficult to contemplate.” See his essay ‘The
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familiarity with the Hollywood generic product,” and ‘the audience’s active but
indirect participation in that product’s creation.”” The great advantage of these
insights in the context of a reception studies approach to genre is that they are
fundamentally concerned with the activities of local viewers, with their lives and
preoccupations, and with the range of historically-present interpretative frames

available to them.

Developing the notion of American film as a mythmaking process in which both
industry and audience participate, Michael Wood identifies a number of filmic
forms in terms of the culturally specific myths they produce.”” Viewed from this
angle, different genres may be seen as variant strategies used by society in

addressing Sobchack’s paradoxes.’

A particular prospective value of Wood’s reasoning for the interpretation of

historical research into a genre, is that it may be an additional way of helping to

Structural Influence: New Directions in Film Genre Study’, in Film Genre Reader II ed. by Barry
Keith Grant, p97.

7 Schatz, “The Structural Influence’, p93. The idea is that the industry is keen to please and attract
large audiences, and consequently devolves to its customers the authority to designate which films
are produced. The selection is conveyed via the box-office, and is made on the basis of current
anxieties, nostrums and beliefs, and a naive judgment of the means most suited to addressing,
debating and reinforcing them.

7! See Michael Wood, America in the Movies (New York: Delta, 1975).

72 The melodrama for example may be seen as a way of mediating tensions arising in connection
with the American’s relation to his or her family. As Laura Mulvey has claimed, ideological
contradiction is ‘not a hidden, unconscious thread’ in melodrama, visible only to the cognoscenti.
Rather contradiction is the ‘overt mainspring’ of melodrama. She writes that ‘the 1950s melodrama
works by touching on sensitive areas of sexual repression and frustration', dramatizing and
discussing difficulties and tensions in the ways described above. See ‘Notes on Sirk and
Melodrama’, MOVIE 25 (Winter, 1977-8) pp13-6. Similarly, Andrew Tudor suggests that genres
provide structures and images that an audience can use to construct itself socially, and identifies the
horror movie as an experience which allows us to experiment with fear and to explore the fearful in
its various forms. See Monsters and Mad Scientists: A Cultural History of the Horror Movie
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), pp5, 213.
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theorize and explain the inter-generic distinctions drawn by the industry, reviewer,
and audience. For example, if we accept Thomas Sobchack’s idea that conflicts
‘between the individual and the group, between self-realization and communal
conformity’ are at the heart of the genre film, and that ‘the resolution of the tension

*3 then one

between the two poles will always be in favour of the community,
might contrast the gangster film’s economic slant on these conflicts’* with the more
familial, moral and sexual concerns addressed by the apparently similar category of

crime melodrama.

Before moving away from the subject of genre and myth, two connected points
might profitably be made here. The first is simply a reminder that the genre-as-
myth approach is best applied and appreciated as an interpretative tool, and must
not be made to answer every question that arises from the sources. Drawing like
Wood on the work of Levi-Strauss, Will Wright accounts for the appeal of the
Western by revealing its function as cultural ritual.” But as Thomas Schatz objects,
an understanding of the reciprocal relationship of studio and audience, and the
ritualistic character and mythic function of the genre film, cannot explain the form
entirely.”® Hollywood’s creative codes (narrative form, closure, variation, the star

system etc) are ignored by Wright, who accounts for the development of the

7 Sobchack, ‘Genre Film: A Classical Experience’, p201.

7 See Robert Warshow, The Immediate Experience (New York: Athenaeum, 1971), p136.

" Sixguns and Society: A Structural Study of the Western (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1975).

7 “In treating the Hollywood genre film as a form of mythic expression within a popular art form,
we should not fail to consider certain basic qualifications imposed by the nature of the commercial
cinematic medium that necessarily affect the narrative and thematic composition of that expression.
That is, there are a number of general cinematic codes indigenous to the Hollywood production
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Western not in commercial or aesthetic, but in purely extra-cinematic terms. Schatz
criticizes him for the omission,”’ though he does note that the particular
idiosyncracies of Hollywood filmmaking do not invalidate the idea of genre as
mythic-ritual. Rather they 'testify to the fact that the Hollywood cinema’s mode of
production provides a unique context for mythic expression.’””® The points made by
Schatz in this connection are salutary ones, for they also point toward the vital
principle of pleasure. Recognition of this principle provides an answer to André
Bazin’s famous question concerning the popularity of the western - one which does
not depend upon Bazin’s Fryean notion of the universal and timeless conflict

between ‘the forces of evil’ and ‘the knights of the true cause.’”

In sum, an analysis which draws upon notions of myth represents just one approach
to apply to an historically-constituted profile of a genre (which is to say one that
takes into account the ‘historical realities’ of its codes, conventions and pleasures,

and the various discourses and interpretative contexts which surround it). This

system that influence (and ultimately characterize) all of its products. . .”. See ‘The Structural
Influence’, p98.

77 Ibid., p97. For Schatz, the advantage of a mythic-ritual approach is that it ‘enables students of the
Hollywood genre films to broaden their analytical perspective without violating the integrity of the
individual films or the genres in which they participate’, p99.

7 Ibid., p98. Indeed, according to Altman’s semantic/syntactic model, Hollywood’s creative codes
are inextricably linked to any mythic-ritual meaning a genre might have. Altman writes that
audience response ‘is heavily conditioned by the choice of semantic elements and atmosphere,
because a given semantics used in a specific cultural situation will recall to an actual [audience] the
particular syntax with which that semantics has traditionally been associated in other texts. Thus
syntactic expectation, set up by a semantic signal, is matched by a parallel tendency to expect
specific syntactic signals to lead to pre-determined semantic fields . . .” See The American Film
Musical, p101.

7 “What can there possibly be to interest Arabs, Hindus, Latins, Germans, or Anglo-Saxons, among
whom the Western has had an uninterrupted success, about evocations of the birth of the United
States of America, the struggle between Buffalo Bill and the Indians, the laying down of the
railroad, or the Civil War?’. See ‘The Western, or The American Film Par Excellence’, in What is
Cinema? Vol. 2, p141. Looking beyond the culturally specific function of the Western, it is possible
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approach may help provide a number of original insights into the relationship of
that genre with its audiences, the historical context of production and reception, and

the other genres that surround it.

My final point relates to criticism which, like the mythic-ritual approach, is
concerned with the social context and function of genre, but which rejects the
concept of audience participation in a reciprocal relationship with the industry in
favour of examining Hollywood’s ‘ideological project’. In the best known (or
‘most notorious’) piece in this tradition, Judith Hess Wright argues that genre films
are fundamentally conservative in nature, in that they ‘came into being and were
financially successful because they temporarily relieved the fears aroused by a
recognition of social and political conflicts; they helped to discourage any action
that might otherwise follow upon the pressure generated by living with these
conflicts.”®® Though not offered as a comprehensive model for the understanding of
genre, this article is highly susceptible to criticism.*’ However, the principle that
Hollywood’s output is not ideologically neutral is important to grasp. As Altman
has argued, genres may be conceived as ‘ideological constructs masquerading as

neutral categories.’82

to explain its international popularity in terms of its stars and stories, elements connected to its
mythicness for sure, but not inextricably so.

8 Judith Hess Wright, ‘Genre Films and the Status Quo’, in Film Genre Reader II, p41.

8 Its inadequacies include a tendency to generalize and simplify; a reliance on a priori generic
categories; its denial of the problems of hybridity and fluidity, and general neglect of historical
specificity and change; and finally its patronizing tone and denial of a whole range of factors and
contexts other than industrial politics which may influence an audience’s reading of a film.

82 The American Film Musical, p5 (my italics).

62



This last observation does not necessarily invalidate the mythic-ritual thesis. In
Altman’s view, the function of genre is not simply a matter of rhetorical imposition
or interaction, and a sophisticated criticism might recognize that both factors may
be simultaneously at work, perhaps often complementing one another.®> Used with
appropriate caution, I take Altman’s thoughts on questions of ideology and other
issues to be another potentially useful way of analyzing the results of historical

research into genre and reception.84

# He in fact suggests that ‘the relationship between the semantic and the syntactic constitutes the
very site of negotiation between Hollywood and its audience, and thus between ritual and
ideological uses of genre’ (ibid., p98). Whenever a lasting genre is achieved, which is whenever a
semantic genre becomes also a syntactic one, ‘it is because a common ground has been found, a
region where the audience’s ritual values coincide with Hollywood’s ideological ones. The
development of a specific syntax within a given semantic context thus serves a double function; it
binds element to element in a logical order, at the same time accommodating audience desires to
studio concerns’. Ibid., p99.

8 As noted above, Altman addresses many of the reservations his model of genre has attracted in his
new book Film/Genre, and has recognized that ‘the audience’ is not a singular entity, and that
‘disparate viewers may perceive quite disparate semantic and syntactic elements in the same film’
(p207). However, it seems to me that his new position, breaking down ‘Hollywood’ and ‘its
audience’ to emphasize the full range of (competing) ‘user groups’ and asking the broadest possible
range of questions relating to the users concerned (see pp213-14), is at once so detailed and so wide-
ranging as to be unworkable when applied to a time-frame and body of evidence such as the one I
will be working with in chapters three and four. We will also see that aspects of his new position are
not borne out by the available historical sources on the British historical film genre. In fact, his
position is now a ‘total theory’ of genre and communication (as Altman himself suggests, pp165,
215), of the kind that I wish to avoid. Elements of his older model, for all its theoretical weaknesses,
promise in practice to be a more effective set of analytical tools, particularly with regard to the
establishing of general patterns and tendencies.
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THE BRITISH HISTORICAL FILM, 1930-1980

CHAPTER THREE: Identifving The British Historical Film From the Historical

Sources Surrounding It

The variable economic stability of British cinema, the changing nature and extent
of American influence in British filmmaking, the mutability of overall generic
reginies, and wider developments in society and politics; all this dictates that the
historian must be sensitive to shifts in generic usage, and in the logic and
composition of the genre under analysis. In later chapters, I will comment on some
of the pfecise facfors which have impacted on the character of the British historical
film, and will closely chart the progress of the genre in the 1980s. But for the
moment I do not intend to develop an elaborate chronological profile; for the sake

of inclusiveness and clarity, the approach will be largely synchronic.

In the present chapter, my aim is merely to establish the salient features and
contours of the genre. The questions to be addressed are: what evidence is there
that generic levels of meaning are operative? And what have been understood to be
historical films by those who made, consumed and commented upon them? Having
identified some specific examples of the genre (though my intention is not to
construct an Altman-like corpus) and having attained a basic appreciation of how it
is differentiated from other genres, I shall go on to analyze it in detail in chapter

four, making further use of the materials discussed in this chapter.
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My belief in the scholarly advantages to be gained from scope leads me to examine
a wide range of sources. I shall explain the choices I have made as I go along,
though it is perhaps worth pointing out here that I have combined original archive
research with the use of material conveniently published in readers, anthologies and
source books, because not doing so seems like a deliberate waste of time. I have
divided the range of available sources into three broad categories — ‘industrial’,
‘journalistic’ and ‘popular’, the last of which represents those sources which collect
together audience perspectives and opinions — and have treated each group
separately to properly establish its character and utility. This approach is also
intended to facilitate alertness to nuance and minutiae in the identification of
historical film. Where disparate sources are treated together in the presentation of
an argument, the tendency is to collapse distinctions and to obscure points of detail.
At the end of this chapter I shall argue that this is something which has distorted

the picture of the British historical film genre provided by other writers in the field.

1. Historical Film as an Industrial Category

a. Kine Weekly

Kine Weekly operated as the preeminent trade paper to the British film industry

throughout the period which concerns me in this chapter, until its incorporation into
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Screen International in 1971." In the interests of clarity I have focussed discussion
of my researches on the 1940s and the 1960s. The later period was selected to
provide some background in anticipation of my close analysis of the 1980s. I chose
the 1940s to provide a proper contrast to the 1960s, to complement key audience
surveys which were mainly conducted in the *30s and ’40s (and which I will come
to shortly), and to facilitate engagement in later chapters with recent academic
work on the historical film, which has mainly concerned itself with the Second

World War period.

Kine’s usage of the term ‘historical film’ suggests a remarkably consistent
conception of the genre, though this was never formally articulated. The category
remained in regular use throughout the period, embracing a large number of films
with strong apparent similarities, relating to themes and issues of royalty,
government and leadership. These include Catherine the Great (1934), The Young
Mr Pitt (1942), Lady Hamilton (1941), Bonnie Prince Charlie (1948), A Man for
All Seasons (1966), The Lion In Winter (1968), Cromwell (1970), Mary, Queen of
Scots (1972) and Anne of the Thousand Days (1970).> The stability of the notion of
historical film which underpins this list is revealed with especial clarity when an
instance of the type was reissued and re-reviewed in terms which recalled those
used to describe it on its initial release. Good examples from the 1940s are Queen

Victoria (1942), which amalgamated scenes from Victoria the Great (1937) and

! A second reason for my choosing Kine for detailed attention ahead of its rivals, which will become
important in chapter four, is that it is unique in providing regular lists of the country’s most popular
films.
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Sixty Glorious Years (1938), Fire Over England and Catherine the Great, the latter
resurfacing in 1947 after some 13 years” Kine’s reviews appear to be motivated
primarily by utility, offering unfussy summaries of the features of an industrial
product, and being usually prefaced by a crisp and decisive generic description.
This helps to make patterns in the magazine’s usage of the term ‘historical film’

particularly evident.

The application of alternative typological terms to other films also set in the past
seems to be similarly consistent. For example, the biographical category reaches
throughout the period, uniting such titles as The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan
(1953), The First of the Few (1942), Madame Curie (1944), Spirit of the People
(1939) and The Roosevelt Story (1947), The Jolson Story (1946), Isadora (1969),
The Music Lovers (1971) and Ned Kelly (1970).* The costume/period melodrama is
another prominent and persistent grouping. It is important for what I shall have to
say in the conclusion to this chapter that Blanche Fury (a ‘picturesque and violent
nineteenth-century costume piece,” 26 February 1948, p15), Fanny By Gaslight (a

‘period romantic melodrama,” 22 April 1948, p20), and Jassy (a ‘hearty period

% See respectively Kine Weekly 18 January 1934, p21; 25 January 1942, p48; 12 June 1941, p18; 12
February 1948, p21; 1 April 1967, p9; 3 February 1968, p18; 25 July 1970, p6; 1 March 1969, p18;
and 28 February 1970, p22.

3 See Kine Weekly 19 November 1942, p34, for a review of Queen Victoria; 18 June 1942, p35, for a
re-review of Fire Over England; and 30 October 1947, p29, for a re-review of Catherine the Great.
* See respectively Kine Weekly, 14 May 1953, p17; 20 August 1942, p18; 3 February 1944, p20; 7
March 1940, p20; 22 April 1948, p19; 3 January 1963, p18; 8 March 1969, p29; 13 February 1971,
p8; 27 June 1970, p8. In each instance, the term ‘biographical film’ is modified slightly
(‘biographical musical’, ‘biographical romance’, ‘biographical adventure’ etc.) to suit the film in
question. It is notable that Freud: The Secret Passion is delineated only as a ‘serious tribute’: ‘It is
not a biography of Freud, but takes the years when his theories were being formed, promulgated . . .’
(see the review, 29 August 1963, p12). In shirking biographical orthodoxy, The Loves of Edgar
Allen Poe is said to ‘make a mockery of biography’ (5 November 1942, p31), whilst Fame is the
Spur is described as ‘[f]iction fashioned in the biographical mould’ (15 September 1947, p15).
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melodrama’ said to be in the same mould as The Man in Grey, Caravan and The
Wicked Lady, 14 August 1947, p25) are all unequivocally identified as components

of this category.’

The stability of this overall taxonomy is undisturbed by fashion. In the 1960s for
example, Kine bracketed off the mania for films set on the Spanish Main or in the
ancient past from the mainstream of historicals, biopics and costume dramas,
whether they featured historical events and personages or not, incorporating them
into older categories such as ‘swashbuckler’ and ‘spectacle/spectacular.”® That Kine
understood the historical film and biopic to be highly specific and coherent types is
also suggested by the several films which at first glance seem well qualified for
membership of one or the other type, but which in various ways are carefully
distinguished from them. Thus, for example, the seemingly biographical Scott of
the Antarctic was reviewed as an ‘epic adventure melodrama’ (2 December 1948,
p19), whilst Lawrence of Arabia was characterized as a ‘real-life adventure
melodrama’ and a ‘World War One melodrama’ (3 January 1963, p9, and 28
February 1963, p25 respectively). Similarly, Nell Gwyn (1934) is repeatedly

refused the title ‘historical film’, in favour of ‘musical drama’, ‘costume comedy

3 Other examples include The Idol of Paris (‘a highly coloured costume piece’ that was ‘[m]ade by
the same team as “The Wicked Lady”’, 26 February 1948, p15/18), though Napoleon and the
composer Offenbach are featured in it; Mrs Fitzherbert (a ‘[rJomantic costume piece, slenderly
based on the tender and stormy association of the Prince Regent and Mrs Fitzherbert’, 30 October
1947, ppl6, 29); and Gone With the Wind (a ‘spectacular period romantic melodrama’, 25 April
1940, p22). In later years, Tom Jones (described as a ‘costume film’ in the Kine of 21 March 1963,
p20, and as a ‘period romp’, 27 June 1963, p10) and Madame (‘an ebullient costume piece’, 11
April 1963, p9) were located within the same category.

% In the issue of 19 March 1964, for example, four films identified by Kine Weekly as spectacles
(including one entitled Caesar the Conqueror) are reviewed prior to their release that week (p9).
Amongst many others, The Sign of the Cross in the 1930s and The Robe in the *50s, which were also
designated ‘spectacles’ in the pages of Kine, testify to the longevity of the type.
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drama’ or something similar, whereas La Marseillaise (1938) is characterized as a
‘cross section of the French Revolution’ for ‘specialised audiences’ (25 April 1940,
p22) and Lancelot and Guinevere appears as a ‘British medieval melodrama’ (9
May 1963, p9). Though Carry On Henry is described as a ‘historical carry on’ (29

May 1971, p8), Don’t Lose Your Head is a ‘farce’ (4 March 1967, p12).”

Crucially, Kine affords the opportunity to compare the deployment of generic terms
in addressing the film industry with the deployment favoured by producers and
promoters themselves, and they are largely congruent. Thus, anticipating the year
ahead, London Films served advance notice that Fire Over England would be an
historical film (14 January 1937, p99), while Gainsborough announced of The
Wicked Lady that ‘like [Leslie] Arliss’s earlier success, “The Man in Grey”, this
film will be a costume piece with settings around the time of Charles I’ (‘British
Studios’ review, 14 December 1944, p36). Whole-page advertisements also
establish Peg of Old Drury as a ‘screen drama’ (15 January 1948, p19, echoing a
Kine review which described it as a ‘romantic drama’, 22 March 1941, p20), and
Zulu as a ‘multimillion dollar adventure drama’ (‘Production Supplement’ 19
December 1963, as compared to Kine’s own epithet ‘large scale adventure story,’

applied 27 June 1963, p5).2

7 1 address the issue of generic hybridity in chapter five, subsection one, particularly in my
discussion of Young Winston.

¥ Advertisements from companies other than those involved in film production can occasionally
provide a further point of comparison. Thus, in a 1964 spread headed ‘Pages of History’ and
illustrated with stills from the newly released Becket, the text reads: ‘In 1926 the Plaza Piccadilly
Circus — equipped of course by Brockliss — opened with Nell Gwyn. This fine theatre opens with
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Amongst other material in Kine that can elucidate genre and generic usage,
information relating to certain kinds of double-bill feature is especially interesting,
often disclosing some impression of the trade’s sense of what constitutes a strong
generic connection. For example, the fact that The Scarlet Blade and The Son of
Captain Blood were released as a swashbuckling pairing in the summer of 1963,
affords a more precise insight into conceptions of the ‘swashbuckler’ at that
moment than the fact that Captain Blood and The Secret Mark of D’Artagnan were
separately announced and reviewed as swashbucklers/swashbuckling
melodramas.® This is because the Scarlet Blade/Son of Captain Blood pairing
effectively names a generic intertext for each of the films concerned. The
similarities between the two films would then constitute those felt to be central to
the genre at that time. Such a pairing may also have had a particularly strong
impact on public notions of the genre, back-to-back texts highlighting generic

patterns and conventions in an uncdmmonly bold way.

The language in which various films and categories are discussed is equally
revealing. Costume films for example are invariably conveyed in terms of mood,
morality, emotion and incident, as opposed to the vocabularies of authenticity and
leadership which are often used in commenting on historical pictures, and those of
ambition, achievement and frustration which are frequently applied to biopics. ‘The

Showman’ column, featuring news of actual promotional activities undertaken by

another great film — Becket — and we are proud to have been associated with Pathe Equipment Ltd
in re-equipping it with PHILLIPS’ (23 April 1964, p28).
? See in particular Warner’s advertisement, 30 May 1963, ‘Production Supplement’, p2.
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cinema managers, is also of value, as are occasional glimpses of historical films
that failed to materialize, and the evidence that individual historical films could
have several cinematic lives, helping to maintain popular, critical and industrial
notions of the genre’s history and identity.! I shall return to these matters during

the course of chapters four and five.

b. Memoirs and the Autobiographical Interview

Another rich source of industrial evidence is the filmmaker’s memoir or
autobiography.'? In K. R. M. Short’s assessment, ‘[a]ny historian interested in the
movies must initialiy come to terms with the industry’s notoriously unreliable
literature, the record of over eighty years of legend, fact, rumour and
misremembered detail.” Set alongside the fantasies and ‘mountains of
misinformation’ circulated by fan magazines and newspapers, ‘[tlhe memories-in-
print of actors, actresses, directors, producers, studio owners ad nauseam has
produced even more substantial evidence of that acknowledged fact that some
Hollywood people believed in the dream world in which they lived.” Ultimately
literature of this type is a ‘highly enjoyable but mostly barren waste.” However,

the value of these sources (as for any source) depends on the questions asked. Thus

1° Instances of the application of the term ‘swashbuckler’ to these films can be found in the Kines of
2 May 1963 (p10) and 4 April 1963 (p8) respectively.

! Historical films were part of a larger body of films which lent themselves with especial readiness
to reissue. As a re-reviewer of Nell Gwyn observed in 1940, ‘costume does much to conceal the date
of [their] manufacture’ (18 April, p35).

21 do not include biographies in this section, as on the whole they seem to be more akin to
journalistic work on film, and seldom include more than a few actual quotations from the film-
maker concerned, often borrowed from (uncredited) interviews by other writers and quoted out of
context. I shall discuss interview evidence shortly.
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they are perhaps unreliable as guides to Hollywood decision-making and thé
production process; for such a purpose as this, Short is right to warn of the
necessity of corroborative material (p21). But as evidence for what Hollywood
imagined it was doing, and what it wanted to be perceived as doing, memoirs and
recollections are invaluable, and provide another important ‘interpretative frame’
for audiences. Accordingly, I asked of such sources how those inside the industry
conceived of the genres in which they worked, and if/how they felt the historical
film to be distinct.

Even looked at from this perspective, the autobiography is not free from difficulty.
One general consideration is that all the individuals with whom I shall be
concerned are themselves real readers of films, and as likely as any member of the
public to apply their own personal experiences and interpretative frames. An
autobiographer may thus have eccentric ideas about a specific film, which have
little to do with the industry in which he or she worked. A more practical problem
is that an author might avoid the subject of genre and typology altogether. This is
the case with Cedric Hardwicke for example, who appeared in a large number of
films, including Dreyfus (1931), Nell Gwyn, Peg of Old Drury (1935), Tudor Rose
(1936), Richard III (1955), Stanley and Livingstone (1939) and The Desert Fox

(1951)."

B3 K. R. M. Short, ‘Introduction: Feature Films as History’, in Feature Films as History, p18.

1 In A Victorian In Orbit (London: Methuen, 1961), Hardwicke views himself as above all a ‘knight
of the theatre’. He seems rather suspicious of ‘motion pictures,’ arguing for example that film is not
memorable and may do little for one’s career (p189), and (a little inconsistently) that indifferent
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Writers who are more forthcoming than Hardwicke in discussing their film careers
can be equally unwilling to enter into matters such as genre. The reason may be
that they assume that any reader interested enough to invest in the book concerned
would already be familiar with the author’s oeuvre, and instead channel their
attentions into the provision of salacious revelations and amusing anecdotes.
Disappointingly, the number of actors who, like Hardwicke, have appeared in films
that might be thought historical in the sense used in Kine or in some other sense,

but who neglect to advance much information in connection to them, is large.”

There are however a few writers who buck the trend, for example Anna Neagle. In

»16 and

her autobiography, Neagle describes Nell Gwyn as a ‘historical picture
approvingly quotes a critic who applauded the achievement of Sixty Glorious Years
in that it “makes history come alive’ (p110). Elsewhere, she describes Nurse Edith
Cavell (1939) as a drama — it is simply ‘a film about Nurse Edith Cavell’ (p114) —

and though she understands Florence Nightingale to be a ‘historical character’

(p179), she does not label The Lady With the Lamp (1951) an ‘historical film’.

films may irreparably damage one’s reputation (p216). He is also unwilling to engage very deeply
with the vocabulary of film, and conceives of film as a genre in itself, in contradistinction to theatre.
5 A good example is Laurence Olivier in Confessions of an Actor (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1982). Olivier, like Hardwicke, prefers to linger over his theatrical triumphs, and does not
discuss Fire Over England ot Lady Hamilton at any length. Another instance is Robert Morley’s A
Reluctant Autobiography (Simon and Schuster, 1966) which makes no mention of Beau Brummell
(1954), The Young Mr Pitt, Genghis Khan (1965) or Marie Antoinette (1938). Finally, see Vanessa
Redgrave: An Autobiography (Hutchinson, 1991), which includes scant reference to Mary, Queen of
Scots, The Devils (1971), Isadora or Prick Up Your Ears (1986), engrossing the reader instead in
tales of her father and husband, and her political commitments, as well as her years on the boards.

16 Anna Neagle says‘There’s Always Tomorrow’: An Autobiography (London: W. H. Allen, 1974),
p87.
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Some instructive points of comparison are provided by Jack Hawkins, Rex
Harrison and others who have published unusually full accounts of their careers.
Hawkins describes Zulu (1963), The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) and Angels
One Five (19525, which recreate historical incidents, as war films.!” By choosing to
apply this category instead of ‘historical film’, which in common sense terms he
would seem to be justified in doing, he seems to uphold Kine’s distinction between
historical film and other films set in and drawing on the historical past.'® Similarly,
Rex Harrison characterizes The Agony and the Ecstasy as ‘an epic about

>19 and writes of the most notorious film in which he

Michelangelo and Pope Julius,
appeared: ‘I suppose Cleopatra was among the first of a long series of very big and
extremely expensive Hollywood epics, a genre of film quite different from those
I’d made in Hollywood in the forties’ (p191). Michael Hordern describes the same

film (in which he played Cicero) rather more accurately as ‘the epic to end all

epics,’”” and also applies the epic category to EI Cid (1961, p110).2!

Strikingly, all of Gainsborough’s mid-1940s crop of stars refer to the films in
which they appeared as ‘period costume dramas,” or some approximation of this,

and tend to set them apart from contemporary historical productions. Thus

17 Anything For A Quiet Life (London: Coronet Books, 1975), pp166, 159, 121 respectively.

18 In his autobiography, Michael Caine, Hawkins’ co-star on Zulu, affirms its status as a war movie.
See What’s It All About? (London: Arrow Books, 1993), especially parts two and three.

19 Rex Harrison: An Autobiography (London: Macmillan, 1974), p215.

% A World Elsewhere: An Autobiography (London: Michael O’Mara Books, 1993), p114.

? Under the same heading, Stewart Granger also places The Robe (1953) and The Egyptian (1954)
(Sparks Fly Upwards (London: Granada, 1981), pp297, 301), whilst Alec Guinness includes The
Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) (Blessings in Disguise (London: Penguin, 1997), p207). In Snakes
and Ladders (London: Chatto and Windus, 1978), Dirk Bogarde seems to use the word ‘epic’
perjoratively, to distinguish lumbering American films from the European art cinema that he came
to love. For example he applies it to They Who Dare (1954), p170, and Song Without End (1960),
pp219, 220, 239. However, this usage is very rare.
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Margaret Lockwood categorizes The Wicked Lady as a ‘period costume story’ and
describes Jassy as ‘also a period piece’, whilst Stewart Granger understood Fanny
By Gaslight to be a ‘Victorian melodrama’ and Caravan (1946) to be a ‘costume

*2 Amongst other films that could conceivably have been described as

epic.
‘historicals’, Dirk Bogarde regards Song Without End (1960) as ‘The Liszt bio’,
and Kenneth More refers to A Night to Remember (1958) as “a reconstruction of the

Titanic disaster.”>

To give a final, more modern example, Ken Russell trumpets his association with
the ‘controversial biopic’ on the very first page of his memoir A British Picture.*
However, films of this type do not exhaust his range. He describes Salome’s Last
Dance (1988) as a ‘fantasy’ and The Rainbow (1989) as ‘an art-house movie,” only
with wider appeal (p274), while Tommy (1975) is a ‘musical’ (p212). These are all
labels which he might have applied to his biopics, but did not. More important for
my purposes is that neither history nor the phrase ‘historical film’ ever enters into

his discussion of Lizstomania (1975), Mahler (1974) or The Music Lovers (1971),

though he repeatedly defends his work against charges of misrepresentation with

22 See Lucky Star: The Autobiography of Margaret Lockwood (London: Odhams Press, 1955),
pp108, 119, and Sparks Fly Upwards, pp71, 92. James Mason refers to Gainsborough’s ‘“escape”
movies’ (Before I Forget (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1981), p185) and suggests on p187 that The
Man in Grey (1943) was ‘sustained’ by Fanny By Gaslight (1944), Madonna of the Seven Moons
(1944), Love Story (1944), They Were Sisters (1945) and The Wicked Lady (1945). It is unfortunate
that Mason mentions Fire Over England, The Young Mr Pitt and The Mudlark (1950), but does not
specify a genre for them. Guy Morgan, who as a wartime cinema manager provides a different
industrial perspective in his diary Red Roses Every Night (London: Quality Press, 1948), also
describes This England (1941) as a ‘costume piece’ (p68), and connects Fanny By Gaslight, Love
Story, and Madonna of the Seven Moons through the theme of tragedy (p72).

 See respectively Snakes and Ladders, p232, and Kenneth More, More or Less (London: Hodder
and Stoughton, 1978), p171.

2 Ken Russell, A British Picture: An Autobiography (London: Heinemann, 1989).
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reference to ‘the facts.’ The implication again is that historical film is ‘something

different’, and that the term is not applicable to all films set in the historical past.26

The confidence and eloquence displayed by these writers in discussing their films
contrasts strikingly with the particular reluctance of filmmakers to discuss their
‘historical’ efforts. This disparity may be related to the fact, which I shall discuss at
greater length later in my thesis, that so few actors or directors worked consistently

in the historical genre.

The impressions gleaned from published memoirs may profitably be compared to
those which emerge from a related set of sources — the interview. A particular
problem with these sources in the context of my requirements is that, in formal
conversation, the interviewee is prone to be even more respectful of the knowledge
and film-going experience of an expert interviewer than the autobiographer is of his
audience, and is therefore less likely to discuss a film’s content or genre. Another

difficulty relates to the tendency of interviewers to constrain their subject’s

% See for example p26, where he invokes ‘the facts’ against Huw Weldon, and pp56-7, where they
are deployed against a truculent museum attendant. It is perhaps worth pointing out, however, that
Russell has an idiosyncratic appreciation of the nature of ‘the fact’. He narrates the events of his life
in the same brightly coloured and inventive style as the one in which he makes films, and concludes
his account of one particular episode by revealing it to be a work of fiction.

% In a later book, Fire Over England (London: Hutchinson, 1993), Russell expands upon these
insights, and broadens his scope from his own films to British cinema in general. He reasserts his
view that the biopic is a separate entity (calling it a genre on p75 and illustrating it with reference to
JFK (1991) and Gandhi (1982) on p116), and sketches some of the ways in which it differs from
period melodrama. The latter category is distinguished by its kitchness, romance and feathered hats,
and good examples of it are the Gainsborough costume cycle of the 1940s (pp54-5), Howard’s End
(1992, p174, ‘a period costumer’), and Tom Jones (1963, p84, which ‘wasn’t far removed from the
world of The Wicked Lady’). Unlike the biopic, the period melodrama also calls upon a ‘never-
never world’ (p56). In chapter XIII (pp110-19) Russell groups together films that have featured the
monarchy. In contrast to the sex, romance and morality of the melodrama, he discusses these films
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freedom of response with preemptory questions, whilst in some cases the questions
posed may be omitted from the author’s report of the interview, which makes
interpreting the interviewee’s replies still more problematic.”’ It is also the case that
in the immediacy of the interview situation (particularly if it is being broadcast)

answers to questions may be evasive, unconsidered or ill-remembered.

Despite his reservations about the value of such testimony, the historian’s instinct
to harvest and preserve impels Short to exhort that ‘[t]he recording of “oral history”
through interviewing [those who have worked in cinema] is [. . .] an essential task
for today’ (p22). Brian McFarlane has followed this injunction, and the most recent
result is An Autobiography of British Cinema.® Though it manifests several of the
limitations identified above,” this volume can nevertheless help to corroborate and

extend the generic map that has emerged so far.

in terms of authority, spectacle and national identity, and significantly it is only here that history and
the notion of historical accuracy come into his account.

%7 Though Charles Drazin writes proudly of the interviews which underpin his book The Finest
Years: British Cinema in the 1940s (London: Andre Deutsch, 1998), it represents a good example of
the way in which selectiveness and a lack of information in the presentation of an interview can
vitiate the value of the replies collected.

% Brian McFarlane, An Autobiography of British Cinema, by the Actors and Filmmakers who made
it, (London: Methuen, 1997). The book recycles material which first appeared in the same author’s
Sixty Voices: Celebrities Recall the Golden Age of British Cinema (London: BFI, 1992). He writes
in his introduction: ‘From this book, I hope a sort of verbal mosaic will emerge, offering a range of
insights, not from critical outsiders who have different perceptions to offer, but from those whose
knowledge, practical as it must be, is drawn from within.” Such individuals ‘might be expected to
have insights that are necessarily denied to the critic or theorist’ (pxiii).

¥ For example, Stewart Granger is asked: ‘How happy were you with those Gainsborough
melodramas — Fanny By Gaslight, Madonna of the Seven Moons , etc?’ and ‘What do you recall of
filming two later lavish costume melodramas in Britain — Blanche Fury and Saraband for Dead
Lovers?’ (pp230-1), when it would have been useful to me to hear how Granger would categorize
these films himself. Susannah York’s perceptions of A Man for All Seasons are curbed by a
similarly specific question (p623). In addition, McFarlane’s personal interest in issues of adaptation
(he is the author of Novel to Film: An Introduction to the Theory of Adaptation and Words and
Images: Australian Novels into Film) regularly diverts respondents away from other areas of
concern and seems particularly intrusive in interviews with Glenda Jackson and Sally Potter.
However, he does try to avoid the problem of hasty or ill-considered answers: ‘I operated on the
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Phyllis Calvert, one of the stars of The Man in Grey, Fanny By Gaslight, and
Madonna of the Seven Moons, describes these films as ‘escapist’ entertainments for
people who ‘wanted films to make them forget the war.” Another of her projects,
The Young Mr Pitt is by contrast understood to be propaganda, and is regarded
more seriously (p110).*° Jean Kent, who also appeared in Madonna of the Seven
Moons, as well as Fanny By Gaslight. The Wicked Lady and The Magic Bow
(1946), remarks that ‘Fanny was one of the better Gainsborough melodramas. It’s a
good story, isn’t it? And it has marvelous sets and wonderful clothes’ (p339).
Stewart Granger refers to his being ‘a good costume actor’ (p231);”! and Sylvia
Syms remembers of The Moonraker (1958): ‘I think that, compared with some of
the costume dramas coming out of Hollywood at that time, at least we looked right

for the period’ (p550).

Elsewhere Lewis Gilbert, director of Reach for the Sky (1956) and Sink the
Bismark! (1960), which recount actual episodes of the Second World War,

carefully places them in the ‘war film’ category (p221), though his comments are

basis that, whatever they said in an interview, they would have the final say over what got
g)ublished, and I think this produced a freer discussion’ (ppxiv-v).

® Similarly, a former managing director of one of Rank’s subsidiaries opined to Jeffrey Richards in
1984 that Gainsborough ‘made no appeal to history or to patriotism or to moral uplift, as Two Cities
did. Gainsborough based itself on being a factory production line churning out what the public liked.
The basic theme selected by Gainsborough was “kitchen” romance pure and simple . . .” See Britain
Can Take It: The British Cinema in the Second World War by Jeffrey Richards and Anthony
Aldgate (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p160.
3! James Mason similarly has often referred to his ‘costume films’ persona. See for example the
brief interview in A Night at the Pictures: Ten Decades of British Film ed. by Gilbert Adair and
Nick Roddick (Bromley: Columbus Books, 1985), p53. In his autobiography, he recurs again to this
costume image, and notes of the relative failure of A Place of One’s Own (1945) that his fans
‘wanted me to appear only as some heroic young lady-killer; or better still, lady-basher’ (Before I
Forget, p143).
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invited by a rather leading question.* Similarly, Guy Hamilton identifies The
Colditz Story (1955) as a war film (p274), and Virginia McKenna does the same
with Carve Her Name With Pride (1958, p382), while Richard Todd remarks: ‘I do
think The Dam Busters is the best military war picture ever made’ (p565). Michael
Hordern again refers to his experiences in ‘working on epics like El Cid’ (p308),
but still neglects to mention his (much smaller) roles in Genghis Khan, Anne of the
Thousand Days, Gandhi and Lady Jane (1986). Finally, John Mills agrees that The
Young Mr Pitt is an historical film (p414). Desmond Tester, who appeared in Tudor
Rose as Edward VI, suggests that the film is history, but of a poor standard (p552),

and Dorothy Tutin recalls the historical accuracy of Cromwell (p583).

As with all the evidence to be considered in this chapter, I shall return to the oral
testimony of the filmmaking fraternity in later chapters. I shall also refer back to
my discussion of the limitations and advantages of this type of evidence in chapter

six, where I will be using-material from interviews that I have arranged myself.

c. The Pressbook

A film’s press/campaign book would be produced by its distributor, for
consumption by cinema managers. It principally contains ideas for the local

promotion of the film (a subject which has been largely neglected by film

%2 McFarlane asks: ‘War films tend to dominate 50s British cinema. Why, do you think?’
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historians),> and as we shall see in later chapters, is a valuable complement to the
‘Showmanship’ section of Kine. Crucially, it can give the historian further
intimations of the industry’s notion of and attitude toward its products (and also its
notion of and attitude toward its public, and the public’s habits and ways of
thinking and speaking about film).>* As an advertising resource, it has a distinct
advantage over the evidence of Kine reviews and autobiographies in that it impacts
directly upon the film-going experience, providing and reflecting back at the public
some of the key contexts and frames within which a film may be anticipated,

interpreted and enjoyed.

However, in order to extend a film’s appeal and to secure the greatest possible
audience for it, the campaign book will often suggest that the marketing war be
waged on multiple fronts, and will typically categorize a film in a flexible and
pragmatic way, reflecting the diverse strands and modes (romance, comedy and so
on) of which it is composed. Thus Bonnie Prince Charlie is variously described in
its campaign book as an epic, a romance, a historical epic and an adventure story >
Similarly, notes on The Private Life of Henry VIII assert that it is to be understood

as a historical drama, then that it is not (‘Here is no dull historical drama, but a

* In their essay ‘Promotional activities and showmanship in British film exhibition’ (inJournal of
Popular British Cinema 2: Audiences and Reception in Britain ed. by Annette Kuhn and Sarah
Street), Alan Burton and Steve Chibnall provide an illuminating and entertaining introduction to
questions of exhibition, distribution, marketing and the general day-to-day business operations of
the trade, and call for further work in the same field (p95).

3 Francis Maynell, the publicity chief at Gaumont-British, appealed to advertisers in the 1930s for a
more respectful attitude toward the intelligence and sophistication of filmgoers. He argued that the
most effective method of showmanship ‘is to use the sorts of words which average grown-ups of the
theatre-going kind use among themselves.” See ‘This Publicity Business’, Sight and Sound, vol. 5,
no. 19 (Autumn 1936), pp66-8, p67.

35 All pressbooks cited in this and later chapters are from the BFI Pressbooks Collection.
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lusty, exciting tale of a king and his six wives’). For The Iron Duke (1934) and
Becket (1964), no epithet, category or label is offered at all. The situation is of
course complicated by the fact that each manager is invited to select from these
rival options (or, in the case of a film like The Iron Duke, to improvise his or her
own generic descriptions), according to the policy, situation and character of his or
her cinema and locality. There is a need for more studies (especially in British
cinema) which examine this selection process and the procedures of marketing at a

local level.

The particular features of pressbooks mean that they are predominantly used by
film historians as quarries of information, and are rarely examined collectively. But
it is possible to draw trends from them, and to negotiate a path through the morass
of ‘ballies’ (that is, attention-generating stunts), promotions, pitches and tips. In
doing so I have found that the conception of historical film that has emerged from
the evidence so far considered — as a coherent, independent genre or type which is
seemingly set in the distant past (which is to say, in a period predating the twentieth
century), which is rather serious and worthy, and which is concerned with

government and royalty — receives further support.

Thus Anne of the Thousand Days (‘This film is history and entertainment’, a
‘landmark in the historical feature film’) and Mary, Queen of Scots (presenting ‘a
colourful period of British history’) for example, are exclusively delineated as

historical dramas. Though emphasis is placed also on romance (Anne of the
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Thousand Days is ‘a love affair which changed the course of history’; it is ‘the
flesh and blood of history’), no generic term other than ‘historical film’ is applied.
Similarly, to take an example from thirty years earlier, the campaign book for Fire
Over England sells the film’s romance and its action-adventure elements, but it is
also called a ‘lavish historical drama’, which is ‘of great historical interest.’
Notably, Carry On Henry (1970), which Kine understood to be historical in some
way, is described as a ‘historical romp’ and a ‘glance back through history’; it is

‘history with the lid off.’

From the same period as Fire Over England, it is recommended that Victoria the
Great and Sixty Glorious Years be promoted from the ‘passion angle’.36 But still,
when a generic term is adduced, it is again ‘historical drama’, and both films are
described with frequent recourse to history, historical significance and the demands
and processes of monarchy and the Empire. Victoria the Great for example is ‘the
screen’s greatest historical drama’, an ‘epic historical drama’ and a ‘historical and
romantic drama’, in which ‘thrilling historical events that shook the world vie with
the tender charm of a fascinating love idyll’, and ‘[h]istory’s mightiest march of
Empire parades in glory on the flaming screen!” Significantly, comparison is also
made with The Private Life of Henry VIII and Neagle’s other ‘historical roles’,

especially as the lead in Nell Gwyn.

% The campaign book for Victoria the Great contains a number of stories charting the course of
Victoria’s relationship with the eventual Prince Consort to be ‘fed’ to the local press (for example,
‘Indifferent suitor was Prince Albert’), and an advertisement to be used in cinemas with the
splendidly breathy and hyperbolic heading: ‘The Majestic box-office story of a girlish Queen who
loved like a human and ruled like a goddess!’ Similarly, of Sixty Glorious Years it is urged that
sentiments such as ‘Sixty Glorious Years a Queen . . . and every day a woman madly in love!’ be
given particular prominence.
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Lack of space here once more prohibits me from furnishing further examples, of
which there are a number. Though the campaign books for A Man for All Seasons,
The Lion In Winter, Cromwell, and others are again diverse in their suggestions for
exploitation angles, they too show great assurance in assigning historical status to
their respective films. In chapter four, I consider other features of the pressbooks
for historical films (and certain films of unspecified or seemingly indeterminate
genre, such as The Iron Duke and The Private Life of Henry VIII), including their
tendency to dwell upon a film’s educational value, the research behind it, and the

accuracy of its re-creations.

With the campaign books for the ‘historical’ film, compare the one for A Night To
Remember, for example, which despite a relatively lengthy disquisition on the
accuracy of the film, never describes it as anything other than a ‘true story’.
Similarly, amongst the promotional notes for The First of the Few (1942) are a
biography of R. J. Mitchell and a digest of relevant aviation history, but this
consciousness of the historical importance of Mitchell and the Spitfire never
extends to the use of the term ‘historical film’. Instead, cinema managers are
advised that the film is a ‘human story’ (‘The Greatest Human Story Ever Told’, in

fact), and enjoined to sell it as such.”’

% Interestingly, the reader is also informed that The First of the Few is ‘not a war film’. Box-office
figures and audience surveys carried out by Mass-Observation (a source that I shall come to later in
this chapter) suggest that the war film was an increasingly less popular genre as the war progressed.
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Finally, though the campaign book for The Wicked Lady again boasts of a
painstaking reconstruction of Restoration interiors and costumes, the posters it
advertises trade purely in images of passion and calamity, with legends which
emphasize excitement, villainy and intrigue. Lockwood and Mason are ‘thrown
together in mad adventure’; ‘their reckless guns and ruthless lips met for danger?’,
setting the screen ‘ablaze with violent love . . . and love of violence.” Similarly,
press stories assert the film’s themes to be ‘murder, gold and reckless romance on
the danger-filled highroads of Restoration England’, and repeatedly refer to the film
as a ‘Restoration romance’ or a ‘seventeenth-century drama’ (and on one occasion,
as an ‘escape movie’). James Mason is also styled: ‘Britain’s gift to the romantic
film.” Unsurprisingly, in view of these rather unedifying discourses, there is no

attempt to attract the particular patronage of schools or teachers.

2. The Press

It is extremely difficult to determine whether critical discourse on the cinema has
significantly affected film-going behaviour, and it is dangerous to assert a
correlation between this discourse and ‘public taste’. However, like advertising
discourse, critical discourse has an ‘agénda setting’ function, establishing and
revealing to the historian the vocabulary and interpretative frames in use at a given

moment. As Janet Staiger argues, film reviews may also suggest how these frames

See Mass-Observation at the Movies ed. by Jeffrey Richards and Dorothy Sheridan (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1987), pp14-15.
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have been prioritized,”® but this kind of detail exceeds the limits of my purpose in
this section. I again have three basic desiderata: to establish the ‘historical film’ as
one frame that has been felt to be useful and significant in interpreting films; to
ascertain which films constitute the frame; and to uncover the press’s perspectives
regarding the genre’s position in relation to other genres. In chapters four, five and
six my analysis of reviews and other journalistic materials will be more intricate, as
I examine the implications of using the historical film as an interpretative frame

and tackle the question of the genre’s history and development.

For the present, to reveal some impression of the range of what lies buried in
newspaper and magazine archives, I have elected to dig three separate trenches. My
first case-study will focus on a particular (broadsheet) critic, the second on a
particular ‘high-brow’ publication that specializes in cinema, and the third on a
diversity of popular ‘low- and middle-brow’ writing, as collected around the career

of a particular star.®’

% Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films, p90. For a demonstration of this principle, using the example of
Rear Window, see pp81-95.

% The low/middle/highbrow distinction is one used by Sue Harper. She writes: “This terminology
does not, of course, exactly correspond to social distinctions between the upper, middle and lower
classes, nor to political orientation. It has to do with status, intellectual pretensions, and definitions
of culture’. See Picturing the Past, p56. A potential fourth investigation related to magazines
produced by individual cinemas and circulating locally. Writing in Kine Weekly in the 1930s, S. H.
Hope advocated the adoption of this practice at all cinemas (22 March 1934, p60), and though it is
impossible to say how many such publications existed, they may have had a significant impact on
the expectations and generic mindset of many filmgoers. I once edited a cinema’s in-house
magazine, and found that what my readership wanted above all else was a simple answer to the
question: “What kind of film is it?’ I determined not to pursue such an inquiry mainly because of the
difficulties of locating ephemera of this type in substantial quantities. Another reason is that I
suspect the terms used in this context would not have diverged significantly from those used in trade
papers like Kine Weekly, though in this matter local research of the kind I proposed above might
prove me wrong,.
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a. Dilys Powell

I have settled upon Dilys Powell as the subject for my first case-study for a number
of reasons. Firstly, as Brian McFarlane observes in his brief biography of her: ‘Her
long life [1901-1995] overlaps almost the entire history of the cinema, and no other
critic could match her overview of its developments.”® Moreover, her weekly
column at the Sunday Times ran from 1939 until 1976, and thus encompasses the
period with which I am currently concerned. As a serious film critic with a passion
for film, ‘her work helps us to understand the cultural context in which cinema was
viewed . . .”*! She has also been massively influential; as a subheading in Dirk
Bogarde’s obituary of her avers: ‘Nobody’s opinion was as important as hers.”* A
1963 survey suggested that filmgoers read Sunday newspaper reviews more often
than those in any other type of publication,” and it is arguable that ‘our present
sense of which films are significant in the history of the cinema has to a great
extent been determined by reviewers like Powell.’** Finally, Powell’s reviews
featured .what Christopher Cook has called a ‘democratic spirit’ (px), a
conversational style which encouraged the reader to think about film for him- or

herself. In addition to her avowed intention to do justice to each film, and to

“0 An Autobiography of British Cinema,, p462.

“! Christopher Cook, ‘Preface’, in The Dilys Powell Film Reader ed. by Christopher Cook (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1992), pxiii.

“2 <Dilys: a lifetime’s love for the cinema’, Sunday Times, 4 June 1995, p2.

* Cinema-going in Greater London 1963: A Study of Attitudes and Behaviour (London: Federation
of British Film Makers, August 1963). See especially p42. The same survey indicates that reviews
were as important as posters and other advertising in creating interest and expectation (see Table
2.6¢ and p41), and this tends to justify my decision to devote a whole subsection of this chapter to
consideration of the press. However, by 1963, cinema at large was in the midst of dramatic change,
and the survey therefore does not lend itself well to temporal generalization.

“ <Preface’, in The Dilys Powell Film Reader, pxi.
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represent it fairly and precisely, this means that she is attentive to typology and

quick to draw comparisons with similar texts.*

To take up where I left off in my discussion of the pressbook, Powell understood

the Gainsborough costume cycle to be constituted by ‘cheaply romantic costume

»46

pieces’™ and significantly her swingeing appraisal of The Wicked Lady makes no

allusion to history or the historical film:
Highwaymen, doxies, poisoned cordials, Tyburn hangings with
song, dance and huzzah — the hoary, the tedious and the
disagreeable are married with an infelicity rare even in costume.*’
Idol of Paris (Sunday Times, 7 March 1948, p2) was described with similar
reference to sex, romance and its incident-packed narrative, and Fanny By Gaslight

characterized as a ‘romance for schoolgirls.”*®

Compare this with Powell’s review of Cromwell (Sunday Times, 19 July 1970,
p21), which provides a (somewhat facetious) summary of the historical film’s

essential elements:

With the British historical cinema — cinema, that is, about some
character or some episode in history — one usually knows what to
expect. There will be a hard-tried, basically honourable central
figure, probably some battles, and one or two illustrations of the
popular British historical sport of decapitation.

* See her article, ‘Credo of a Critic’, Sight and Sound, vol. 10, no. 38 (Summer 1941), pp26-7.
“S Films Since 1939 (London: Longmans, Green and Co./British Council, 1948), p36.

“7 Dilys Powell, “The Wicked Lady’ (1941), reprinted in The Golden Screen ed. by George Perry
(London: Pavilion Books, 1989), p54.
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Powell also notes: ‘The popular cinema is no place for revolutionary interpretations
of history’, and argues Cromwell to be an informative lesson in the issues of
government at the time of the civil war, which is also ‘okay for national self-
esteem.” Anne of the Thousand Days, A Man for All Seasons and The Lion in
Winter are added to the genre in another review of the same year (Sunday Times, 1
March 1970, p58), where the author again laments the predictability of historical
film, and adds that ‘nasty patches of history are the material of cinema . ..” She
also discusses the centrality of politics, royalty and the succession to Anne of the
Thousand Days, and admires the authentic detail of its mise-en-scéne. 1 shall return
to the implication that British historical films are different to those produced by

other nations in chapter four.

With Powell’s sense of the themes, images and expectations central to the historical
genre, compare again the following paragraph on The Ten Commandments (1956)
and the biblical epic. For all the scholarship supposedly invested in DeMille’s
production, it nevertheless was sure to incorporate:

the usual bath, with water-throwing and girlish squeals; the usual

whipping (poor Joshua, bounding to the rescue of an unfortunate

virgin, is nearly cut to bits); and the usual orgy, with a dark mass

of extras flailing around the Golden Calf and the more athletic
swinging the girls around by any limb which offers.*

“® Films Since 1939, p36. ,
* The Dilys Powell Film Reader, p305, review dated December 1957.
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The Robe is located within the same category,® as is Ben Hur,”* King of Kings
(1961), Samson and Delilah (1949), Solomon and Sheba (1959), Barabbas (1962),

and The Sign of the Cross.*>

Powell also implicitly distinguishes between the historical film and another
‘historical’ type, namely the biopic. In 1939 she cavilled at the inaccuracies of
Nurse Edith Cavell (‘This is after all a biographical film,” she writes; ‘Why not,
then, show Edith Cavell as she really was?’)>, and thirty-four years on, ascribed
Lady Sings The Blues to the same category.>* The latter review is another which

usefully elaborates on the generic frame that is being applied. It begins:

Somehow it always comes out much the same. There are the
humble beginnings in small-town society or in the poor Jewish
family; there is the conviction, shared by nobody, of potential
talent; then the move, if a journey is necessary, to New York;
snubs, struggles, disappointments, followed by the lucky break [...]
Fame! But frailty intervenes, love intervenes. The domestic partner
feels out of things; the marriage cracks up, there is the resort to the
bottle, the failure of inspiration, life slumped in a garret. But in the
biopic, as the biographical picture has come to be called, there is
still hope, there is regeneration . . . (pp317-8).

Studies of Eddie Cantor and Al Jolson, Grace Moore and Gertrude Lawrence,
Zeigfeld and George M. Cohan, Cole Porter and Fanny Brice, and Tchaikovsky,

Chopin, Liszt and Wagner are cited as further instances of ‘showbiz biopics’. Later

%% Ibid., p302, review dated November 1953.

! Ibid., p306, review dated December 1959.

2 Ibid., pp307-8, review dated November 1961.
% Ibid., p314. . ’

> Ibid., pp317-9, review dated April 1973.
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in the same piece, various other titles are ascribed to the biopic category as Powell
ponders the genre’s development:
Looking back, I recognize various phases of biography on the
screen. Reformers were once favourably received; you may
remember Spencer Tracy in Boy’s Town. Inventors had a run. Don
Ameche, playing Alexander Graham Bell, invented the telephone.
Mickey Rooney as Young Tom Edison began the career which was
to be carried on in Edison the Man by guess who? Spencer Tracy.
(The great Tracy must have had peculiar affinities with biography,
for he was an explorer too: remember Stanley and Livingstone?)
And scientists — I miss the scientists . . . (p318).
Madame Curie, The Story of Louis Pasteur (1935) and Dr Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet
(1940) are offered as exemplars of the scientist strand, whilst Patton (1970) and
Young Winston (1972) (soldier biopics), Moulin Rouge, Savage Messiah (1972) and
Lust for Life (1956) (painter biopics), and The Trials of Oscar Wilde (1960) and

Lady Caroline Lamb (1973) (author biopics) are also mentioned.”

In summary, though Powell is often concerned with American rather than British
films, the ‘historical film’ can again be seen as a distinct constituency of films set

in the historical past. Extrapolating from all the Powell reviews I consulted, it is

%5 More of Powell’s thoughts on the biopic can be found in her reviews of They Flew Alone (Sunday
Times 24 May 1942, p2) and The Magic Box (Sunday Times, 16 September 1951, p2). In connection
with the former film, she debates the ‘aesthetic propriety’ of ‘films about people still living or
recently dead’; ‘Can a director make a first-rate film about a living character? Perhaps, if the
character is well enough masked to escape the libel laws and skirt the ground of personal sensibility.
But can he openly present a living public figure and dare to make it a living human figure?’ She
concludes that Wilcox’s film ‘is not and could not be successful. Society as it is now constituted
cannot allow the employment of the whole truth in the biography of a contemporary; and without at
least the possibility of handling and interpreting the truth a good film is unattainable.’ (See also the
column dated 23 April 1942, p2, in which similar ideas are applied to The First of the Few).
Powell’s appraisal of The Magic Box is interesting for a distinction which broadly divides
biographical pictures into two groups: ‘There is the Hollywood way, all love-story, drama and
boom-boom. There is the way which depends on the study of character. “The Magic Box” mixes the
two.’
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less recent and perhaps less optimistic than the biopic, more intimate than the epic,
more serious and intelligent than the costume drama. Above all its themes are

different, being those of government, royalty and the nation.

b. Sight and Sound

With regard to its identifications of and attitudes towards historical film, Sight and
Sound is divisible into two distinct periods. The first extends from the inception of
the magazine in 1934 to roughly the end of the Second World War, and is
characterized by an enduring debate (conducted in terms similar to those explored
in chapter one) concerning the educational properties of historical feature films.
Participants in this debate regularly specified Victoria the Great, Fire Over
England, The Private Life of Henry VIII and The Young Mr Pitt as historical
films,*® while Lady Hamilton, Rhodes of Africa (1936), Tudor Rose and Mary of
Scotland (1936) were advanced as further examples.>’ Such films are explicitly

distinguished from educational or documentary film-making on historical

% See for instance R. S. Miles, “Topical Topics,” vol. 8, no. 32 (Winter 1939/40), pp138-9, p138
(‘producers apparently regard History films necessarily as replicas of such films as Henry VIII or
Victoria the Great’); ‘Historical Entertainment Films,” vol. 6, no. 21 (Spring 1937), p2; Rachel
Reid, “The Young Mr Pitt,” vol. 11, no. 42 (Autumn 1942), pp50-1, p51; and Evelyn Russell, “This
Quarter’s Films,’ vol. 11, no. 42 (Autumn 1942), pp41-4, p42 (The Young Mr Pitt being ‘the finest
historical film we have made’).

37 See respectively for example Rachel Reid, ‘Lady Hamilton’, vol. 10, no. 39 (Autumn 1941), p54;
Alistair Cooke, ‘Films of the Quarter’, vol. 5, no. 17 (Spring 1936), pp22-5, p25; Alexander
Mackay, ‘Primary Schools and Films’, vol. 7, no. 25 (Spring 1938), p45 (listed alongside Henry VIII
and Rhodes of Africa); and James Laver, ‘Dates and Dresses’, vol. 8, no. 30 (Summer 1939), pp50-
1, pS1. Other writers disclosed a sense of the ‘essence’ of historical film. For example, in discussing
the modifications that might render theatrical releases more useful to teachers, Elizabeth Cross
appealed for a break with the usual stories of Kings, Queens, great personalities, battles and events
See ‘Historical Films’, vol. 8, no. 31 (Autumn 1939), pp123-4, p123.
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subjects,” and are implicitly differentiated from a mass of other popular titles,
which are allocated to a range of alternative genres and categories. Thus for
example Lloyds of London (1936) was described as a ‘costume piece’, Buccaneer
(1938) and In Old Chicago (1938) as epics, Captain Blood (1935) as a ‘sword and
cloak film’, and The Scarlet Pimpernel (1935) as a melodrama.™ In one interesting
piece, which understood Victoria the Great to be historical, that film was set apart
from The Story of Louis Pasteur, The Life of Emile Zola (1937) and Parnell (1937),

which were collected under the heading ‘biography.’®

The later of my two periods begins as the educational controversy recedes from
prominence, to be replaced by other preoccupations and issues. One developing
interest was in the new European cinema and its exponents, and this helped to force
British historical films, increasingly perceived as the hidebound embodiment of
British cinema’s many inadequacies, further down the critical agenda. When Alfred

the Great (1969) was described as an ‘excursion into Dark Ages Cinema’ (vol. 38,

38 Thus H. L. Beales and R. S. Lambert discussed the educational possibilities of Medieval Village,
which used ‘historical survivals and documents as they exist today instead of the reconstruction of
historical places and the costume dramatization of historical events and characters’ familiar from
mainstream historicals (‘Living History’, vol. 5, no. 18 (Summer 1936), pp18-20, p18). In a later
issue, reviewing a report by The History Committee of the Education Panel of the BFI, Beales was
less guarded in arguing that ‘the historical entertainment film is not history.” He sees brighter
prospects for the shorter and plainer ‘Teaching Film.” See ‘A Report on History Teaching Films’,
vol. 6, no. 21 (Spring 1937), p43.

% See respectively Alan Page, ‘Penny Plain — Ninepence Coloured: Films of the Quarter Reviewed’,
vol. 6, no. 22 (Summer 1937), pp78-82, p80; Alan Page, ‘Snow White and Fiery Red: Entertainment
Films Reviewed’, vol. 7, no. 25 (Spring 1938), pp22-3, p23; Alan Page, ‘The Old Lamps Burn
Brightly: The Quarters Revivals and a Few New Films’, vol. 7, no. 26 (Summer 1938), pp84-5, p85;
Alistair Cooke, ‘Films of the Quarter’, vol. 4, no. 13 (Spring 1935), pp16-9, p17.

% Graham Greene, ‘Movie Parade, 1937°, vol. 6, no. 24 (Winter 1937/8), pp206-7, p206. Other
films understood to be biographical include Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1940) and Dr Ehrlich’s Magic
Bullet (1940) (the latter being said to follow the pattern of The Story of Louis Pasteur (1936)). See
Herman G. Weinberg, ‘An Honest Film’, vol. 9, no. 33 (Spring 1940), pp14-5, p14. See also John
Marks, ‘Films of the Quarter’, vol. 5, no. 19 (Autumn 1936), pp78-82, p79, which describes The
Great Zeigfeld as a biography.
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no. 4 (Autumn 1969), p220), the reviewer was probably speaking culturally and
artistically as well as historically, and a film such as Anne of the Thousand Days
might be cursorily dismissed as ‘[a]rmchair history at its most padded’ (vol. 39, no.
2 (Spring 1970), p112). In a climate of such uninterest, a title designated historical

by Kine Weekly or Dilys Powell might pass without enlightening comment.

On the rare occasion of a sustained discussion of a film elsewhere understood to be
historical, there is also an apparent tendency to eschew the denomination ‘historical
film’. In preference, Sight and Sound’s reviewers delineate and discuss the film’s
historical elements and perspectives, the facts upon which it is based, and the
sources from which it is derived. Thus for example Brenda Davies expounded upon
the ‘historical hindsight’ of characters in The Lion in Winter, its technique of
‘cutting history down to size’, and its representation of medieval castle life, whilst
also comparing O’Toole’s performance to the real Henry II and Goldman’s play to
Shaw’s ‘historical comedies’ (vol. 38, no. 1 (Winter 1968/9), p44). The same
practice is evident in articles on a variety of other films, including The Four
Musketeers (1975), Viva Zapata! (1952), All the President’s Men (1976), Little Big
Man (1970) and Young Winston.®® The overall impression, in the absence of
established generic terminology, is that the historical category has been either

dissolved or massively expanded.

81 See respectively Geoff Brown, “The Four Musketeers’, vol. 44, no. 2 (Spring 1975), pp124-5;
Catherine de 1a Roche, ‘Viva Zapata!’, vol. 21, no. 4 (April-June 1952), p170; Richard Combs, ‘All
The President’s Men’, vol. 45, no. 3 (Summer 1976), pp189-90; Philip French, ‘Little Big Man’,
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It is important to note of this second period that contributors are generally reticent
in applying generic frames of reference. This can be interpreted as a product
differentiation strategy, as the magazine sought to distance itself from more
utilitarian or populist journalism, such as the reviews in Kine Weekly or those by
Powell in the Sunday Times, with pieces of a more theoretical and analytical bent >
Sight and Sound’s reviews also now become much longer than the rather desultory
‘Films of the Quarter’ round-ups of the first period, and reviewers may have felt
less obliged to rely on the convenient shorthand of generic typology. Nevertheless,
in the brief listings pages, terms such as epic/spectacle, war film, Western, costume
drama, romantic comedy and thriller continued to be used. It is also notable that the
‘biography’ (or ‘biopic’) retained the strong sense of identity that it had in the *30s
and ’40s, incorporating such titles as The Great Caruso (1951), Houdini (1953),
Reach for the Sky, Star! (1968), Song of Norway (1970), Valentino (1977) and The
Elephant Man (1980).%® The failure of historical film to appear in these listings®*
does seem to mark it as a category which had come to attract serious ‘highbrow’

reservations and doubts as to its generic status.

vol. 40, no. 2 (Spring 1971), pp102-3; and Penelope Houston, “Young Winston’, vol. 41, no. 4
gAutumn 1972), p232.

? Sight and Sound has always had a firm notion of its place in film publishing. For Darrel Catling in
1940, for example, there were ‘fan magazines’, ‘trade papers’ and ‘technical-cum-artistic’ journals,
the latter category embracing the short-lived Close-Up and Cinema Quarterly as well as Sight and
Sound. See ‘Ourselves and Our Contemporaries’, vol. 9, no. 33 (Spring 1940), pp16-7, p16.

% Again respectively, see vol. 20, no. 2 (June 1951), p34; vol. 23, no. 3 (January-March 1954), p118
(where Puccini is also described as a biography); vol. 26, no. 25 (Autumn 1956), pp97-8, p97; vol.
37, no. 4 (Autumn 1968), p216; vol. 40, no. 2 (Spring 1971), p116; vol. 47, no. 1 (Winter 1977-8),
2‘66; and vol. 49, no. 4 (Autumn 1980), p276.

Formulations such as ‘account of . . .”, ‘lesson in . ..’, ‘episode from . . .’, or ‘version of . . .” are
employed where one might (on the basis of information from other sources) have anticipated
something firmer. See for example Khartoum in ‘Film Guide,’ vol. 35, no 3 (Summer 1966), p156;
The Black Shield of Falworth in ‘A Guide to Current Films’, vol. 24, no. 2 (October-December
1954), pii; The Devils in ‘Film Guide’, vol. 40, no. 4 (Autumn 1971), p232; and Becket in ‘A Guide
to Current Films’, vol. 33, no. 3, (Summer 1964), p158.
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c. Responses in the Popular Press to the Films of Robert Donat

My final case-study is an attempt firstly to provide a wide-ranging complement to
my sharply-defined inquiries into Sight and Sound and Dilys Powell, and secondly
to explore a range of less exalted criticisms.’ While many of the writers considered
in the ‘Memoirs and Autobiographies’ section of this chapter might have served as
a means of focussing this investigation, and though his career was curtailed by
illness long before the end of the period which concerns me at present, Robert
Donat was the most appealing choice. One reason for this is that he appearéd in
films which seem to encompass several of the types identified in previous sources,
and indeed in films specifically designated as historical ®® Thus this section
represents an opportunity to test some of the generic distinctions and individual
categorizations observed so far. Donat is also the subject of a newly-opened archive
at the John Rylands library in Manchester, which in addition to a wealth of
unpublished letters, scripts and photographs, contains a comprehensive cuttings
collection.” On the whole, the Donat-related news and reviews carried by fanzines,

and tabloid and local newspapers reinforce the taxonomy which has been emerging.

% In pursuing these aims, I have taken regional and local newspapers into account; as the Cinema-
going in Greater London 1963 survey suggests, press other than the national dailies and Sunday
newspapers might have a substantial impact on filmgoers. See especially p40: ‘for the great majority
of cinema goers who do not form their ideas about a film and the desirability of seeing it until
shortly before they are likely to see it, the national press is of much less importance than the local
ress.’
% See Kenneth Barrow’s Mr Chips: The Life of Robert Donat (London: Methuen, 1985), pp74, 79,
. where Donat is quoted expressing his intention to avoid being confined to any particular type of film
or role.
%71 have cited only those cuttings for which a clear provenance and date has been furnished. Page
numbers are seldom included in the collection, and consequently do not appear in my own
references.
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The Young Mr Pitt for example is unambiguously described as historical in the
majority of the publications consulted, including the Daily Mirror (3 July 1942)
and the Star (4 July 1942), the Evening News (a ‘graphic reconstruction of history’,
3 July 1942), What’s On (3 July 1942), and the Wiltshire Times (‘one of the most
spectacular, appealing and authentic historical dramas yet offered’, reviewing a
reissue, 26 February 1944).% Significantly, with a view to comments I shall make
about American historical cinema in chapter five, transAtlantic criticism of The

Young Mr Pitt often identified it as a biographical study.%®

By contrast to The Young Mr Pitt, Captain Boycott (1947), which also features an
eponymous historical personage, was variously understood in Britain to be an
‘unusual drama’ (Pictureshow, 1 November 1947), a ‘thrilling adventure’ (Daily
Sketch, 29 August 1947), a melodrama, (News of the World, 31 August 1947), and
even, with reference to its rolling vistas, horse chases, fist fights and rather
unclouded sense of morality, an English Western (see for example the Star, 29
August 1947). The Glasgow Evening News (15 November 1947) declined to

nominate a genre, but was emphatic that the film could not be considered

% Significantly, in both the Nottingham Journal and the Birmingham Gazette, a syndicated Molly
Hobman review of 4 July 1942 referred to the film as ‘a study of’ Pitt but explicitly stated that the
film is not biography, rather an exercise in historical reconstruction and in the drawing of historical
parallels. All of the Young Mr Pitt articles I have quoted are contained in The Robert Donat Special
Collection, Other Cuttings Books, Item 37: Film Cuttings, Goodbye Mr Chips, The Young Mr Pitt,
Adventures of Tartu, The 39 Steps, 1939-52.

 See for example the San Francisco News, 22 March 1943, which describes the film as the ‘life
story of [the] famed British Prime Minister.” The San Diego Tribune Sun (24 March 1943) and the
Salt Lake City Tribune (20 March 1943) categorize it in a similar way, and the Los Angeles
Examiner of 25 March 1943 compares it unfavourably to ‘our American biographies.” The Portland
Journal (22 March 1943) describes it as a ‘historical feature’ which is also a ‘biography of William
Pitt.’
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1.7 Donat’s involvement in the film was confined to a much-lauded three

historica
minute cameo as Charles Stuart Parnell, and in the rare review which (though
avoiding the term ‘historical film’) did feel the film to be ‘a chapter of history’ (the
Manchester Evening Chronicle for 27 September 1947 being an example), his
performance is very much to the fore. It is also notable that where Dilys Powell and
Caroline Lejeune steer clear of any generic terminology,” popular reviews, which
are often much shorter, apply them freely. For example, the Daily Herald’s
evaluation (24 October 1947) reads: ‘Racy, well-flavoured melodrama of 1880
Irish isolation; well acted.” The first four words of this review appear to be a matter

of linguistic economy, quickly and securely establishing what one might generally

expect of the film before moving on to other salient points.

Finally, over more than a year of extensive coverage, The Magic Box was
consistently understood to be a further manifestation of the biographical genre, and
was described in terms congruent with those used in Kine and Sight and Sound, in
the criticism of Dilys Powell and elsewhere. Thus Maud Hughes in Picture Show
summarized it as ‘[t]he film version of Ray Allister’s biography’ and outlined the
course of Friese-Greene’s achievements and vicissitudes (13 October 1951), whilst
the Manchester Evening Chronicle termed it a ‘screen biography’ (9 September
1952) and To-day’s Cinema baldly began its review with the one-word sentence

‘Biography’ (13 September 1951).

" All Captain Boycott material can be found in The Robert Donat Special Collection, Other
Cuttings Books, Item 19: ‘Captain Boycott, 1947.
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The popular press was equally reliant on the term ‘biographical picture’ when
discussing news from the set and reporting on promotional activities in anticipation
of The Magic Box’s release. The Daily Mail for example telegraphically informed
its readers: ‘Time will slip back 60 years in Albermarle Street, Piccadilly,
tomorrow morning. Police will rope off 100 yards of it to allow film cameras to
record the scene as it would have looked in 1890. The result will appear in “The
Magic Box”, a biography of William Friese-Greene, pioneer of cinematography’ (2
June 1951). This trend perhaps relates to the fact that, as in the case of popular
reviews, such articles are typically brief and to the point. In comparatively complex
and detailed news items, the terminology remained the same, but featured far less
prominently. In Picturegoer (a magazine for enthusiasts who in fact were surely
cognizant of such a prestigious project as The Magic Box), lengthy interviews and
reports pertaining to the film almost always included a reminder of the film’s
generic mark, but did so unobtrusively.”” Only in the weeks immediately prior to
the film’s premiere did the generic epithet fall out of favour, the nature of the film
presumably now being considered a matter of familiarity to consumers of showbiz

gossip and industry hype. At this juncture The Magic Box is often only described as

! Their reviews appear in the Sunday Times and the Observer (both 31 August 1947) respectively.
Each prefers to tease apart the film’s fabric, dwelling upon its various story-lines, its performances,
its use of scenery, and its basis in and apparent attitude towards certain facts and features of the past.
72 See for instance the edition of 2 June 1951, which recounts the meteorological obstacles to
completion of the final scene of the shooting schedule. Three paragraphs into the article, in an aside,
the film is characterized as ‘the story of movie pioneer William Friese-Greene.” Even several
months into its run, an article on its box-office prospects retained memory-jogging references to the
film as a commemorative ‘life of’/‘life story’ (19 January 1952). This tendency toward repeated
reiteration of the film’s character and type may be an early symptom of the magazine’s declining
circulation and increasing confusion about who would be reading and whom it was supposed to be
aimed at, features which define the years prior to its demise in April 1960. See Bob Baker’s
‘Picturegoes’, Sight and Sound, vol. 54, no. 3 (Summer 1985), pp206-9.
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‘the Festival Film’, though the generic term regains its currency in the film’s

reviews.”

Part of the explanation for this critical consensus is perhaps to be found in the
numerous press releases issued by the all-industry company behind The Magic
Box.™ However, it is also true that across the range of industrial and journalistic
sources studied in this chapter, the biopic has seemed to be an especially

recognizable and coherent subsection of films set in the past.

3. Audience Surveys

Addressing the history and historiography of movie-going, Allen and Gomery
write: ‘Although the social historian cannot poll movie audiences from the 1930s
[for example], he or she can make use of sociological, statistical, marketing, and
demographical data collected at that time. Such sources can provide the historian
with evidence that is otherwise unobtainable, but the quality of these data as
historical evidence depends on the rigor with which the original studies were
conducted, their ostensible purpose, and the questions the historian asks of the

data.””

73 Examples include the Manchester Evening News of 6 September 1951; Gloucester Echo of 15
September 1951; Daily Graphic of 19 September 1951; and News of the World, 16 September 1951.
7 An example dated 12 February 1951 characterizes the film as ‘the special Festival Film based on
the life story of movie inventor William Friese-Greene’ (Robert Donat Special Collection,
Miscellaneous Papers, Item 5: ‘Press Release, 1951°).

™ Allen and Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice, p157.
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The research conducted into film audiences of the 1930s and ’40s by Mass-
Observation is the first of the two collections I have chosen for discussion in this
chapter. As Jeffrey Richards and Dorothy Sheridan, who have worked on this
material, have warned, it can be highlvy impressionistic, and was gathered by a self-
selected group, in many cases culturally and intellectually remote from the subjects
being studied.” There are fewer methodological problems with J. P. Mayer’s
inquiries into audience preferences and film-going habits, conducted through
competitions advertised in Filmgoer magazine.”” As a professional sociologist,
Mayer is acutely aware of the potential difficulties of this type of research,”® and
the questions he puts are rather more general than those formulated by Mass-
Observation, being in fact more in the manner of suggested topics. He also
helpfully spells out some of the limitations of his sources for those seeking to make
generalizations.79 It is significant that the documents included in the book were

selected by Mayer from a much larger number of responses; in all, 110 from 400

76 See Mass-Observation at the Movies, pp1-18, p221. On the methodological limitations of Mass-
Observation, see also Mark Abrams, Social Surveys and Social Action (London: William
Heinemann, 1951), pp105-115, and for an excellent overview of the origins and development of the
organization, the contents of the Mass-Observation archive and other publications relating to Mass-
Observation, Speak for Yourself: A Mass-Observation Anthology, 1937-49 ed. by Angus Calder and
Dorothy Sheridan (London: Jonathan Cape, 1984), pp1-6, 246-259.

77 For the sake of space, I shall be concerned here only with the later of these researches, published
in British Cinemas and their Audiences (London: Dennis Dobson, 1948), constituting two separate
investigations entitled ‘Films and the Pattern of Life’ and ‘A Study in Film Preferences’. The book
is compared in its preface to Mayer’s earlier Sociology of Film: ‘From the author’s point of view the
present work is more mature, less groping with a new and difficult subject-matter.” His first book
was ‘to some extent a personal experiment in sociology, whereas the present volume ventures to
;)resent its problems more objectively’ (p1).

For example, in the advertisement which initiated his research into ‘Films and the Pattern of Life’,
he urged respondents to ‘be truthful and frank, and not to feel any restraint in writing fully about
L .] intimate personal experiences’ (p14).

? He recognizes for example that the ‘autobiographers’ of the first survey do not constitute a
representative sample of cinema-goers, the majority of documents being ‘contributed by clerks and
other “black-coated” workers, and only 10 per cent by members of the proletarian working class’
(p144). However, he notes approvingly that they are geographically diverse, with only five per cent
coming from the Greater London area (ibid.).
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(p2). But amongst his chosen entries I can detect no overarching scheme or covert
political aim.*® Nor can I find any evidence of the ‘hearty dislike of popular

historical films’ which Harper imputes to him.’

As Janet Staiger writes: ‘reception studies research cannot claim to say as much
about an actual reading or viewing experience by empirical readers or spectators as
it might like. Several factors intervene between the event and any possible service
data available for its study’.* In addition to the various selections, reorganizations,
curtailments and assessments made by Mass-Observation and Mayer, the mediating
presence of language is especially pertinent here, as respondents may lack the
fluent prose of a reviewer or actor, and might struggle to express their thoughts
with precision. But together the two resources I have considered provide a rare and
valuable (if very incomplete) sense of which films were popularly thought to be
historical in the periods they cover, and in later chapters I will show that the
insights they have to offer are supported by other sources, including letters to

fanzines, the Bernstein film questionnaires, and the Cinemagoing in Greater

% He asserts that preference respondents were chosen purely ‘to obtain the largest amount of
variation’ (p154), but is evasive about the principles of selection behind the autobiographies survey.
In general, he ‘did not want to burden this book with methodological reflections’ (p2). However, he
also states of the autobiographies: ‘[i]t is not our intention to drive home a specific point’ (p15). In
his conclusion to the preferences survey he writes of ‘the hope of raising film taste’ (p243) and the
need for ‘a leading and responsible elite’ to take action (p244) in ‘regulating the mental and moral
health’ of the community (p250). But these perspectives do not seem to have influenced his
selection of documents (they by no means all support this conclusion), nor the initial, very neutral
question asked (‘He wants to know the films you like and dislike, and wants you to give reasons for
your likes and dislikes’, p154). Finally, though his material does largely support his assertion of the
relevance of Aristotelian catharsis to modern cultural matters (see pp148-150, and pp240-243), there
is no reason for suspecting that this demonstrates anything more than Mayer’s astuteness in
choosing interpretative models. His analysis may thus be seen as a good piece of middle-level
research.

81 See Picturing the Past, p136.

82 See Interpreting Films, p79.
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London survey of 1963. The latter is particularly welcome as a counterbalance to
the concentration of this type of evidence in the 1940s, providing a clear indication
that the category ‘historical film’ was still perceived as a meaningful and
independent one.”® In due course, I shall also refer to material generated by the
recent ‘Cinema Culture in 1930s Britain’ research project, a different kind of
survey to the ones I shall consider in the present chapter, and one which, though

revealing, entails its own particular set of evidentiary problems.3*

a. The Historical Film as Revealed by Mass-Observation

In Mass-Observation’s Bolton Survey, dated 1938, historical film received a high
popularity rating relative to other types® The limited range of alternatives offered
in the comparative popularity question might have led respondents to include a

range of genres under the ‘historical’ heading.*® But in the comments invited at the

& The survey found that ‘people automatically classify films into types’ (pp61-2). Respondents were
able to distinguish historical films from Biblical films, war stories and Westerns (see p64, Table
3.8a, and the methodological note on p62).

# Cinema Culture in 1930s Britain: Ethnohistory of a Popular Cultural Practice, ESRC Project
R000235385, directed by Annette Kuhn, Department of Theatre, Film and Television Studies,
University of Glasgow. Some of the weaknesses of oral testimony as a source for history can be
seen in the most recent publication to come from the project, where one 78 year-old interviewee is at
times hazy and incoherent, and prone to misremember details. See Annette Kuhn, ‘Memories of
Cinema-going in the 1930s’, in Journal of Popular British Cinema 2: Audiences and Reception in
Britain, especially pp102 and 108, and p107 where the interviewee describes his ‘schoolboy’
responses to Goodbye Mr Chips, although he most have been at least 22 years old upon its release. I
am informed by Annette Kuhn that the research project has generated a wealth of material, but that
much of it is unavailable at the present time, owing to recording and cataloguing. Accordingly, I
will be confining myself to those parts of the project which have been formally published.

% See Mass-Observation at the Movies, p34. It comes joint third with crime, on 11% of the total
votes, behind ‘musical romance’ (30%) and ‘drama and tragedy’ (18%). It is also high on the list for
each of the individual cinemas (which together represent a range of seat-prices and serve a variety of
localities, pp35-6), and its popularity might therefore seem to be impervious to differences in class,
unlike the crime film and social comedy (p36).

% The survey required respondents to ‘[nJumber the following types of films, putting number one
for the sort you like the best, and two for the second best and so on: crime, westerns, war, spying,
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end of the questionnaire, the same respondents unpromptedly and repeatedly refer
to historical film, illuminating it with reference to the same titles identified
elsewhere in this chapter, and providing evidence that they feel it to be a distinct

and independent category.

Many of the references to historical film give no examples of the type, and no
indication of the writer’s conception of it. But Victoria the Great is repeatedly

1. And the handful of writers who elaborate on their

identified as historica
preference for historical film do nothing to undermine the notion that the genre has
much to do with depictions of government and royalty. As one young woman
argued: ‘The Historical films should be shown because when one leaves school one

is apt to forget the builders of our Kingdom and our heritage’ (Odeon Women,

Doc. 2, p106).

In spite of such sentiments, and though the comparative popularity question
suggests that nearly everyone approved in some way of ‘historical’ film, in the
answers to a question which invited respondents to identify which of a list of

subjects and genres they wanted more of, ‘royalty and aristocrats’ met with a

historical, cartoons, nature and reality, travel and adventure, musical romance, drama and tragedy,
slapstick comedies, love stories, society comedies’ (ibid., p33).

87 See Mass-Observation at the Movies, for example Odeon Women, Doc. 127, p126: ‘I don’t as a
rule like historical films but I thought the film Victoria the Great was wonderful . . .” Other films
felt to be historical include The Charge of the Light Brigade and Captain Blood (ibid., Odeon
Women, Doc. 94, p121), Rhodes of Africa, Camille (1936), The Private Life of Henry VIII and
Queen Christina (1933) (ibid., Odeon Men, Doc. 97, p94). All subsequent Mass-Observation
citations also refer to Mass-Observation at the Movies, unless otherwise stated.
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minimum of enthusiasm.®® Does this mean that the majority of respondents
dissented from the view of historical film that has emerged from the sources

considered so far?

In fact, as Richards and Sheridan suggest, ‘cinema-goers’ reservations probably
extended principally to more aristocrats, given the high proportion of them
appearing as characters particularly in British films’ (p40)% Thus one regular film-
watcher could remark: ‘Royalty we need as our Empire leaders. Aristocrats too
uppish and too real especially for children gets them vain’ (Odeon Men, Doc. 157,
p104). Another said he would not touch royalty and aristocrats ‘with a barge pole’,
but went on to express his approval of historical films (Palladium Men, Doc. 78,

p53).%° It is regrettable that Mass-Observation’s researches into ‘the Empire’ and

% See Mass-Observation at the Movies, pp36-9. Overall, ‘royalty and aristocrats’ came seventh in a
decreasing order of the ten themes, surpassed only by the unpopularity of religion, politics and
killing. What respondents most wanted more of was humour. At the Palladium (the more working
class of the three cinemas), women were equally dismayed to see royalty/aristocrats and ‘killing’,
and only unhappier to see more politics, while men wanted nothing less than to see more upper class
figures.

8 This would accord with the fact that ‘“More people like you and I’ was the subject contributors
fourth-most wanted to see more of in film (see p36). At the Odeon and Crompton Cinemas, it was
placed still higher (p37). A number of respondents elaborated on this desire for greater realism in
their comments. One woman for example suggested: ‘I don’t think the films of today are in
comparison at all to the lives of over 60% of the people and I think they ought to be more natural
and not as artificial and more like our everyday lives’ (Odeon Women, Doc. 71, p117).

% The general hostility towards aristocrats finds a resonance in several other writers (5 in total) who
express a dislike for ‘Oxford accents.” The significant thing here is that these writers seem to be
talking about genres other than the historical film: ‘Maybe you have noticed I voted American films
best? The reason really is I hate to hear an “American gangster” with an Oxford accent and we get
plenty in English pictures’ (Odeon Men, Doc. 73, p89). Though it is entitled ‘More Cabbages,
Fewer Kings’, an article in Kine Weekly by Alfred Hitchcock, which also uses the term ‘Oxford
accents’, is similarly only concerned with ‘modern-dress cinema’ (Kine, 14 February 1937, p30).
Thus the antipathy seems to be towards aristocrats in movies which are set in the present.
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‘the Royal Family’, which seemed likely to shed light upon popular notions of

history, in fact do not.”*

The notion that aristocrats might be afforded more tolerance if they happened to be
royalty or were appearing in a historical film is supported by the fact that historical
films seem generally to have been judged according to different criteria to those
applied to other types. Several writers forcefully called for more entertainment and
more opportunities for imaginative escape, in categories ranging from comedy to
romantic drama. By contrast, historical film is almost always discussed in terms of
quality, patriotism and educational value. Thus in one tautological reply it is
suggested that ‘Education, Knowledge Films and Histdry are educating’ (Bolton
Survey, Odeon Men, Doc 157, p104). Elsewhere, historical films are felt to
represent a sort of cinematic ‘gold standard’ (see Odeon Women, Doc 92, p120),
whilst the same are sometimes felt to be the exception to the rule of poor quality
British cinema.”? Again, the impression that historical film is a coherent, separate

category with its own rules and expectations is reinforced.

Further support is provided when respondents differentiate historical film from
adjacent types. A particularly clear distinction is drawn in the comments of a

frequent attendee of the Crompton cinema:

%1 See Mass-Observation Archive, File Report 247, July 1940, ‘The Royal Family: Public Opinion’;
and Mass-Observation Archive, File Report 1158, March 1942, ‘The British Empire.’ Both
documents are in the Mass-Observation Archive, at the University of Sussex. It is also disappointing
that Mass-Observation did not undertake research on the specific question of popular attitudes
towards history and the past.

%2 See chapter four, page 197-8.
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There are far too few historical films, which give tremendous
scope for really good acting and dramatic interest. Until recently
the working class public does not seem to have appreciated this
type of film, because too often we get a mere costume film
(Crompton Men, Doc. 33, p65).

Others provide examples of the costume type, which significantly do not coincide

with any of the films thought in the same survey to be historical ™

In the 1943 survey of Mass Observation volunteers, which canvassed a generally
more educated and perhaps refined range of opinion (which might have been
exposed to a broader range of films or to critical categories not often used in the
popular press), historical film is again conceived as a relevant category, and viewed
in much the same way as amongst the Bolton respondents. A 33 year-old sales
manager for example described The Young Mr Pitt as ‘[t]he record of the historic
fight between [Pitt] and Fox’, and noted: ‘I am interested in History and for that
reason I thoroughly enjoyed this film’ (Men, Doc. 43, p237). Another respondent
wrote: ‘I am not at all keen on cinemas. I always go when there is an educational or
historical picture. Something you can bring away and think about’ (Men, Doc. 91,

p249).

This corroboration is important, but the real value of the 1943 survey for my
purposes is that, without using esoteric generic terms or categories, it provides a
greater number of generic descriptions, and thus can help to further clarify the

identity of the historical film. For example, The Man in Grey is repeatedly
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identified as a ‘romance.”™* The Moon and Sixpence (1942) is a “film about the life
of the artist Gauguin’ (Men, Doc. 79, p245), and though The Black Swan (1942) is
called ‘an episode in the life of Capt. John Morgan,” it is characterized not as
history but as ‘good straightforward blood and thunder’ (Men, Doc. 81, p246).95
Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942) is described in terms of the musical,”® and The First

of the Few as a ‘war film’ (Men, Doc. 6, p223).”

b. Historical Film as Revealed by Mayer

The material gathered by Mayer provides further instances of films popularly felt to
be historical. It is true that several films identified as historical in other sources are
not afforded any kind of generic label (The Prime Minister (1941), for example),
but the term ‘historical drama’ again has a wide currency.98 The Private Lives of
Elizabeth and Essex and The Private Life of Henry VIII are described as ‘historical
romances’ (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 29A, p205), whilst Victoria the

Great and The Young Mr Pitt ‘make the History Books seem much more interesting

% See for example Crompton Women, Doc. 27 (p74), who identifies Anthony Adverse as a costume
film.
% It was ‘just romantic escape from wartime’ (Women, Doc. 20, p263). See also Men, Doc. 12,
8226’ and Doc. 31, p231.

> Later, a housewife also describes The Black Swan as a horror film (Women, Doc. 82, p282).
% That is, in terms of their music and singing. On Yankee Doodle Dandy sece Women, Doc. 54,

274, :
b Elsewhere, the Leslie Howard film is described as “a clear and simple dramatization of something
topical . . .” (Men, Doc. 40, p233), while another writer distinguishes between the historical and war
genres when he remembers of 49" Parallel: ‘I had been expecting a quasi-historical film and not a
gresenpday war story’ (Men, Doc. 22, p229).

® General references to the type, which do not advance examples, include from the ‘Films and the
Pattern of Life’ survey: Doc. 45, p107 (‘English history always interested me and historical films
were not much to my taste’); Doc. 3, p22 (‘I soon found that I enjoyed historical films best . . .");
and Doc. 48, p114 (where the author confesses ‘to learning more from historical films than from my
history book!”). :
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and alive’ (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 10A, p174). Henry V (1945) is
variously described as ‘Shakespeare adapted for the screen’ (‘A Study in Film
Preferences’, Doc. 33A, p214) or ‘a bold venture in filming Shakespeare’ (‘A
Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 48A, p236). But significantly, in light of the
outline of historical film which has been emerging in this chapter, it is also referred

to as filmed history (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 37A, p223).

Mayer’s respondents seem to have the most developed sense of genre and type of
all surveyed audiences,” and several list historical film alongside other well-known
and widely accepted categories. For example, the author of Doc. 29A, quoted
above, wrote that she relished ‘historical films, thrillers, sophisticated comedies,
super-natural film, and all the “frankly impossible” epics from Tarzan to Dumbo’
(‘A Study in Film Preferences’ p206). Elsewhere in her reply she also mentions
dramas, slap-stick, musicals, costume musicals, detective films and Bette Davis
films.'® Others make firm distinctions between historical and war films — I enjoy
very much historical films, but not very many seem to be made nowadays. War

films seem to be having a long run, and I do not like them very much’ (‘A Study in

% Writers frequently describe their experiences and preferences in terms of types. The usual pattern
is for them to adhere to familiar industrial and critical labels like Western, comedy, melodrama and
musical (see, in addition to the examples below, ‘Films and the Pattern of Life’, Doc. 29, p72, and
especially ‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 36A, pp219-221). One respondent even expresses a
distaste for generic mixing: ‘I do not like a film which starts out as a farce and then tries to be a
serious drama’ (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 1A, p157). A few others however use ‘home-
made’ or ‘common-sense’ categories. Thus one young woman reflects on ‘murder films’, Scarlet
Pimpernel films’ and ‘torture films’ (‘Films and the Pattern of Life’, Doc. 3, p23). The author of
Doc. 28 in the same survey, who ‘deplore][s] the fact that ninety-nine per cent of every film issued
can be typed’, is in a very small minority (p69).

1% Another respondent, exploring her film-going habits at the age of about 16, explains: ‘Musicals
my favourite, with comedies next, crazy or sophisticated, “tough” films, such as “gangster” themes,
“horror”, and mystery. And any film that had a sentimental strain. I dis-liked historical, romantic,
and “straight” films . . .” (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 60, p138).
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Film Preferences’, Doc. 32A, p211) — and between historical film and period
drama. One respondent, having revealed her enthusiasm for historical film,
observed that ‘British producers seem to be particularly good in period films,” and
she connects this type with James Mason, Margaret Lockwood, Stewart Granger
and Phyllis Calvert (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 10A, p174). Another
wrote: ‘I like period films of both the musical and straight types — particularly Jane
Eyre, Pride and Prejudice, Barretts of Wimpole Street, Wuthering Heights and
Gone With The Wind, of the straight type’ (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc.

16A, p184).

The films described as ‘biographical pictures’ are similarly distinct from those
called ‘historical’, examples being Madame Curie, The Adventures of Marco Polo
(1938) and Wilson (1944), but not The First of the Few."®* A Song to Remember
(1945) and The Great Mr Handel (1942) are described as or in terms of either
musical films or biographies or both.'®® Period adventure films are also excluded

from the historical group: ‘Adventure Romances will always be my favourites . . .

! On Madame Curie, see ‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 37A, p221. The author of this
response makes the biopic a subset of the melodrama: ‘For dramatic & melodramatic films, I prefer
those with a real story, such as the biographical type, like Madame Curie etc . . .> For the author of
‘Films and the Pattern of Life’, Doc. 44, ‘[f]ilms of the lives of famous men always made me long
to invent or discover as they did. The Adventures of Marco Polo was such an example.” (p108).
Another wrote: “first in my list would come the life-stories of great men and women . . . Several
examples come to mind as I think of this kind of film. The foremost is I think — Wilson . ..” (‘A
Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 10A, p174). Tellingly the same author is quoted above for her
discussion of ‘period films’ and her identification of Victoria the Great and The Young Mr Pitt as
historical films. Finally, in ‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 11A (p177) The First of the Few is
identified as a film ‘to do with the war’, and is grouped with The Gentle Sex, In Which We Serve and
The Way Ahead.

12 The Great Waltz (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 13A, p181), Song of Russia (ibid., Doc.
4A, p161), and A Song to Remember (ibid., Doc. 6A, p165) are all described as musicals, and
praised specifically for their music. A Song To Remember is also called a biography (ibid., Doc. 5A,
pl64, and Doc. 27A, p201). One writer links the types in discussing A Song to Remember and The
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Since seeing The Black Swan and Frenchman’s Creek, I love them all the more. . .’
(‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 13A, p180). And so too are ‘Cloak and Sword
Dramas’, which are held to be separate from historical films by dint of their
‘Ruritanian’ setting (‘A Study in Film Preferences’, Doc. 36A, p220). Another
writer who referred to The Last Days of Pompeii (1935) and King of Kings (1927)
might very well have described these as historical, but instead she calls them both
‘spectacular films’ and ‘costume films’, and groups them together with Moon of
Israel, Ben Hur and The Sign of the Cross (‘Films and the Pattern of Life’, Doc. 6,

p30).

Conclusion

Rick Altman has recently suggested that ‘those who actually pronounce generic
terms and invoke generic categories do so in such a fundamentally contradictory
way as to preclude associating permanence or universality with the notion of
genre’, and that ‘the past century has seen major changes in the definition and
deployment of genres.”'® ‘Entrenched users’ of generic terminology, who are
satisfied with the generic status quo, stand accused of inventing ‘myths of distant
origin, continued coherence and permanent inviolability in order to maintain
stability’ (p206). Though far from constituting proof of ‘permanence’ or
‘universality’, we have seen that across a range of very different sources,

representing a wide variety of periods and perspectives, the historical film has

Great Mr Handel, referring to ‘films dealing with the lives and music of great composers such as
Chopin, Handel, etc’ (ibid., Doc. 3A, p159).
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emerged as a coherent type. Altman adduces some persuasive instances of
‘regenrification’ and change, but in the period with which I am currently

concerned, the historical film cannot be added to them.

There is naturally by no means an absolute consensus among the sources I have
examined. But I have shown that there is such a thing as historical film, that it is
regarded with a certain respect, and that, as far as the sources for its reception are
concerned, it is not the same as costume drama, biography, or a range of other
types which are set in the (near or distant) past. Richard Maltby may be right in
general terms that within the Hollywood system, history can be regarded as a
‘production value.”’® But in Britain at least, ‘history’ also connotes something

much more specific in a film context.

The generic distinctiveness of historical film is very important, for recent writers
who have touched upon the subject of the British historical film have done so with
little appreciation of the way it has historically been regarded and defined.I intend
to challenge the interpretations and conclusions advanced by these writers,
prompted by the certainty and agreement with which the sources assembled in this
chapter identify the type, and with full cognizance of the principle that specific
audiences and individual viewers may have entertained different, less exclusive

notions of what counts as a historical text.

193 Rick Altman, Film/Genre, pp193-4.

104 Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction, p311. See also Tom Ryall’s forthcoming
book, Britain and the American Cinema (London: Sage Publishers, 2000), where he will argue in
chapter six: “History”, like romance, might be considered a staple component of the Hollywood
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The most recent critic to discuss British historical film is Sarah Street in her book,
British National Cinema. Street follows Sue Harper in including in the category
“fictional stories with historical settings/period costumes’ (p40), such as The Man
in Grey and The Wicked Lady (p57)."% These films are described as ‘historical
costume melodramas’, though in the sources I have considered they are never
associated with history at all.'® Pam Cook refers to The Man in Grey and other
Gainsborough films of the same period as ‘costume romances’ and costume
dramas.'”” But she procedes to discuss them as ‘historical films® (in chapter iv).
During this discussion, in remarking on the high standards of historical accuracy
often censoriously applied to historical films, she notes:

At the bottom end of the scale, where the more disreputable

costume romances belong, one would imagine more leeway might

be granted. These films rarely deal with lofty subjects or the more

epic aspects of history, and if they do feature the lives of famous

people, it is generally from the perspective of gossip about their

amorous escapades [. . .] Costume romances mobilize history as a

site of sexual fantasy rather than a record of great deeds or

celebration of national heritage.'®

A large part of Cook’s motivation for studying the ‘neglected’ Gainsborough

melodramas is that théy were so popular (much more so than the attention-grabbing

system of genres, sometimes playing a background role in a film dominated by other concerns,
sometimes foregrounded as the principal theme of a film.’

1% Harper’s aim is ‘to address the social function of historical film’, but she argues that ‘it is
inadequate to deal only with films which represent real historical events’, Picturing the Past, p2.
The historical category must be extended ‘to cover all costume films, all historical biopics, and
indeed all films set in the past’, ibid., p10. Throughout Picturing the Past, Harper uses the
designations ‘historical film’, ‘costume drama’, and ‘period film’ interchangeably.

196 Later Street also refers to heritage movies as ‘quality historical films’ (p103) and even suggests
that the historical film turned into the heritage genre, by way of Ken Russell’s ‘gothic biopics’
(p112). I shall return to these ideas in later chapters.
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consensual cinema), and thus are revealing of a marginalized aspect of British
national identity.'® She lays repeated emphasis on the importance of audiences and
reading activities, and criticizes authors like Julian Petley for their neglect of such
matters.''® But we have seen members of contemporary audiences (including
reviewers and industry workers) distinguish Gainsborough films from the historical
type, the latter being marked precisely by its ‘lofty subjects’, ‘famous people’,

‘great deeds’ and ‘national heritage. ™

As both Street and Cook are writing about Gainsborough in historical context (and
are therefore not concerned to construct theoretical categories), why do they
overlook evidence of original generic conceptions? Street helps to account for the
dearth of historical research into British historical film, referring to the ‘stigma’ of
Anna Neagle’s association with “patriotic historical films’.!’> She explains that
Neagle’s appearances ‘became symbols of a blinkered national nostalgia, a
comforting sense of Britishness, an idea associated with pastv certainties of class and
national unity, material comfort, stoical individualism, patriotism and, above all,
those White Cliffs of Dover’ (p134). By mixing such a hidebound conservative

type with more progressive genres, a critic may neutralize the former’s political

197 See Pam Cook, Fashioning the Nation, pp5 and 6 for respective examples.

1% Ibid., p76. _

19 Ibid, p11 and chp. v (especially p84) respectively.

10 See especially chp. iii on ‘Costume and Identity’. Petley’s offending article ‘The Lost Continent’
(in All Our Yesterdays ed. by Charles Barr) includes Gainsborough’s melodramas in a discussion of
‘underground’ films, despite their successful showing at the box-office, and is criticized by Cook in
Fashioning the Nation on p23.

11 Cook also argues that a ‘broad range of movies® qualify as historical: ‘westerns, biopics, period
romances and musicals, biblical epics, almost anything that takes “history” as its subject matter and
dresses it up in period clothes and decor’ (p67). But these types also have historically been credited
with a separate, independent existence.

12 British National Cinema, p124.
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force.® Thus Cook for example, calls for a less ‘educative, instructional
conception of history’, that might accommodate a ‘feminized’, inauthentic past.
She also locates this within the hoped-for framework of a less masculine and
misogynistic national identity.!"* Cook’s attempt to escape from the sort of highly
prescriptive notions of historical truth observed in chapter one of my thesis is to be
applauded.’”® But in this chapter we have seen historical films to be discussed
precisely in terms of truth and educational value in their original contexts, and the
absence there of any sense that Gainsborough melodramas were themselves
historical highlights the fact that, like Carnes, Toplin and Rosenstone, Cook has her

own agenda.

A further point that is worth making here concerns recent analyses of films that are
historical according to their original audiences, and the tendency to discover in
them tensions for which there is little evidence. Street for instance argues of Neagle
that ‘[i]n the context of the 1930s and 1940s, her image reveals contradictory
messages about whether women should be traditional or progressive.” In conclusion
Street finds ‘on the one hand Neagle is the epitome of Britishness, while on the

other she is an iconoclast of sorts’ (pp131-2).!"® The evidence for audience

113 When, in chapter one, I suggested that the lack of generic perspective in Marcia Landy’s
Cinematic Uses of the Past was tendentious, I was objecting to another instance of the same
strategy. Landy in effect submerges the ‘monumental’ historical films that she aims to challenge by
ignoring generic distinctions between historical films and those that are merely set in the past.
Several categories are thereby collapsed into one, and the ‘monumental’ historical film made to
seem a minor and aberrant element of a larger and more acceptable grouping.

114 Gee Fashioning the Nation, pp75, 64, 77, and 115 respectively.

113 See ibid., pp67-70, criticizing the search for historical purity and absolute authenticity.

116 | andy similarly approves of The Scarlet Empress because it is so critical, a parody of traditional,
monumental histories (Cinematic Uses of the Past, pp10-11). For reasons that will become clear in
chapter five, her assertion that the film is exemplary of American uses of history is badly
misleading, and, one might say, a case of wishful thinking.
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response to these films is anything but complete, as I have suggested, and it is
entirely possible that they provoked feelings and reflections that for whatever
reason were not recorded, even by those moved to put pen to paper. But \;vhere a
spectator or reviewer offers any explanation of his or her enthusias<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>