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Abstract 

 
Many historical accounts acknowledge the ‘reverberations’ of the Second World War 

that are still with the British today, whether in terms of Britain’s relationships with 

Europe, the Commonwealth, or America; its myths of consensus politics and national 

unity; or its conceptions of national character. The term ‘reverberations’, however, 

implies a disruptive, unsettling influence whereas today’s popular accounts and public 

debates regarding national identity, more often than not concerned with ‘Englishness’ as 

a category distinctive from ‘Britishness’, instead view the Second World War as a time 

when the nation knew what it was and had a clear understanding of the national values 

it embodied – a time of stability and consensus. This thesis demonstrates that, in the 

postwar period, ‘British’ was not a homogeneous political category, ‘Britishness’ was 

not a uniformly adopted identity, and representations of the nation in popular cinema 

were not uncontested. British national identity in the postwar 1940s and 1950s was 

founded upon re-presentations of the war, and yet it was an identity transacted by class, 

gender, race and region. Understandings of national identity ‘mirrored’ by British films 

were influenced by the social and political context of their creation and reception, and 

were also a reflection of the cinema industry and its relationship to the state. Both 

‘national cinema’ and ‘national identity’ are demonstrated to be fluctuating concepts – 

dominant myths of the war were undermined and reinforced in response to the demands 

of the postwar present.   

 
The first two chapters examine the respective discourses of British national identity and 

Britain’s national cinema, and thereby provide a theoretical and historiographical 

context for the analyses of A Matter of Life and Death (1946), Passport to Pimlico 

(1949), and The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957). These three case studies are an 

examination of the cultural construction of national identity and provide both a 

contextual ‘cinema history’ commentary on the films, and a ‘film studies’ interpretive 

analysis. British national identity is shown to privilege an English identity, embodied in 

its landscapes and cultural heritage, and yet it is an identity challenged by internal and 

external ‘others’: wartime stereotypes of class, gender, and community reveal a postwar 

ambivalence to the ideals of a New Jerusalem and Britain as a ‘third force’ in the world; 

representations of British masculinity and national character reflect a growing 

apprehension of America; and a ‘Little England’ ‘homefront’ identity is shown to vie 

with an Imperial identity. Postwar understandings of ‘Britishness’ conceived in terms of 
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the recent past – in Britain’s experience of the Second World War – were both 

‘ideologically active’ and inherently transitory. 
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Introduction 

 

A character of George Eliot’s last novel, Daniel Deronda,  predicted that ‘with us in 

Europe the sentiment of nationality is destined to die out.’1 The death predicted in 1874 

has yet to be realised. Few fields of historical inquiry were, during the late-twentieth 

century, the subjects of such protracted and heated debate as notions of the nation, 

nationalism and national identity. Views in nationalism studies have been so conflicted 

that they have resulted in the debate being deemed a ‘historiographical schism’.2 And, 

as many recent examinations of the nation stress the role of nationality and nationalism 

in today’s world, the centrality of such issues – and the deepening of this schism – 

seems unlikely to lessen.3 If the study of the United Kingdom is ‘a minefield of 

nomenclature’ from which ‘[f]ew return unscathed’,4 the study of British national 

identity invites a descent into schizophrenia from which few emerge intact. British 

national identity is a site of constantly changing and competing cultural identities: 

alternative identities founded on class, race, gender and region, to name a few, inflect 

any national meta-identity. Englishness vies with Britishness; imperial vies with 

national. This thesis studies the construction, dissemination, and revision of British 

national identity in the period after the Second World War until the late 1950s. What 

myths5 of national identity were dominant and why? And how did alternative 

imaginings of the nation undermine these myths? The key objective of this thesis, 

therefore, is to examine how popular films of the postwar period presented and re-

presented the concept of ‘Britishness’, with a particular focus on representations of the 

Second World War.  

 

The extent to which the Second World War fundamentally altered the nature of British 

society and popular understandings of British nationalism remains a topic of great 

interest to today’s historian. The war is often considered a turning point in conceptions 

of British identity, and the cultural currency of its representation has been tendered 

                                                 
1 George Eliot, Daniel Deronda, Wordsworth Classics, Hertfordshire, 1996, originally published in eight 
independent parts between 1874-1876, p.435. 
2 Term used by Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood. Ethnicity, Religion and Nationalism, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997, p.2. 
3 See, for example, Geoffrey Cubitt, ‘Introduction’, in Geoffrey Cubitt (ed.), Imagining Nations, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1998, pp.1-20; Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and 

Modernism. A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of Nations and Nationalism, Routledge, London, 1998.  
4 Neil Evans, ‘Introduction: Identity and Integration in the British Isles’, in Neil Evans (ed.), National 

Identity in the British Isles, (Coleg Occasional Papers in Welsh Studies No.3), Southern Illinois 
University, Carbondale, 1989, p.6. 
5 In the words of Angus Calder, ‘myth’ ‘entails more than “untrue stories [and] legends”.’ Angus Calder, 
The Myth of the Blitz, Jonathan Cape, London, 1991, p.9. 
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many times during periods of national crisis. For example, national identity rhetoric 

employed during the 1982 South Atlantic War prompted academics to ‘return to the 

source of many of its dominant representations and discourses, World War II.’6 

Malcolm Smith also observed that the ‘nostalgic glow’ of 1940 ‘is still with us in 

Britain, backlighting contemporary history, since representations of 1940 still constitute 

the foundation myth of a new Britain seen to have emerged from the war.’7 The trauma 

of the Second World War, it has been argued, enabled British society to believe that it 

was united against a common enemy: the war was ‘clear’ of moral ambiguity about 

what ‘we’ were fighting against. Such rhetoric – while seemingly proclaimed with 

greater fervour the further in time British society moves away from the war and the 

more it is confronted by the uncertainties of post-colonialism, devolution and the 

European Union – obscures the diversity that has always been, and will always be, in 

existence within collective conceptions of the British ‘nation’. One case in point: as 

Britain was about to enter the twenty-first century, a popular paperback directed the 

public’s attention back to a time when ‘being English used to be easy … the war and its 

immediate aftermath are the last time in living memory when the English had a clear 

and positive sense of themselves’.8 Understandings of what makes the British (or 

English) ‘British’ are anything but straightforward, as Jeffrey Richards remarked: 

‘[c]ulture, particularly popular culture, is the battleground for identity.’9  

  

In his study on memory and identity, John Gillis introduced the metaphor of the past 

offering a screen on which identity could be projected.10 Yet in his analysis of the many 

forms of national commemoration, Gillis omitted cinema as a powerful influence on 

national memory.11 He claimed that the postwar era, extending to the 1960s, was a time 

                                                 
6 Geoff Hurd, ‘Introduction’, in Geoff Hurd (ed.), National Fictions: World War Two in British Films and 

Television, BFI, London, 1984, p.iv. 
7 Malcolm Smith, Britain and 1940: History, Myth and Popular Memory, Routledge, London, 2000, p.5. 
8 Jeremy Paxman contends that in the past the terms ‘English’ and ‘British’ were virtually interchangeable 
– a verbal embodiment of the ‘English Empire’. When referring to the past Paxman therefore conflates 
the two terms; when speaking of the present, the term ‘English’ specifically refers to the peoples of 
England. Jeremy Paxman, The English: The Portrait of a People, second edition, Penguin, London, 1999, 
originally published 1998, pp.vii-2.  
9 Jeffrey Richards, Films and British National Identity: From Dickens to Dad’s Army, Manchester 
University Press, Manchester, 1997, p.xii. 
10 John R. Gillis, ‘Introduction. Memory and Identity: The History of a Relationship’, in John R. Gillis 
(ed.), Commemorations. The Politics of National Identity, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1994, 
p.8. 
11 Although Cubitt states his intentions of contributing to the ‘further development of interdisciplinary 
approaches capable of connecting the different cultural realms within which nationalist sensibilities 
develop and over which they exert an influence,’ he leaves out any mention of film studies as one of these 
alternative discourses. Cubitt, ‘Introduction’, p.3. Similarly, Benedict Anderson’s study cites plays, 
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of national commemoration ‘bequeathing to later generations a plethora of monuments, 

holidays, cemeteries, museums, and archives … [that] remain very effective in 

concentrating time in space, in providing people with a sense of common identity no 

matter how dispersed they may be by class, region, gender, religion or race.’12 Yet it is 

only through a comprehensive examination of such national commemorations that the 

historian can assess whose version of the past was successfully ‘screened’ and how 

economic, social and political changes in this postwar period contributed to such trends 

in commemoration. Historians have been called upon to ‘explore how the idea of the 

nation circulates and regenerates itself through a wide variety of texts’.13 Such texts may 

be understood as examples of a cultural discourse which, in Edward Said’s terms, 

circulate ‘not “truth” but representations’.14  This study, in examining products of the 

national cinema in Britain, contributes to the expanding field of studies which redresses 

Gillis’ omission of filmic forms of commemoration. Indeed, a founding premise of this 

thesis is that the cinema was a key medium through which the ‘daily plebiscite’15 of the 

nation was affirmed in postwar Britain. The role of the cinema as cultural signifier can 

hardly be over-emphasised, particularly before the rise of television. It is often claimed 

by enthusiastic film historians that, in its heyday, the cinematic medium had a far tighter 

grasp on Britain’s national community than did either newspapers or radio.16  

 

The challenge to historiography that resulted from this academic engagement on the 

‘battlefield of culture’ can, in one sense, be considered a shift in focus from ‘historical 

reality’ to ‘cultural representation’. Cultural history as ‘the examination of the common 

man’s outlook and perception of events rather than the analysis of the events 

themselves’17 inherently validates film as a key source. Constructed interpretations of 

the past are no less an indication of their political, economic, and social milieu than 

archive documents: what a society ‘thought’ actually happened, or ‘wished’ actually 

happened, or even attempts to convince itself actually happened are all valid forms of 

                                                                                                                                               
novels, scores and newspapers as modes of representation yet ignores films. Benedict Anderson, 
Imagined Communities, Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, London, 1983.   
12 Gillis, ‘Introduction’, pp.13-14. 
13 Adam J. Lerner, ‘Introduction’, in Marjorie Ringrose and Adam J. Lerner (eds), Reimagining the 

Nation, Open University Press, Buckingham, 1993, p.1. 
14 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, Penguin, London, 1995, originally published 1978, p.21. 
15 See Ernest Renan, ‘What is a Nation?’, [first given as a speech in 1882], trans. Martin Thom, in Homi 
K. Bhabha (ed.), Nation and Narration, Routledge, London, 1990. 
16 Aldgate and Richards noted that a wartime survey found that ‘the cinema reached appreciably more 
people than did those other media of visual communication, particularly among the lower income group.’ 
Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Britain Can Take It. The British Cinema in the Second World 

War, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1986, p.4. 
17 Paraphrase of the work of Richard Cobb, discussed by Robert Darnton, The Kiss of Lamourette: 

Reflections in Cultural History, W. W. Norton and Company, New York, 1990, p. 257. 
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historical ‘evidence’. Films, therefore, are ‘analysed not merely as mirrors of society but 

as cultural products that themselves have had an active role in representing, but also 

enforcing or even constituting, visions of society and history.’18 Scott Spector noted that 

there is now a ‘general awareness of the status of all presentations of history as 

representations, as mediated entities with sources in and effects on present political 

perspectives.’19 This ‘general awareness’ has been expressed through the development 

of a cross-disciplinary discourse dubbed the ‘new cultural history’ – a merger between 

the empiricist approach, derived from the school of history, and the film theorist 

approach which stemmed from literary theory.  

 

Naomi Greene in her translator’s preface to Marc Ferro’s renowned Cinema and 

History, succinctly asserted that the past brought to life in fictional films is only a 

‘mediated past’: a past invoked ‘through the choice of themes, the tastes of an era, 

production necessities, the strength of the writing, and the creator’s omissions’.20 

Cinema therefore reflects the context of its creation through the interplay of ‘reality’ 

and its representation. The historian need not focus on how ‘real’ a representation is, but 

must ask who is re-presenting ‘reality’, when, and why this particular representation was 

created at all. Historiographer Elazar Barkan described the creation of the ‘new cultural 

history’ as a move away ‘from social scientists to literary critics and postmodernist 

rhetoric’.21 However, Barkan does admit that ‘history’s disciplinary culture of 

maintaining a commitment to extratextual reality may be said to distinguish the 

historian from the literary critic.’22 A concern with ‘extranarrative aspects’23 and 

extratextual reality was voiced in the early 1980s by Jeffrey Richards and Anthony 

Aldgate who encouraged an approach dubbed ‘contextual cinematic history’ – which 

illuminated the place of films in culture and society – to be applied to the British cinema 

as it had been to the American cinema.24 Revisiting the subject of cinema and history in 

2000, Richards acknowledged that both ‘Cinema History’ and ‘Film Studies’ 

                                                 
18 Scott Spector, ‘Was the Third Reich Movie-Made? Interdisciplinarity and the Reframing of 
“Ideology”’, American Historical Review, vol.106, no.2, 2001, p.460. 
19 Ibid., p.475. Spector emphasised the role Robert Rosenstone played in furthering this approach. See 
Robert A. Rosenstone, Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our Idea of History, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge (MA), 1995. 
20 Naomi Greene, ‘Translator's Preface’, in Marc Ferro, Cinema and History, trans. Naomi Greene, 
Wayne State University Press, Detroit, 1988, pp.47-48. 
21 Elazar Barkan, ‘History and Cultural Studies’, in Ralph Cohen and Michael S. Roth (eds), History and 

… Histories within the Human Sciences, University Press of Virginia, Charlottesville, 1995, p.349. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Spector, ‘Was the Third Reich Movie-Made?’, p.467. 
24 Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Best of British: Cinema and Society 1930-1970, Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford, 1983, p.7. 
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approaches offer unique insights, the convergence of which has led to much fruitful 

scholarship by those now broadly perceived as ‘cultural historians’, and asserted that his  

 
primary interest as a cultural historian is to recover from films 
evidence about the contemporary values and attitudes, about the 
social and sexual roles of men and women, the concepts of work 
and leisure, class and race, peace and war at the time when the 
films were made.25  

 

Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson, the editors of the collection in which Richards’ 

article appeared, prefaced their use of the term ‘British Cinema Studies’ with the 

acknowledgement that the term is ‘intended to signal a conjoining of these different 

approaches.’26 Indeed, Ashby and Higson noted that many authors within the collection 

reconcile empiricist histories with their own interpretation of the film: 

 
The treatment of films as texts can be very productive in terms of 
understanding how they are put together as aesthetic works and the 
range of meanings they can generate. Most of the contributions to 
this anthology do much more than simply analyse films, however, 
since they also situate those films in broader historical contexts. 
Questions of representation are in this sense given some historical 
grounding.27 

 

This project shares the desire to reconcile an empirical and interpretive approach to the 

study of films as texts, but before engaging with filmic case studies one must be aware 

of the ambiguities of both the concepts of British national identity and British cinema. 

  

Chapter One engages with debates regarding the nature of Britain’s ‘national’ identity 

and explores the inherent conflicts and counter-myths it necessarily contains. Dominant 

myths of ‘consensus’, of the ‘people as hero’ and the reconstruction of a ‘brave new’ 

Britain were ideologically active during a period of dramatic social and political change: 

a Labour government gave way to Conservative rule; austerity was replaced by 

affluence; gender relations were in a state of flux; the Empire was in decline; and 

Britain’s great power status was called into question. It is therefore uncontentious to 

state that dominant notions of ‘consensus’ were never stable or homogeneous: issues of 

class, gender, region, and race offered alternative imaginings of Britishness. This 

                                                 
25 Jeffrey Richards, ‘Rethinking the British Cinema’, in Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson (eds), British 

Cinema, Past and Present, Routledge, London, 2000, p.22. 
26 Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson, ‘Introduction’, in Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson (eds), British 

Cinema, Past and Present, Routledge, London, 2000, p.12. 
27 Ibid., p.5. 



 6

chapter questions the degree to which a British ‘national’ identity was able to bridge 

differences between the concepts of England and Great Britain, national and imperial, 

dominant and marginal. What alternative identities undermined dominant myths of 

national consensus? How did representations of rural landscapes and metropolises; men 

and women; upper-, middle- and working-class; national and imperial citizenship; ally 

and enemy, determine popular conceptions of a national ‘self’ and ‘other’? A rich body 

of scholarship can now be mobilised to aid in this interpretive exercise.  

 

While Benedict Anderson stressed the importance of the print medium, Ernest Gellner 

argued that the feature of the modern world that enabled the emergence of nationalism 

was industrialisation.28 The industrialisation of artistic representation, with the advent of 

mass and popular entertainment, can be considered a distinct phase of industrialisation 

and is a key to locating the power of the film medium over national self-construction 

and the formation of ‘national styles’. The advent of industrialisation, asserted Gellner, 

necessitated a homogeneous workforce. Yet by the mid-twentieth century one may 

claim that the widespread influence of the film medium necessitated not so much a 

homogeneous workforce as a homogeneous market. The success of Hollywood can 

plainly be located in its ability to produce film commodities accepted by the 

international market: costs were recouped at home and profits were derived from 

overseas. Protectionist measures taken against the ever-increasing dominance of 

Hollywood reflected the struggle of national film industries to secure their national 

markets from international infiltration. Without a guaranteed national market, and 

unable to compete in the international domain, ‘national durability’29 was perceived to 

be seriously threatened and, it was feared, national identity would be critically 

wounded. This study of Britain’s national cinema, therefore, retains an awareness of the 

transnational issues which affected its cinematic representations: namely, a history of 

American economic and cultural dominance of both Britain’s ‘home’ and Empire 

markets.     

 

Chapter Two explores the legislative measures taken by the state, and the influence such 

actions had on the industrial context in which British films were produced and 

                                                 
28 Many historians, including Ross Poole, contest this assertion. In contrast to the ‘modernist’ 
interpretation, the emergence of the conception of the nation is often situated well before industrialisation. 
Poole does, however, acknowledge that Gellner’s ideas are insightful if one distinguishes between the 
emergence and the spread of the concept of the nation. See Ross Poole, Nation and Identity, Routledge, 
London, 1999, p.21. 
29 Cubitt, ‘Introduction’, p.14. 
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consumed. Government intervention in the cinema industry will be examined firstly as a 

means to encourage British production, and secondly, as a means to project British 

culture and values to both national and international audiences. Chapter Two examines 

the paradox that – at various times, by various commentators – it has been argued that 

the British cinema could only become national by embracing international influences, 

and that to be internationally successful it had to embody a national uniqueness. This 

chapter demonstrates that understandings of Britain’s ‘national cinema’ are equally as 

contested as interpretations of British national identity. The state of the industry in the 

postwar period will be analysed in order to address whether, as a result of the war, 

British cinema was interpreted by its contemporary audiences and its critical 

establishment as a ‘national’ cinema in a cultural sense.     

 

Richards and Aldgate particularly applauded the manner in which O’Connor and 

Jackson’s edited collection took ‘the contextual approach a stage further and applied it 

to individual films.’30 Building on the success of this approach, three films have been 

chosen as case studies for this thesis in order to demonstrate the various ways in which 

the nation has been represented by its national cinema. Each filmic analysis engages 

with the different, and often conflicted, perceptions of the state, industry, critics, 

audiences, and today’s scholars as to what constitutes a British film and how it has 

contributed to understandings of ‘Britishness’. Of course, in addressing any historical 

question one must be aware of the inevitable influence the choice of sources will have 

on one’s conclusions. Surveying the changing nature of British national identity, 

questioning how and why British identity is presented and re-presented, exemplifies this 

issue: the variety of interpretations is constrained only by the number of sources. A rich 

diversity of material is available to the cultural historian; narrowing the field must be 

considered a necessary evil. The constraints of a postgraduate research project and the 

difficulty of gaining access to primary sources, particularly problematical for the 

academic based outside of Britain, make a selective approach appropriate. This 

approach, however, does demand justification for why, in this case, three films – A 

Matter of Life and Death (1946) [henceforth AMOLAD], Passport to Pimlico (1949) 

and Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) – have been chosen for analysis. The limitation of 

sources is a methodological minefield. One can ask: does the initial choice of films 

reflect the author’s preconceived bias – an exercise in the selection of evidence to 

                                                 
30 John E. O’Connor and Martin A. Jackson (eds), American History/American Film: Interpreting the 

Hollywood Image, Frederick Unger, New York, 1979. 
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justify one’s verdict? And if not, what factors did contribute to the focus upon these 

three specific films? 

 

Nicholas Pronay claimed that in the post-bellum period – a time spanning the beginning 

of 1946 to the end of 1960 – approximately 80 films ‘related the Second World War to 

the audience for whom it still formed a part of their own life-experience’.31 From this 

large pool of sources three detailed case studies may initially seem to be only a drop in 

the ocean. Indeed, this thesis makes no claim to offer a comprehensive analysis of the 

British cinema; it does, however, continue where previous works leave off and aspires 

to cast light on the path for further research. A close analysis of the films chosen – 

Chapters Three, Four and Five – reveals information about both the film industry and 

the social and political issues that influenced how the nation was imagined by the 

postwar public. Each case study offers an interpretive analysis firmly grounded by a 

contextual and ‘empirical’ understanding of Britain’s social and cinematic context. As 

such, the release dates of the three films: 1946, 1949 and 1957 – respectively on the 

cusp of war and peace; in a period of transition from ‘brave new world’ optimism to 

disillusionment with austerity; and at a time when enjoyment of Britain’s postwar 

affluence is tempered by a growing awareness of Britain’s reduced world status – 

provide an indication of the range of ways in which ‘Britishness’ was constructed and 

interpreted. What is more, the temporal range of the films offers the opportunity to 

explore different aspects of British cinema history as constructed as a national industry: 

both the legislative changes and the cultural transition from a critically endorsed ‘golden 

era’ brought about by the wartime merger between the documentary tradition and 

popular fictional films and the ‘New Wave’ cinema which gained prominence in the late 

1950s.32
 Films that generated both contemporary commentary and ongoing scholarly 

interest have been chosen as case studies of the industry which produced films in this 

period and the ‘nation’ which consumed them.  

  

The handbook for scholars new to the field, Sarah Street’s British Cinema in 

Documents, details the wealth of archival material available to facilitate the ‘reading’ of 

                                                 
31 Nicholas Pronay, ‘The British Post-bellum Cinema: A Survey of the Films Relating to World War II 
Made in Britain between 1945 and 1960’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol.8, no.1, 
1988, p.51. 
32 The ‘Free Cinema’ – the label Lindsay Anderson attached to the programme of ‘experimental’ films 
shown at the National Film Theatre – was first screened in February 1956 and was interpreted, abroad at 
least, as ‘the first ripple of a British “new wave”.’ Alexander Walker, Hollywood, England: The British 

Film Industry in the Sixties, Michael Joseph, London, 1974, p.33. 
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British films.33 Filmic ‘intertexts’ include matters of debate within the industry, 

government legislation and the industry’s engagement with its American competitors – 

all of which varied dramatically within the span of this study. Each film reflects a 

different aspect of the struggle to create a ‘national’ product and secure a share of 

Britain’s film market. An overview of the issues that influenced how British cinema 

was legislatively defined as a national cinema is presented in Chapter Two. Each case 

study, however, is contextualised within the specific authorial, industrial, and cultural 

discourse of its production and consumption. Authorial intentions behind a film product 

– whether of a studio head, producer, director, screenwriter, or actor – are gauged by an 

examination of revised scripts, autobiographical reflections, interviews, and both public 

and private engagement with industry politics. An idea of the intended audience is 

gained by an examination of press releases and the advertising strategies of a film’s 

producers and exhibitors. Indeed, on occasion an understanding of the public’s response 

to a film can even be gauged from newspaper headlines, such as was the case when the 

first royal command performance of AMOLAD was staged in London in 1946. Heeding 

the advice of Aldgate and Richards, this thesis has utilised the ‘little-used source’34 of 

contemporary newspaper reviews to shed light both on possible audience reactions to 

the films and on the critical beliefs held by Britain’s cultural elite and critical 

establishment regarding which films constituted a national cinema in Britain.  

 

Films which have merited scholarly interest for their ‘representational’ content or the 

thematic concerns of their auteurs are particularly valuable to the novice academic as 

such secondary sources provide valuable foundations upon which to launch one’s own 

interpretations. Academics have studied British cinema from many different angles: for 

example, popular British genres have been examined by Marcia Landy and Raymond 

Durgnat;35 influential accounts of production studios have been offered by Charles Barr 

and Vincent Porter;36 and ‘thematic’ studies of social identities (such as gender, class, 

and race) have proliferated of late.37 ‘Representational’ accounts, such as James 

                                                 
33 Sarah Street, British Cinema in Documents, Routledge, London, 2000. 
34 Aldgate and Richards, Best of British, p.10. 
35 Marcia Landy, British Genres: Cinema and Society, 1930-1960, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 
1991. Raymond Durgnat, A Mirror for England: British Movies from Austerity to Affluence, Faber and 
Faber, London, 1970.  
36 Charles Barr, Ealing Studios, second edition, Studio Vista, London, 1993, originally published 1977. 
Vincent Porter, ‘The Context of Creativity: Ealing Studios and Hammer Films’, in James Curran and 
Vincent Porter (eds), British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, London, 1983. 
37 For example, see: John Hill, Sex, Class and Realism. British Cinema 1956-1963, BFI, London, 1986; 
Neil Rattigan, ‘The Demi-Paradise and Images of Class in British Wartime Film’, in Wheeler Winston 
Dixon (ed.), Re-Viewing British Cinema 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, State University of New 
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Chapman’s examination of the representation of the Second World War in postwar 

feature films,38 and Robert Murphy’s survey of the changing representations of and 

‘enduring fascination’39 with the war have contributed to the myriad interpretations of 

Britain’s national cinema. Additionally, auteur studies, cinema histories and 

‘interpretational’ accounts of film theorists all provide unique understandings of what 

constituted a national cinema in postwar Britain. Key works, which have focused on 

representations of national identity and have inspired this further research, include 

Kenton Bamford’s analysis of 1920s cinema, Distorted Images,40 Sarah Street’s British 

National Cinema,41 Andrew Higson’s Waving the Flag,42
 and Jeffrey Richards’ Films 

and British National Identity.43 The methodological foundations established by such 

studies, examined in conjunction with intertextual documentation, provide secure 

foundations on which to base textual interpretations of individual films. So what do 

these three films contribute to historical knowledge about Britain’s postwar cultural and 

social milieu?  

 

The images of the nation projected by these three films reveal both the diversity of the 

cinema industry and the range of understandings of what characteristics constitute a 

British identity. These three films were chosen for their distinctly different production 

contexts: AMOLAD was, for both commercial and ideological reasons, intended for 

British and American consumption; Passport to Pimlico was an example of British 

‘product differentiation’ from its Hollywood competition; and Bridge on the River Kwai 

was designed to tell a British tale using American production values. Why these films 

were produced in such different manners inherently influenced both how the national 

‘self’ and ‘other’ were represented and reflects the changing fortunes of Britain’s film 

industry, its relationship with the British government, and the strategies adopted to 

maintain a sense of ‘national specificity’. Secondly, each film was ‘authored’ by distinct 

creative personalities – whether producers or directors – who have now come to be 

                                                                                                                                               
York Press, Albany, 1994; Neil Rattigan, ‘The Last Gasp of the Middle Class: British War Films of the 
1950s’, in Wheeler Winston Dixon (ed.), Re-viewing British Cinema 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, 
State University of New York Press, Albany, 1994; Christine Geraghty, British Cinema in the Fifties: 

Gender, Genre and the ‘New Look’, Routledge, London, 2000; and Andrew Spicer, Typical Men: The 

Representation of Masculinity in Popular British Cinema, I. B. Tauris, London, 2001. 
38 James Chapman, ‘Our Finest Hour Revisited. The Second World War in British Feature Films since 
1945’, Journal of Popular British Cinema, vol.1, 1998, pp.63-75. 
39 Robert Murphy, British Cinema and the Second World War, Continuum, London, 2000, chapter title.  
40 Kenton Bamford, Distorted Images: British National Identity and Film in the 1920s, I. B. Tauris, 
London, 1999. 
41 Sarah Street, British National Cinema, Routledge, London, 1997. 
42 Andrew Higson, Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1995.  
43 Richards, Films and British National Identity. 
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perceived as key figures in Britain’s cinema history: Powell and Pressburger, Michael 

Balcon and David Lean. The dynamics of the relationships each held with Britain’s 

industrial and critical institutions during the period in question reveal a great deal about 

what characteristics made a legislatively defined British film ‘British’ in a cultural 

sense. Thirdly, the different genres of these three films – respectively fantasy, comedy, 

and war – allow an analysis of the means by which filmic form influences perception of 

content. Critical response to these different genres also reflects the ideological chasm 

between a film produced in Britain and a film perceived to be a product of a ‘legitimate’ 

national cinema, and suggests how the film’s representation of national attributes and 

values may have been perceived by British audiences.   

 

These three case studies give an indication of the sorts of representations of national 

identity which can be found in the diverse collective known as British cinema. They by 

no means give a definitive understanding of ‘British’ identity in the postwar period but 

rather reveal the range of ideological constructions of the ‘nation’ that were active in 

this period. Ideas of the ‘nation’ within the turbulence of reconstruction were 

understandably varied. Although film historians are still known to proclaim that the 

cinema became, in the words of Andy Medhurst, ‘a prime site of national cohesion’,44 it 

is no longer contentious to analyse films as sites of ‘contestation over hegemony’.45 

Each of these three films are particularly rich sources for the historian, and may be 

considered, as Landy described the cinema, a ‘part of the process of shaping attitudes, 

values, and beliefs common to British culture and society as well as indicative of 

underlying resistances to dominant ideological discourses.’46  

 

Whether discussing the ‘enemy’ in The Bridge on the River Kwai, the Americans in A 

Matter of Life and Death, or the upper-class in Passport to Pimlico the construction of 

identity is revealed as much in defining the ‘other’ as in defining the ‘self’. In the words 

of Nicholas Pronay: ‘What the British cinema … presented to the British people about 

the most common and the most traumatic recent experience they had gone through, is a 

historical question of some importance.’47 Representations of the war and ‘British’ 

identity are present in the changing stereotypes of masculinity and femininity, in 

representations of class difference, in recurring images of landscape, and in the 

                                                 
44 Andy Medhurst, ‘Myths of Consensus and Fables of Escape: British Cinema 1945-51’, in Jim Fyrth 
(ed.), Labour’s Promised Land, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1995, p.290. 
45 Landy, British Genres, p.21. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Pronay, ‘The British Post-bellum Cinema’, p.39.  



 12

conflicted imaginings of ‘parochial’ England and ‘imperial’ Britain. An analysis of 

filmic representations of the nation – contextualised within understandings of the social 

constructions of British identity and its national cinema industry – provides a valuable 

critical perspective on postwar national identity. Just as ‘the war’ continues to fascinate 

filmmakers and audiences, the study of its representation will continue to be a rich topic 

of debate amongst film scholars and historians alike.   
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Chapter One 

 

Contested Identities: Definitions of ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ in Postwar Britain 

 

British nationalism has little of that ‘blood and soil’ quality which, for better or worse, 

has animated feelings in other nations. It remains a literary, cerebral, elitist, perhaps 

even anaemic movement. 

Peter Scott, Knowledge and Nation, Edinburgh 
University Press, Edinburgh, 1990, p.169. 

 

Appropriately – as historians differ over the date, and indeed the whereabouts, of the 

birth of the modern nation – the British nation and national identity are entities where 

interpretation is characterised more by dissent than by agreement. Recently a public 

debate was held in London titled ‘What Does it Mean to be English?’1 A passionate 

outburst of popular sentiment revealed the growing desire to find or reclaim an identity 

that, it is feared, has been swallowed up by competing identities or shattered into 

postmodern fragments. Such public questioning of national identity – voiced in terms of 

both an English and British identity – has been matched by a growing interest in 

Britain’s national identity within academia: the current ‘crisis’ of Britain’s national 

identity has ‘provoked a stream of conferences, articles, books and collections’.2 

Academics have questioned whether British national identity in the postwar period was 

defined through an internal dialogue between an English ‘core’ and the Celtic 

‘peripheries’, or rather through the contrast between metropolis and countryside, upper- 

and lower-class, male and female. And what was the ideological impact of Britain’s 

imperial legacy? This chapter does not offer solutions to the difficulties that a 

‘multinational’, imperial, or divided Britain poses in terms of national identity but rather 

provides an introduction to the issues with which a historian must contend. It explores 

how historical commentators have justified their use of the terms ‘British national 

identity’ and ‘Britishness’ and the contradictions that such working definitions 

inherently contain.  

 

                                                 
1 Public debate, ‘What Does it Mean to be English?’, Chair: Melvyn Bragg. Panelists: Robert Colls, 
Simon Gikandi, Catherine Hall, Stephen Howe. Beveridge Hall, University of London, Senate House, 
London, 9 July 2002. 
2 Jeffrey Richards, ‘Rethinking the British Cinema’, in Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson (eds), British 

Cinema, Past and Present, Routledge, London, 2000, p.29. 
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Eric Hobsbawm captured the essence of discomfort the British have traditionally felt at 

expressing nationalist sentiment with his understanding that  

 
the word ‘nationalism’ itself first appeared at the end of the 
nineteenth century to describe groups of right-wing ideologists in 
France and Italy, keen to brandish the national flag against 
foreigners, liberals and socialists and in favour of the aggressive 
expansion of their own state.3  

 

The terminology of British nationalism has not merely caused discomfort but has been a 

source of great confusion. Britishness and Englishness have been ‘so widely conflated 

in popular sentiment and public discourse’4 that separating them has had historians, 

politicians, and the public in a quandary. In conjunction with an uneasiness, at times, 

with the terms ‘Empire’ and ‘Imperial’ – descriptions often reserved for the policies of 

their enemies, whether for Spain in the early eighteenth century,5 or to denounce the 

hostile expansionist powers of the Second World War6 – one can be forgiven for a 

certain degree of confusion over the meanings of both British nationalism and British 

imperialism. It is a truism to note that ‘Britishness’ has long been, and continues to be, a 

passionately contested category – a term which has different meanings for different 

people at different times. Conflict between the terms ‘Englishness’ and ‘Britishness’ 

will be examined both ‘at home’ and in the context of imperial expansion abroad. 

 

It is foreseeable that British national identity will remain a topic of great interest to 

historians for a long time to come and, although theoreticians such as Quentin Skinner 

may not entirely approve,7 the history of ideas must traverse the realm of political 

theorist, English novel, and British cinema alike. What theoretical paradigm of the 

nation and understanding of national identity can accommodate such a varied range of 

                                                 
3 Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire 1875-1914, Random House, New York, 1989 (1987), p.142. 
44 Robin Cohen, ‘The Incredible Vagueness of Being British/English’, International Affairs, vol.76, 2000, 
p.575. 
5 Martin Green, Dreams of Adventure, Deeds of Empire, Basic Books, New York, 1979, p.7. 
6 Sonya Rose noted that ‘[t]hose who spoke in praise of Britain as an imperial power were keen to 
contrast the British Empire with others.’ Illustrating her claim, Rose recounted that Viscount Bledisloe, 
president of the Empire Day Movement, in his ‘Empire Day message’ proclaimed: ‘[O]ur Empire, so 
magnificently united in this period of grave emergency, was not founded on conquest and oppression, like 
some Empires of the past, which the Germans are seeking to copy, but upon bold adventure, love of 
liberty and justice, and spiritual ideals’. Viscount Bledisloe, ‘Empire Day message’, Empire Day 1943, 
Public Record Office, CO 875/19/17, cited by Sonya O. Rose, ‘Race, Empire and British Wartime 
National Identity, 1939-45’, Historical Research, vol.74, no.184, May 2001, p.221.  
7 See Quentin Skinner, ‘Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas’, History and Theory, vol.8, 
1989, pp.3-53. 
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sources? The ‘principal current orthodoxy in nationalist studies’,8 the ‘modernist’ 

paradigm9 – which focuses on the ‘imaginative’ and ‘inventive’ aspects of nationalism, 

most notably advanced by Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson10 – has been vigorously 

challenged yet remains a firm foundation of many recent contributions to national 

identity theory.11 A diverse range of academic disciplines has stoked the fire of 

nationality theory since the ‘modernist’ conceptual consensus of the 1960s and 1970s, 

yet cultural history may prove to be the most powerful accelerant to date.12  

 

Historians have identified several key schools of thought regarding national identity: 

national identity as a cultural identity created by modern nationalism;13 as a 

                                                 
8 Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood. Ethnicity, Religion and Nationalism, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1997, p.2. 
9 Although opinions vary widely within this paradigm, the modernist (often labelled ‘constructivist’ or 
‘functionalist’) approach debunked ‘essentialist’ understandings of the nation, namely the assertion that 
nations are innate and natural.  
10 Two principal texts advocating this position are: Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, 
in Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds), The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1983; and Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, Reflections on the Origin and Spread 

of Nationalism, Verso, London, 1983.   
11 Modernist arguments have come under heavy criticism by medievalists, and others, who trace the birth 
of nations well before the advent of modernity. For example, Linda Colley claimed that the eighteenth 
century saw the development and spread of nationalist sentiment in Britain, including Scotland and 
Wales. Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837, Yale University Press, London, 1992. See 
Hastings, Construction of Nationhood, for an analysis of the nation based on the development of religious 
vernacular (with English nationalism being identified in the fourteenth century). For the purposes of this 
study, however, it is possible to circumvent such challenges by conceding that the concept of a modern 
nation state differs substantially from pre-Enlightenment states or ethnicities. See John Coakley (ed.), 
Social Origins of Nationalistic Movements: The Contemporary European Experience, Sage Publications, 
London, 1991, p.14, for his distinction of three types of nationalist movement: ‘elite nationalism of the 
pre-democratic period, early mass nationalism at the beginning of the period of mass democracy (around 
the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries) and late nationalism in modern, 
industrial society (especially since the 1960s).’ See also John R. Gillis, ‘Introduction. Memory and 
Identity: The History of a Relationship’, in John R. Gillis (ed.), Commemorations. The Politics of 

National Identity, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1994, p.5, for his classification of the history of 
commemoration into three overlapping phases: ‘the pre-national (before the late eighteenth-century), the 
national (from the American and French revolutions to the 1960s), and the present, post-national phase.’ 
See also Hagen Schulze, States, Nations and Nationalism. From the Middle Ages to the Present, trans. 
William E. Yuill, Blackwell, Oxford, 1996. Schulze identifies the ‘revolutionary nation state’ (1815-
1871), the ‘imperialist nation state’ (1871-1914), and the ‘total nation state’ (1914-1945). Ross Poole uses 
the term ‘age of nationalism’ to differentiate between nationalism of the early modern world and 
preceding examples. Ross Poole, Nation and Identity, Routledge, London, 1999. Lastly, see Anthony D. 
Smith, National Identity, Penguin, London, 1991, pp.44-46, for his clarification of ‘[m]ass “citizen-
nations”’ as opposed to ethnic states. 
12 ‘How the nation is represented, how its aspirations are authorized, and how its origins and claims are 
narrated have become key themes of a growing cultural-studies literature,’ Geoff Eley and Ronald 
Gregor Suny, ‘Introduction: From the Moment of Social History to the Work of Cultural Representation’, 
in Geoff Eley and Ronald Grigor Suny (eds), Becoming National. A Reader, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, 1996, p.24. 
13 National identity as a dominant cultural identity is often understood as a result of modern nationalism 
yet its links to pre-nation state ethnic identities are also considered relevant. See Smith, National Identity, 
Chapter 2.  
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psychological category of identification;14 and as a political identity of anti-universalist 

postmodern identity politics.15 An understanding of national identity as a cultural 

identity informs this study and has dominated historical interpretations; however both 

the ‘psychological’ and ‘identity politics’ paradigms have made a contribution to 

mainstream modernist understandings. For example, historians have adopted 

psychoanalytical and psychological tools to address questions of how a common 

identity can be shared by a collective body. An analysis of the psychological needs for 

identification by the individual is extrapolated into the notion of a ‘collective 

unconscious’ whereby members of a defined group, namely the nation, have common 

drives, preoccupations and fears. Such a paradigm allows insight into how groups can 

be mobilised in the name of national identity – how one’s national identity can motivate 

one to kill and be killed.16 Indeed, Britain’s current identity crisis can be conceived in 

such terms: the shock of the collective trauma of the Second World War may have 

caused  

 
a gradual realization that the community no longer exists as an 
effective source of support and that an important part of the self has 
disappeared … ‘I’ continue to exist, though damaged and maybe 
permanently changed. ‘You’ continue to exist, though distant and 
hard to relate to. But ‘we’ no longer exist as a connected pair or as 
linked cells in a larger communal body.17 

 

Such psychological tools, while flawed,18 help explain how cultural understandings of 

the nation affect both individuals and social groups. So too, the discourse of national 

identity as an example of postmodern identity politics cannot be dismissed by 

proponents of the ‘cultural identity’ school. An analysis of class, race and gender within 

national identity is framed by this ‘identity politics’ discourse whereby one’s 

‘particularistic’19 identity takes precedence over any meta-identities. Although ‘cultural 

identity’ theorists disagree with this conclusion, the tools of this discourse are useful in 

                                                 
14 See William Bloom, Personal Identity, National Identity and International Relations, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1990. 
15 See Ernesto Laclau, ‘Introduction’, in Ernesto Laclau (ed.), The Making of Political Identities, Verso, 
London, 1994, pp.1-8. See also Gillis, ‘Introduction’ in Gillis (ed.), Commemorations, p.5, for a brief 
mention of the threat of ‘particularist and cosmopolitan tendencies’ to nationalism. 
16 See Bloom, Personal Identity, for an account of how social psychology, incorporating ‘identification 
theory’ and the ‘internalisation’ of national symbols, is employed to understand how a ‘psychological 
nation’ is created.   
17 Kai Erikson, Everything in its Path, Simon and Schuster, New York, 1976, p.154, cited by Kai Erikson, 
‘Notes on Trauma and Community’, in Cathy Caruth (ed.), Trauma: Explorations in Memory, John 
Hopkins University, Baltimore, 1995, p.187. 
18 For a criticism of the psychological features of ‘social identity theory’, for example, see Michael Billig, 
Banal Nationalism, Sage Publications, London, 1995, Chapter 4. 
19 Laclau, Making of Political Identities, p.1. 
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explaining why dominant national imaginings are constantly challenged and revised. 

Respectively, these three interrelated paradigms are founded upon modernist (and 

possibly post-modernist) theoretical tenets: modern nationalism, psychoanalysis, and 

‘end of history’ identity politics, and have each come to prominence since the Second 

World War. Most importantly, these paradigms rest on the shared premise that national 

identities are by no means primordial but are both constructed and fluid. It is this 

element of cultural imagination that ensures the successful application of national 

identity theory to cultural history.  

 

For the purposes of this study the most useful school is that which explored the link 

between modern nationalism and cultural identity, embodied in Anthony D. Smith’s 

1991 work, National Identity,20 and Ross Poole’s recent contribution, Nation and 

Identity.21 Both studies owed a great debt to the work of Anderson and adopted his 

premise, albeit not without criticism, that the nation is a ‘cultural product’.22 Smith and 

Poole extended Anderson’s argument and respectively claimed that national identity is 

necessarily a ‘collective cultural phenomenon’23 and ‘must be expressed in culture’.24 

Although Smith grounded his understanding of national identity within a broader 

framework of ethnicity, and denied that all national identities necessarily result in the 

building of a modern nation state,25 he recognised the political role of national identities 

in their definition of ‘particular values and character of the nation’.26 He reminded the 

historian, however, that although national identities contain elements of pre-modern 

ethnic identities, ‘ethnies’ are by no means primordial as they exhibit ‘both constancy 

and flux side by side’,27 and thus national identities are ‘compelling identity myth[s]’.28 

An emphasis on the shared components of a national cultural community forms a 

crucial part of such identity myths – national identity perpetuates a myth founded on 

homogeneity. Poole, however, offered the witticism that ‘[w]hat is important is not so 

much that everyone imagines the same nation, but that they imagine that they imagine 

the same nation.’29 

 

                                                 
20 See Smith, National Identity, particularly Chapters 1-4.  
21 Poole, Nation and Identity.  
22 Anderson, Imagined Communities. 
23 Smith, National Identity, p.vii.  
24 Poole, Nation and Identity, p.35. 
25 Smith, National Identity, p.15.  
26 Ibid., p.16. 
27 Ibid., p.25. 
28 Ibid., p.viii. 
29 Poole, Nation and Identity, p.16. 
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Were postwar British citizens able to ‘imagine that they imagine the same nation’? 

George Orwell noted in 1947 that the English have a ‘profound, almost unconscious 

patriotism’30 but was this patriotism popularly conceived in terms of England or 

Britain? In order to discuss British national identity one must assess the impact of 

national identities within the (Greater) British ‘national’ identity: the English, Scottish, 

Welsh and Northern Irish – not to mention those Nairn described as the ‘fragmentary or 

marginal cases like Cornwall, the Isle of Man and Shetland’.31 Each of these component 

national identities in turn is fragmented. It has been argued that diversity between the 

‘island nations’ made the very concept of a British national identity difficult to 

conceive. A. J. P. Taylor maintained that ‘the term “Britain” has no meaning to him, 

and none in history either, and that he has no more than an obligatory sense of identity 

with any of the peoples of his island group other than his own’.32 Can Taylor be 

suggesting that the Scottish, for example, are as alien to the English as the French or 

Germans? Although not to be taken completely at face value, Taylor’s exaggerated 

claim does point out that the differences between the four nations may always have 

outweighed their similarities. So too, Bernard Crick argued that  

 
‘British’ is a political and legal concept best applied to the 
institutions of the United Kingdom state, to common citizenship and 
common political arrangements. It is not a cultural term, nor does it 
correspond to any real sense of a nation.33  

 

Has a British identity always been an impotent idea, unable to ‘animate feelings’ or 

muster the fervour of nationalist sentiment? Perhaps, in the postwar period, no one 

really considered themselves to be ‘British’. 

 

Although some commentators may have dismissed the concept of a ‘British identity’, 

others have sought to explore its inherent complexities. Hugh Kearney adopted the tools 

of one of the most influential historiographical ideas offered in recent studies of British 

history – J. G. A. Pocock’s ‘four nations’ or ‘interactionist’ approach34 – to analyse the 

                                                 
30 George Orwell, The English People, no publication company reference given, London, 1947, no page 
reference given, cited by Asa Briggs, ‘The English: Custom and Character. How the Nation Sees Itself’, 
in Robert Blake (ed.), The English World: History, Characters and People, Thames and Hudson, London, 
1982, p.254.  
31 Tom Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism, second edition, Verso, London, 
1981, originally published 1977, p.368. 
32 A. J. P. Taylor, English History, 1914-1945, Clarendon Press, Oxford, paraphrased by J. G. A. Pocock, 
‘British History: A Plea for a New Subject’, Journal of Modern History, vol.4, 1975, p.602. 
33 Bernard Crick, ‘The English and the British’ in Bernard Crick (ed.), National Identities: The 

Construction of the United Kingdom, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p.96. 
34 Pocock, ‘British History’. 



 19

notion of a national identity within this ‘multi-national kingdom’.35 Until quite recently 

the term ‘British history’ appears to have been a blanket term to disguise the ‘cultural 

chauvinism’36 and predominance of English history.37 Naturally the emphasis placed on 

English history may be attributed to the demographic, linguistic and political supremacy 

England has enjoyed over her neighbours.38 Yet Kearney acknowledged that the ‘further 

one moves away from W.1. the more of a strait-jacket a merely Anglo-centric history 

becomes. … Outside this political framework … we immediately discover diversity.’39 

Kearney’s work sought to view the four nations ‘first within a general British Isles 

context and secondly … in terms of “cultures” and “sub-cultures”.’40 Kearney suggested 

that  

 
[i]t might have seemed in the twentieth century that these national 
differences were moving towards a common ‘British’ denominator. 
Ireland apart, the experience of the two world wars led towards a 
common national ‘British’ identity. The rise of the Labour party led 
to the playing down of national differences. Aneurin Bevan was not 
alone in setting his face against what was regarded as separatism. A 
process of nation-building seemed to be underway. The concept of 
‘Britain’ appeared.41  

 

Whether such a belief was justified is a matter debated by social historians. For 

example, Angus Calder explored in detail the wartime problems posed by both Scotland 

and Wales.42 An interwar experience of economic hardship and the emergence of 

nationalist parties ‘were good reasons for British public men to be alert to special 

factors liable to influence morale in Wales and Scotland’43 – a problematic past which 

was by no means resolved by the end of the war. Once again, however, for the purposes 

of this study we are less concerned with the ‘reality’ of dissent or support but are rather 

                                                 
35 Neil Evans, ‘Introduction: Identity and Integration in the British Isles’, in Neil Evans (ed.), National 

Identity in the British Isles, (Coleg Occasional Papers in Welsh Studies, No.3), Southern Illinois 
University, Carbondale, 1989, p.7. Hugh Kearney described Britain as a ‘multi-national state like 
Belgium [or] … Switzerland’, Hugh Kearney, ‘Four Nations or One?’ in Bernard Crick (ed.), National 

Identities: The Construction of the United Kingdom, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p.1. 
36 Evans, ‘Introduction’, p.7. 
37 Linda Colley also mentioned that British historians lagged behind their colleagues of Continental 
Europe. Linda Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness: An Argument’, Journal of British Studies, vol.31, 
October 1992, pp.309-322. 
38 Kearney emphasised that this has been the case ‘particularly since the industrial revolution and the 
concomitant urbanisation and population rise’. Kearney, ‘Four Nations or One?’, p.1.  
39 Ibid., p.2.  
40 Ibid., p.7. 
41 Ibid., p.2. 
42 Angus Calder, The Myth of the Blitz, Jonathan Cape, London, 1991. 
43 Ibid., p.67. 
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interested in the claim that a popular belief in wartime consensus between the four 

nations was expressed.  

 

Although an interactionist approach promoted an awareness that the terminology of 

‘Britishness’ and ‘Englishness’ required clarification and could not be used 

interchangeably, Linda Colley pointed out that the ‘four nations’ approach has been 

employed with more success by medieval and early modern historians than by their 

modern history counterparts.44 If one accepts Kearney’s premise that accounts of British 

history that do not marginalise the histories of the non-English national units can be 

written, does the same apply to national identity? Does Kearney’s ‘four nations and 

one’ solution to writing British history translate into ‘four national identities and one’? 

Was Britishness popularly believed to be a common denominator between the four 

nations? Instead of Pocock’s ‘plural history of a group of cultures’,45 can we speak in 

terms of a plural identity? Professions of distinctiveness may have been deemed a 

simple clash of subcultures. After all, in the words of Keith Robbins, the islands of the 

United Kingdom may be seen as ‘tiny blobs on the map … [which have] a common 

inheritance’.46 It is pertinent, however, to question whose interpretation of a ‘common 

inheritance’ would have been dominant in the postwar period.  

 

Bernard Crick claimed that the Scottish have often viewed themselves as both Scots and 

British whereas ‘most modern English … have no sense of this duality at all; to be 

“British” is simply to be English’.47 Crick’s understanding echoed an 1887 debate in 

The Times over Home Rule for Ireland, namely that  

 
[a]n Englishman has but one patriotism, because England and the 
United Kingdom are to him practically the same thing. A Scotchman 
has two, but he is sensible of no opposition between them. He is 
none the less loyal to the United Kingdom because he is also loyal to 
Scotland. And he believes the day may come when the same may be 
true of an Irishman.48  

 

                                                 
44 Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness’, pp.309-329. 
45 Pocock, ‘British History’, p.603. 
46 Keith Robbins, ‘Varieties of Britishness’, in Maurna Crozier (ed.), Varieties of Britishness, Institute of 
Irish Studies, The Queen's University of Belfast, Belfast, 1990, p.5. 
47 Crick, ‘The English and the British’, p.97.  
48 Mr. Gladstone and the Nationalities of the United Kingdom: A Series of Letters to ‘The Times’ by Sir 

John Lubbock with Rejoinders by Mr. J. Bryce, MP, London, Bernard Quaritch, 1887, correspondence of 
21 March 1887, p.15, cited by Paul B. Rich, Race and Empire in British Politics, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1986, p.20. 
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However, if the Scottish, Welsh and Irish did maintain a dual identity in the past, it 

would certainly have been a different notion of ‘Britishness’ than that held by the 

English. An English use of the term ‘British’ in practice imposed an ‘English’ identity 

under the guise of being ‘British’49 – a practice Nairn, known for his Scottish 

nationalism, considered an unthinking English appropriation of ‘Celtic’ distinctiveness 

and cultural heritage.50 One cannot help but notice the widespread practice of using 

images of the English countryside51 to bolster political appeals to ‘British’ ideals and 

values.52  

 
Prime Minister John Major offered his vision of an England (albeit 
defined as Britain) which would always exist. He spoke of warm 
beer, of cricket on the village green, of spinsters cycling to evensong 
and other particularly rural images.53  

 

Such examples are illustrations of the consciousness that led John Murphy to state: ‘I 

have used, as Irish people tend to do, the terms English, Anglo and British as 

interchangeable’.54 If we use the analogy of mental health then England has not 

historically suffered from a schizophrenic identity crisis but has rather experienced a 

narcissistic preoccupation with the self.55 

 

                                                 
49 Indeed, Robbins took this suggestion one step further: Robbins’ understanding was that, speaking 
generally, ‘Englishmen were not inclined to consider themselves “Britons” at all. … The English were 
John Bull characters who tended to suppose that “England” really included everybody.’ Robbins, 
‘Varieties of Britishness’, p.7. 
50 See Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain.  
51 See Stephen Daniels for an analysis of the use of landscapes in national identity. Stephen Daniels, 
Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Identity in England and the United States, Polity 
Press, Cambridge, 1993, p.3. Stephens stated that ‘[a]s exemplars of moral order and aesthetic harmony, 
particular landscapes achieve the status of national icons,’ p.5. A disparity within representations of 
landscapes is also noticeable as images of Southern England are uniformly presented –  marginalizing, if 
not omitting, the hills, fells and moorland of Northern England. 
52 See Calder, The Myth of the Blitz.     
53 Kenneth Lunn, ‘Reconsidering “Britishness”: The Construction and Significance of National Identity in 
Twentieth-Century Britain’, in Brian Jenkins and Spyros A. Sofos (eds), Nation and Identity in 

Contemporary Europe, Routledge, London, 1996, p.86. 
54 John A. Murphy, ‘Ireland: Identity and Relationships’, in Bernard Crick (ed.), National Identities: The 

Construction of the United Kingdom, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p.88. 
55 One school of thought has viewed the experience of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland as one of 
internal colonisation. In such accounts of Britain’s past, England is considered to have been the core of 
the nation with the three other nations as colonies.  See Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism: The 

Celtic Fringe in British National Development 1536-1966, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1975. See 
also Jenny Wormald, ‘The Creation of Britain: Multiple Kingdom or Core and Colonies’, Transactions of 

the Royal Historical Society, sixth series, vol.2, 1992, pp.175-194, and Keith Robbins, ‘Core and 
Periphery in Modern British History’, Proceedings of British Academy, 1984, pp.275-297. Notions of 
Britain’s core and peripheries may be traced back to Matthew Arnold’s use of the phrase ‘satellite 
cultures’. Matthew Arnold paraphrased by Philip Dodd, ‘Englishness and the National Character’, in 
Robert Colls and Philip Dodd (eds), Englishness: Politics and Culture 1880-1920, Croom Helm, London, 
1986, pp.1-29. 
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If the dominant national imagining of Britishness ‘at home’ often privileged an English 

identity, how was Britishness constructed in the imperial arena?  In the past it has been 

uncontentious to state that the conquest of overseas territory and the establishment of a 

foreign Empire went a considerable way towards creating a Greater British identity 

shared by the composite nations.56 The extent to which English identity dominated 

imperial conceptions of the British self has, of course, long been debated. In recent 

years, however, the very premise that a British imperial identity ever existed has come 

under scrutiny.  Historians have considered whether the British Empire in fact ‘tend[ed] 

towards the confirmation of the identity of Greater Britain or of the Welsh, Irish, 

English and Scottish elements that made it up?’57 Echoing the question, at the beginning 

of the chapter, as to whether multi-national differences were reconciled within the idea 

of a common British identity, we must now ask how far imperial ambitions bridged 

differences between the four nations?  

 

Kearney, who espoused the use of a ‘four nations and one’ approach to British history, 

also identified the role played by the Empire in establishing a British bond between the 

four nations. Kearney explained that ‘[t]he British Empire was more than an expansion 

of England. It was also, even in the colonial period, an expansion of the multi-national 

British Isles.’58 Although he implied that concepts of imperial Britishness privileged 

Englishmen and English ideals, Bernard Crick supported Kearney’s argument, and 

noted that ‘the English aristocracy were acceptive [sic] of Scots and Irish with talent and 

manners getting a share of the patronage. The empire was useful in that respect, and the 

reformed civil service.’59 The absence of an English nationalism, explained Crick, could 

be attributed to the success of empire:  

 
The cult of service (and spoils) in Empire was something that could 
be shared and was shared among the other nations; not merely shared 
but celebrated in song and story … Think how so many of Kipling’s 
imperial tales include figures from each of the four nations (however 
hierarchically at times). It was the British Empire.60 

 

                                                 
56 For example, Jeffrey Richards noted that the ‘Empire transcended national differences and became 
supranational’, Jeffrey Richards, Films and British National Identity: From Dickens to Dad’s Army, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1997, p.7. 
57 John M. MacKenzie, ‘Empire and National Identities: The Case of Scotland’, Transactions of the Royal 

Historical Society, sixth series, vol.8, Cambridge University Press, 1998, p.215. 
58 Kearney, ‘Four Nations or One?’, p.2. 
59 Crick, ‘The English and the British’, p.91. 
60 Ibid., p.92. 
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There is no shortage of historians who employ such a framework in understanding 

British identity. Take, for example, Neil Evans – who observed that the Empire ‘always 

seems to have been regarded as British rather than English’61 – and Keith Robbins who 

described the Empire as a ‘common achievement’.62 Given the long-standing historical 

consensus over the creation of a common Britishness through the Empire, on what 

foundations is the alternative view built?  

 

John MacKenzie uses the specific example of Scotland to illustrate his claim that the 

Empire maintained distinctions between the four component nations. MacKenzie 

claimed that influential ideas of ‘mythic origins’ in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries celebrated not British uniqueness but that of the English, Scottish, Welsh and 

Irish. Cultural expressions of ‘Celtic’ myths, explained MacKenzie, encouraged a 

distinction between their cultural character and the character of the English. 63 One may 

interpret MacKenzie’s argument as a reaction against the common assumption that the 

end of empire was a precondition for the emergence of Celtic nationalisms. 

 
Instead of creating an overall national identity, [the empire] 
enabled the sub-nationalisms of the United Kingdom to survive and 
flourish. Each was able to create a loop beyond the English, a loop 
whereby ethnic myths could be reciprocally matured and 
developed. Perhaps the Empire was more notable in preserving a 
plurality of British identities than in welding together a common 
imperial tradition.64 
 

MacKenzie was convincing in his argument that national uniqueness was often 

maintained within conceptions of the British Empire and cited many historical works 

which too gave specific examples of Welsh, Irish and Scottish influences within the 

Empire.65 MacKenzie’s examples of uniqueness, nevertheless, do not negate the 

blurring within political rhetoric and cultural representations – and their impact on 

popular conceptions of an imperial British identity – which did occur. MacKenzie 

himself, when analysing popular cultural forums for expressions of Empire, focused on 

                                                 
61 Evans, ‘Introduction’, p.18. 
62 Robbins, ‘Varieties of Britishness’, p.11. 
63 MacKenzie, ‘Empire and National Identities’, pp.218-219. 
64 Ibid., p.230. 
65 For accounts of Welsh influence, MacKenzie cited: Gwyn A. Williams, When Was Wales?, no 
publication company reference given, Harmondsworth, 1991; and Dai Smith, Wales! Wales?, no 
publication company reference given, London, 1984. For Irish influences see Keith Jeffrey (ed.), An Irish 

Empire? Aspects of Ireland and the British Empire, no publication company reference given, Manchester, 
1996. MacKenzie also cited an extensive body of work on Scottish activity within the Empire, see for 
example: Richard J. Finlay, ‘The Rise and Fall of Popular Imperialism in Scotland 1850-1950’, Scottish 

Geographical Magazine, vol.113, 1997, pp.13-21.    
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representations of ‘the British Empire’ on biscuit tins and cigarette cards, not 

representations of, say, Scots in India. The viability of MacKenzie’s argument is outside 

of the scope of this thesis, but for the purposes of this study it must suffice to note that, 

just as Britishness ‘at home’ had multiple meanings and contained multi-national 

differences, dominant and subversive myths of ‘self’ and conceptions of the ‘other 

within’, so too there existed confusion over definitions of an imperial nationalism.  

 

The difficulty of conceiving a British national identity that bridges the composite nature 

of Great Britain and Empire is compounded by the acknowledgement that class, race, 

gender, and locality transact any national identity. Social identities are never stable or 

homogeneous – they exist in a constant state of ‘restless fluidity’.66 Marginal identities 

vie for cultural legitimacy and dominant myths undergo revision and re-presentation. 

The construction of a dominant collective national identity therefore involves defining 

who constituted not only the ‘enemy without’ but also the ‘outsiders within’.67 Whose 

version was privileged and which groups were subsequently marginalised? Edward 

Said’s concept of the ‘other’, outlined in his works Orientalism and Culture and 

Imperialism,68 has been adopted in this thesis. The implications of Said’s argument are 

not limited to the relationship between the West and the Orient but affect all cultural 

identities:  

 
The development and maintenance of every culture require the 
existence of another different and competing alter ego. The 
construction of identity … involves establishing opposites and 
‘others’ whose actuality is always subject to the continuous 
interpretation and re-interpretation of their differences from ‘us’.69   

 

Said noted that the West and the Orient ‘support and to an extent reflect each other’,70 a 

relationship which is equally true of dominant and marginalised groups within a 

national group. Both British nationalism ‘at home’, defined against the ‘others within’, 

                                                 
66 Stephen Brooke, ‘Review Article: Identities in Twentieth-Century Britain’, Journal of British Studies, 
vol.40, no.1, 2001, p.152.  
67 Exploring the issue of America’s cinema industry, Toplin utilises the terms ‘outsiders within’ and 
‘enemies without’ to describe groups who challenge the hegemony of America’s social identity. I too 
distinguish between the internal and external enemy who are portrayed within British films as the ‘others’ 
against whom British national identity is constructed. See Robert Brent Toplin, ‘Introduction’, in Robert 
Brent Toplin (ed.), Hollywood as Mirror: Changing Views of ‘Outsiders’ and ‘Enemies’ in American 

Movies, Greenwood, Westport, 1993, pp.vii-xx. 
68 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, Penguin, London, 1995 (1978); Edward W. Said, Culture and 

Imperialism, Vintage, London, 1994 (1993). 
69 Said, Orientalism, p.332. 
70 Ibid., p.5. 
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and imperial nationalism – Britishness defined in the world sphere in opposition to an 

external ‘other’– will now be examined. 

 

Differences within Britain ‘at home’ cannot be viewed solely as a clash between its four 

component nations. Even putting aside sub-national differences, Britishness (and 

Englishness) is far from being uniformly defined or perceived.71 One must also 

acknowledge the struggle between other elements that constitute an individual’s identity 

– components such as religion, age, class, race, gender and region.72 Each of these 

categories of social identity contains both dominant and marginalised views – one could 

indeed descend into post-modern postulations of the infinite fragmentation of the 

individual! Although engaging with such notions can be a fascinating intellectual 

exercise, one must remember that films are created within a national industry, guided by 

state legislation and are often aimed at a national audience (the concept of national 

cinema will be explored in depth in the following chapter). Identity, in film, did not 

proliferate unchecked. 

 

Robin Cohen noted that ‘identity is like a trolley with holes carted hither and thither; it 

is not a safe with locks entombed in Fort Knox. Identities are made and remade, 

invented and inherited. They are contingent and situational.’73 The fluid nature of 

identity is demonstrated by Kearney’s acknowledgement that a ‘four nation’ model 

overlooked and distorted the regional particularities that frequently exercised a greater 

impact on identity construction than those of the nation.74 Social historians – in the 

analysis of the fragmentation of British society – have demonstrated the extent to which 

Britain’s national identity has been transacted by other components of identification. In 

the words of Stephen Brooke: ‘[c]itizenship and identity are fragile, even fractured 

concepts, of course, not ones of smooth elision’.75 Schlesinger too noted that  

 

                                                 
71 The extent to which national identities are hybrid constructions of difference and otherness is addressed 
by Homi K. Bhabha and the other contributors in his influential edited collection. See Homi K. Bhabha 
(ed.), Nation and Narration, Routledge, London, 1990. Bhabha’s work, states Vincent Pecora, draws on 
the work of literary theorists like Mikhail Bakhtin and Jacques Derrida; an extract from Homi K. 
Bhabha’s, ‘Narrating the Nation (1990)’ is introduced by Pecora and re-printed in Vincent P. Pecora (ed.), 
Nations and Identities: Classic Readings, Blackwell, Oxford, 2001, p.359. 
72 Peter Scott noted: ‘Well into the nineteenth century for most Britons, and into the twentieth for a 
substantial minority, loyalties were local. The regional patriotisms within the many communities of 
Britain [were] defined by creed and class as well as geography’. Scott, Knowledge and Nation, p.170. 
73 Cohen, ‘The Incredible Vagueness’, p.582. 
74 Hugh Kearney, British Isles. A History of Four Nations, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1990, pp.1-9. 
75 Brooke, ‘Identities in Twentieth-Century Britain’, p.155.  
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[n]ational cultures are not repositories of shared symbols to which the 
entire population stands in identical relation. Rather they are to be 
approached as sites of contestation in which competition over 
definitions take place.76  

 

A brief overview of several key ‘sites of contestation’ particularly pertinent in the 

postwar period – region, class, gender and race – will now be considered.77
  

 

Given that the definition of British national identity is something of a theoretical 

conundrum it is something of a paradox that the Second World War was – and largely 

still is – regarded as a period of social and political consensus. Hobsbawm noted that 

‘[t]here is no more effective way of bonding together the disparate sections of restless 

peoples than to unite them against outsiders.’78 Although contested, historians have 

claimed that there was a progressively evolving consensus from the thirties into the 

postwar years:  

 
This notion of consensus has, in turn, prompted some historians 
interested in the realms of film and history to explore the mass media 
generally, and the cinema in particular, to see what part they might 
have played in engendering consensus, of whatever variety.79  

 

From his survey of films Aldgate does seem to suggest that historians are justified in 

their continued use of the term ‘consensus’ to describe Britain in the 1930s and 1940s, 

until it ‘ossified and atrophied’ in the late 1940s and 1950s.80 Whether wartime social 

cohesion and political consensus was imagined or real is immaterial. For a ‘debunking’ 

                                                 
76 Philip Schlesinger, Media, State and Nation: Political Violence and Collective Identities, Sage, 
London, 1991, p.174, cited by Evanthia Lyons, ‘Coping with Social Change: Process of Social Memory 
in the Reconstruction of Identities’, in Glynis Breakwell and Evanthia Lyons (eds), Changing European 

Identities, Pergamon, Oxford, 1996, p.34.   
77 Although these four ideas have been singled out for particular attention in this study, they are by no 
means the only sub-identities contained within the meta-identity of British nationalism. Linda Colley, for 
example, has convincingly argued that religion was a pertinent factor in the construction of a British 
identity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: ‘There is considerable evidence that at grass-roots 
level the Welsh, the Scottish, and the English saw (and often still see) the Irish as alien… mainly for 
religious reasons, the bulk of its [Ireland’s] population was never swept into a British identity … Britons 
defined themselves in terms of their common Protestantism as contrasted with the Catholicism of Central 
Europe.’ Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness’, pp.314-6. Religious difference is not necessarily a key 
factor when exploring postwar constructions of a British ‘self’. One reason why this is the case is that 
accounts of religious differences sought to emphasise sub-national differences whereas postwar Britain – 
at both the political and cultural level – seemed intent on maintaining the semblance of wartime unity. 
78 Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990, 
p.91. 
79 Anthony Aldgate, ‘Ideological Consensus in British Feature Films, 1935-1947’, in K. R. M. Short (ed.), 
Feature Films as History, Croom Helm, London, 1981, p.95. 
80 Ibid., p.109. 



 27

of wartime myths of the Blitz, Churchillism,81 or myths of Dunkirk, one may turn, for 

example, to the works of Clive Ponting82 and Corelli Barnett.83 What is important to this 

study is that such myths84 were popularly embraced and were ‘ideologically active’85 in 

British society.  

 

Not only were such beliefs active in Britain but they were similarly held by outsiders: 

an American commentator noted in 1948 that  

 
[n]ational character is everywhere remarkably tenacious, but 
nowhere is it more tenacious than with the English, who have, after 
all, something of a patent on tenacity. This is the first and most 
obvious of English traits – the stability and permanence of the 
English character. Come hell or high water, the Englishman 
remains imperturbably English. He is, it would seem, less affected 
by the currents and cross-currents of history than people of any 
other nation; he is less affected, too, by passing fashions, whether 
of literature or of dress or of food.86  

 

The state’s perception that a sense of British national identity existed in the immediate 

postwar period found expression in the 1951 Festival of Britain. Herbert Morrison, the 

government minister responsible for the festival, announced that it amounted to a ‘great 

demonstration of the British way of life’87 and the exhibition in the Lion and Unicorn 

pavilion was created as a commentary on ‘the British character, with overtones of 

national traditions and achievements’.88 One historical commentator described the 

Festival as ‘that last flowering of postwar togetherness’,89 which prompts the question: 

                                                 
81 Anthony Barnett defined this ‘ism’ as ‘the national unity and coalition politics of the time’. Anthony 
Barnett, Iron Britannia: Why Parliament Waged Its Falklands War, Allison and Busby, London, 1982, 
p.48. 
82 Clive Ponting, 1940: Myth and Reality, Cardinal, London, 1990.  
83 Corelli Barnett, The Audit of War: The Illusion and Reality of Britain as a Great Nation, Macmillan, 
London, 1986; The Lost Victory: British Dreams, British Realities, 1945-1950, Macmillan, London, 
1995. 
84 I use the term ‘myth’ in this context not as a means of questioning the validity of an interpretation but 
merely to acknowledge that the idea was a popular understanding of the situation. Stated more eloquently 
by Malcolm Smith: ‘it does not matter whether myths approximate the reality of the past… What does 
matter is that these myths are implicitly believed and that they help people make sense of their lives …’, 
Malcolm Smith, Britain and 1940: History, Myth and Popular Memory, Routledge, London, 2000, p.2.   
85 Calder, The Myth of the Blitz, p.xiv. 
86 Henry Commager, in an essay written to commemorate the centenary of Emerson’s English Traits,  no 
reference given, cited by Briggs, ‘The English’, p.253.  
87 Herbert Morrison paraphrased by Aldgate, ‘Ideological Consensus’, p.94. 
88 Herbert Morrison quoted by Mary Banham and Bevis Hillier (eds), A Tonic to the Nation, Thames and 
Hudson, London, 1976, p.182, cited by Jim Fyrth, ‘Days of Hope: The Meaning of 1945’, in Jim Fyrth 
(ed.), Labour’s Promised Land? Culture and Society in Labour Britain 1945-51, Lawrence and Wishart, 
London, 1995, p.185. 
89 Fyrth, ‘Days of Hope’, p.12. 
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how did myths of the war contribute towards the creation and perpetuation of a 

dominant national imagination?    

 

Myths of Britain’s experience of the Second World War – Dunkirk, the Battle of 

Britain, the Blitz, Winston Churchill, and Britain’s ‘finest hour’ – are, in the words of 

Malcolm Smith, ‘important historical events in their own right’.90 Ross Poole also noted 

that constructions of the nation are functions of the present – the fears and desires of 

present society influence the representation of the past: 

 
[T]he content of various nationalisms is not determined by history, 
but by ongoing political struggles and debates. These contribute not 
merely to the nation’s sense of its present and future, but also to the 
way it interprets its past.91  

 

The way Britain interpreted its recent past – its experience of the war – was determined 

by the social, political and economic milieu of the postwar 1940s and 1950s. As such, 

the representation of Britain’s past gives the historian a unique insight into the cultural 

and social preoccupations of postwar Britain. Pronay noted that in postwar cinematic 

representations of the war ‘there was an unprecedented, almost total, consensus that to 

fight Germany had been necessary, that victory was a vital achievement the fruits of 

which must be maintained at all costs’,92 and this fight was waged by ‘the people’ – 

described by Richards as ‘the people as hero’.93 Robert Murphy noted that, ‘[i]n Britain, 

maybe more than anywhere else, the Second World War is profoundly important to the 

national psyche.’94 It is not surprising, then, that commentators have utilised the 

aforementioned psychological tools to explain such examples of social cohesion and 

have argued that  

 
trauma shared can serve as a source of communality in the same way 
that common languages and common backgrounds can. There is a 
spiritual kinship there, a sense of identity, even when feelings of 
affection are deadened and the ability to care numbed.95 

 

                                                 
90 Smith, Britain and 1940, p.6. 
91 Poole, Nation and Identity, p.42. 
92 Nicholas Pronay, ‘The Post-bellum Cinema: A Survey of the Films Relating to World War II Made in 
Britain between 1945 and 1960’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol.8, no.1, 1988, 
pp.40-41. 
93 Richards, Films and British National Identity, p.129. 
94 Robert Murphy, British Cinema and the Second World War, Continuum, London, 2000, p.1. 
95 Erikson, ‘Notes on Trauma’, p.186. 
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The ‘communality’ of the Second World War has certainly been attributed as 

weakening traditional barriers within British society – to what degree is a matter of 

fierce contention – however, dominant myths necessarily privilege one version of 

events over another. As this chapter demonstrates, although many commentators 

believed that the Second World War consolidated a national identity for Britain, its 

dominant myths were never stable or homogeneous. Britain’s triumph over its external 

enemies and a popular desire to see a ‘New Jerusalem’ emerge in the postwar world – 

evidenced by the victory of Labour in the general election of July 1945 – were unable to 

vanquish the challenge of competing identity myths. Those who were defined – whether 

in terms of class, race, gender, or locality – as the internal ‘other’ in dominant 

conceptions of the nation undermined such visions: they read ‘against the grain’ and 

revised myths of Britain’s past and its experience of the war. Studies by Lucy Noakes 

and John Ramsden,96 for example, have examined the manner in which such competing 

identity claims – respectively gender and class – revealed the ‘rich tensions to the 

“unity” of the Second World War’.97 

 

The ‘unity’ of the Second World War was not founded solely on the issue of ‘how we 

fight’ but also on beliefs about how Britain would be reconstructed after the war. The 

Second World War has been heralded as a period that saw a shift in national belonging 

from subject to citizen – a time when John Bull became John Citizen.98 Social historians 

have noted the extent to which peace aims and the ‘new mood’ were debated at every 

level in British society: 

 
There were two leading topics of conversation in Britain during the 
Second World War. One was the war itself … The other was the 
peacetime future at home: the kind of life, the kind of society and 
the kind of government there ought to be when the war was over … 
The issues were debated in air-raid wardens’ posts, in factory 
canteens, at mothers’ meetings, on trains and buses when strangers 
fell into conversation. Most of all, they were discussed, with the 
blessing and encouragement of the authorities, in the forces.99 

 

                                                 
96 Lucy Noakes, War and the British: Gender and National Identity, 1939-1991, I. B. Tauris, London, 
1998. John Ramsden, ‘Refocusing “The People’s War”: British War Films of the 1950s’, Journal of 

Contemporary History, vol.33, no.1, 1998, pp.35-63. 
97 Brooke, ‘Identities in Twentieth-Century Britain’, p.156. 
98 Briggs, ‘The English’, p.254. 
99 Paul Addison, Now the War is Over: A Social History of Britain 1945-51, Jonathan Cape, London, 
1985, p.1. 
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Paul Addison also noted that a ‘basic platform of commitment to the programme of 

reconstruction worked out between 1942 and 1945’100 revealed a degree of political 

consensus between the three main parties. Similarly, Jim Fyrth described the shared 

political premises of right-wing Labour and progressive Conservatism as the ‘Popular 

Front of the mind’.101 It is not surprising, then, to note that peace aims and 

reconstruction ideology have been key components of myths of the war: 

 
It was clear what we were fighting against. But what sort of 
England were we fighting for? The war brought into sharp focus 
the meaning of England and Englishness. The result was a spate of 
books analysing and investigating England and the English, books 
with titles like The English People and The Character of 

England.102 
 

This study will focus on the question of which definitions of the British nation and 

national characteristics were dominant in the period following the Second World War? 

If it were true that ‘despite the variety of landscape and people, it was not necessary to 

conclude that there was no unity’,103 on what foundations was national unity built?  

 

It must be acknowledged that images of a unified British nation have, in the past, often 

largely privileged an English idea under the guise of ‘Britishness’. The title of Michael 

Powell’s 1937 film, The Edge of the World, set on the Isle of Foula, located off the 

coast of Scotland in the Shetland Archipelago, aptly expresses the extent to which the 

nation has traditionally been defined by its (Southern) English core. Smith also 

explained the Southern bias of British society (and economics) as a result of the 

‘concentration of decision-making power in London and the south-east’ and noted that 

 
London is the seat of government and the home for a huge civil 
service machine. The financial system is centred upon the City of 
London, to the virtual exclusion of all the regional financial 
centres.104 

 

A brief examination of British regionalism and its associated imagery will be 

undertaken in order to set the stage for an analysis of postwar popular cinema and its 

                                                 
100 Ibid., p.18. 
101 Fyrth, ‘Days of Hope’, p.4.  
102 Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Best of British: Cinema and Society from 1930-1970, Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford, 1983, p.45. 
103 Robbins, ‘Varieties of Britishness’, p.9. 
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role in the re-presentation and re-evaluation of Britain’s national ‘heritage’ – a term 

Daniels described as a fusion of history and the natural environment.105 

 

Certainly, social commentators such as Priestley and Orwell noted that development 

previously confined to the South was reaching into the North and bringing with it not 

just new patterns of postwar consumption but also an image of a united nation with a 

common way of life. Not all agreed, however. Britain’s North-South divide106 is just 

one example of a national image favouring one aspect and marginalising conflicting 

experiences:  

 
The North is the ultimate Other to the green southlands in several 
ways. Firstly, it was in decline economically as its staple industries 
succumbed to foreign competition, the vagaries of world trade and 
the shift to modern modes of production on Midlands green field 
sites. Just as ‘darkest London’ was the unknown territory for many 
Victorians, so Darkest Jarrow or Leeds were just as unfamiliar to 
many Edwardians and Georgians.107  

 

The North-South divide within Britain, it has been argued,108 was a result of the 

Industrial Revolution – whereby the North became a site of heavy industry while the 

South remained associated with commerce, agriculture and the light industries – but one 

may well ask: was this divide a popular preoccupation in the postwar period? The sharp 

decline of the North in the great depression of the interwar years109 was no doubt fresh 

in popular memory but whether wartime conditions narrowed divisions between North 

and South is a matter debated by historians. For example, statistics for the period 1929-

1936 reveal that the North had double the unemployment (an average rate of 22.8 per 

cent) of the South110 and yet, with the onset of the Second World War, labour was in 

demand.  Regional policies of postwar reconstruction were informed by an aspiration to 

                                                 
105 Daniels, Fields of Vision, p.3. 
106 For the purposes of this study David Smith’s geographical definitions of North and South Britain are 
employed. Namely, the South consists of five regions: the south east, East Anglia, the south west, the east 
midlands, and the west midlands. The North is comprised of the north, north west, Yorkshire and 
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107 Judy Giles and Tim Middleton, ‘Domestic and Urban Englands: Introduction’, in Judy Giles and Tim 
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Routledge, London, 1995, pp.197-198. 
108 See Helen M. Jewel, The North-South Divide: The Origins of Northern Consciousness in England, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1994. 
109 David Smith wrote: ‘The causes of the North-South divide of the 1920s and 1930s are well known. 
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‘social rescue’ – an ideological commitment to ‘full employment’ through the 

stimulation of industrial expansion into ‘Special’ areas.111 As Corelli Barnett 

disapprovingly observed: 

 
To rescue the stricken Victorian industrial areas from pre-war decay 
and unemployment formed for the Government and the Labour Party 
an essential part of the building of the New Jerusalem.112 

 

Smith understood the postwar period as one of consensus whereby the government 

‘recognized important regional differences in prosperity in Britain, many of them 

following North-South lines, and … endeavoured to do something about them.’113 State 

involvement and the implementation of regional economic policies, some may argue, 

deflated the issue of North-South differences in British popular consciousness. Of 

course, the price paid for such ideological commitments was high, as Barnett pointed 

out:  

 
Yet, in the event ‘full employment’, far from being the supreme 
social good, was to prove the most persuasively effective brake of all 
on the pace of technological change, slowing this to a calamitous 
crawl just when Britain’s rivals were working up speed again.114      

 

If economic disparities within Britain declined dramatically between the war years and 

the 1970s what other factors may have contributed to regional identities over a cohesive 

British identity?  

 

The title of Christopher Harvie’s study, ‘English Regionalism: The Dog that Never 

Barked’, implied that if there was regional disunity it never extended into political 

discourse. Harvie explained the paradox of English regional identity:  

 
English regionalism has been traditionally ‘strong’ (in the greater 
amount of government administration devolved to councils) and 
‘weak’ in the sense that all negotiations with central government had 
to go to Whitehall.115  

                                                 
111 For a full discussion of these concepts, see Barnett, The Lost Victory, pp.323-344. 
112 Ibid., p.329. 
113 Smith, North and South, p.1. For further information on postwar regional policy, see Ibid., pp.28-29, 
78-105. ‘Under Clement Attlee’s Labour government of 1945-51, partly motivated by the strong feeling 
that the effects of the depression on the North should never be repeated, and partly by the success of 
wartime economic planning, the machinery of regional policy was strengthened.’ Ibid., p.84. 
114 Barnett, The Lost Victory, p.344. See also pp.345-361 for a discussion of the negative consequences of 
following a policy of ‘full employment’.  
115 Christopher Harvie, ‘English Regionalism: The Dog that Never Barked’, in Bernard Crick (ed.), 
National Identities: The Construction of the United Kingdom, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p.107. 
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Labour’s nationalisation program accelerated this trend (a program which was 

continued in essence by the Conservative Government in the 1950s) by concentrating 

further power at the national level. David Marquand, in his exploration of the British 

state and postwar Keynesian welfare policies, cited Rudolph Klein’s summary of the 

hospital nationalisation debate:   

 
The case for local government control was based not just on the 
defence of a particular interest – the existing local authorities – but 
on a view of the world anchored in the values of localism: a view 
which stressed responsiveness rather than efficiency, differentiation 
rather than uniformity, self-government rather than national 
equity.116  

 

A removal of power from local government during the postwar period – Marquand gave 

further examples of the gas and electricity industries – therefore undermined regional 

identification and, to a degree, promoted ‘social citizenship’ at a national level. Harvie 

observed that issues of regionalism were ‘illuminated by Ealing Comedy episodes like 

the defence of Rutland’.117 Rather than focusing on the filmic defence of Rutland – the 

thematic concern of Ealing’s The Titfield Thunderbolt (1952) – this study will explore 

the issue of ‘social citizenship’ and ‘British’ identity in a textual analysis of another 

Ealing film that manifests these themes, Passport to Pimlico (1949).  

 

Not all historians agree that such a transition took place in the postwar period. Abigail 

Beach, for example, argued that one aspect of Britain’s ‘Brave New World’ society was 

a premise of active citizenship.118 Centralised state planning, Beach believed, was not 

seen as excluding the ‘active democracy’ of the British public. Beach’s conclusions 

were drawn from an examination of the ‘Active Democracy’ committee of the 

organization Political and Economic Planning – a group premised on the 

‘complementarity of a national sense of purpose and a decentralised and pluralistic 

participatory democracy.’119 So too, Sian Nicholas explored the British Broadcasting 

Corporation’s (BBC) projection of the nation and its citizens – offered in the regional 

voices of the northerner Wilfred Pickles and the Scotsman James Urquhart – and 

                                                 
116 Rudolph Klein, The Politics of the National Health Service, London, 1983, p.28, cited by David 
Marquand, ‘How United is the Modern United Kingdom?’, in Alexander Grant and Keith J. Stringer 
(eds), Uniting the Kingdom? The Making of British History, Routledge, London, 1995, p.285. 
117 Harvie, ‘English Regionalism’, p.114. 
118 Abigail Beach, ‘Forging a ‘Nation of Participants’: Political and Economic Planning in Labour’s 
Britain’, in Richard Weight and Abigail Beach (eds), The Right to Belong: Citizenship and National 

Identity in Britain, 1930-1960, I. B. Tauris, London, 1998. 
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concluded that ‘a more complex pattern of regional, class and gender identities’120 was 

acknowledged by the final stages of the war. Certainly the war has been viewed as a 

stimulus to the relaxation of social boundaries and the acknowledgement of differences 

within both England and Britain – whether it was an acceptance of regional accents in 

cultural mediums such as radio and cinema or more frequently cited examples of 

wartime evacuation, blitz conditions or the mobilization of both men and women for the 

war effort. Did an awareness of Britain’s, and indeed England’s, diversity challenge the 

dominant myths and imagery of the nation?  

 

The power of national myths in the imaginings of nation has been voiced by Simon 

Schama who wrote:  

 
National identity … would lose much of its ferocious enchantment 
without the mystique of a particular landscape tradition … [I]t is 
clear that inherited landscape myths and memories share two 
common characteristics: their surprising endurance through the 
centuries and their power to shape institutions that we still live 
with.121  

 

What images dominated postwar conceptions of the British nation? Contrasting First 

and Second World War posters, Asa Briggs concluded that the idea of duty dominated 

those of the First whereas ‘[i]n the Second there was much more appeal to nostalgia, to 

tradition and the values that were being defended.’122 Wartime representations of ‘what 

the British were fighting for’ presented a homogeneous national landscape constituted 

by pastoral images. Rural motifs, it has been argued, have long constituted the national 

myth,123 allowing British society to retreat into a mythical past where ‘fewer questions 

                                                 
120 Sian Nicholas, ‘From John Bull to John Citizen – Images of National Identity and Citizenship on 
Wartime BBC’, p.37. David Smith also made the point that during the 1950s and 1960s ‘[r]egional 
accents became fashionable; northern authors and actors balanced the traditional dominance of the 
London set’. Smith, North and South, p.28. 
121 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, HarperCollins, London, 1995, p.15. 
122 Briggs, ‘The English’, p.224. Briggs’ observation does not deny that rural images were present during 
the First World War,  nor does it contradict Alun Howkins’ view that the interwar years saw a boom in 
recreational visits to the countryside (aided by the increase in publication of maps and guide books). Alun 
Howkins, ‘The Discovery of Rural England’, in Robert Colls and Philip Dodd (eds), Englishness: Politics 

and Culture 1880-1920, Croom Helm, London, 1986, pp.82-84. See Stephen Daniels for an analysis of 
influential art: ‘Languid little England pastoral was a central ingredient of wartime patriotism … The 
experience and memory of the trenches enhanced the allure of pastoral England as a refuge from the 
absurd theatre of Flanders, the boundless, decomposed land, a no-man’s land, an anti-landscape’. Daniels, 
Fields of Vision, p.213. 
123 The works of John Constable (1776-1837) created during the Napoleonic Wars are considered 
England’s most popular and were enlisted again during the Second World War to depict the land and 
ideals for which Britain was fighting.    
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about the sense of identity and its origins were required.’124 Rural images of the 

(Southern) English countryside were extrapolated into mythical visions of Britain and 

‘came to serve as the symbol of British historical identity’.125 Rival definitions have 

been voiced at various times in Britain’s past – representations of woodland and moors 

have challenged the hegemony of England’s South126 – but in times of conflict, 

dominant images are reasserted.127 It would appear that difference and contradiction 

could be swallowed up in a dominant national identity which located the home-land in 

the English countryside – Britain’s ‘imagined community’ setting was an ideal of 

village greens and thatched cottages.  

 

Culturally privileged imaginings of the British home-land are not merely expressions of 

‘self’ but also a definition of ‘the other’ – a reaction against external landscapes. Lunn 

noted of representations of the British nation, that  

 
[t]he whole of this rural idyll quite blatantly draws on an imagery of 
Britain which has immensely powerful evocations for much of the 
audience and which has served as a very effective counter to 
‘abroad’.128  

 

Homi Bhabha’s understanding of the relational nature of the inward gaze and the 

outward gaze – a relationship between pleasure taken from the comforts of the familiar 

and a fear produced by the space of the ‘other’ – is particularly insightful when 

exploring how both the national space of Britain and the imperial space of Empire have 

combined to create a British national identity. In simple terms, the untamed wilderness 

and unexplored spaces of the Empire – what Bhabha terms the ‘unheimlich terror of the 

space or race of the Other’ – have been powerfully contrasted with the ordered and 

civilised environment of English fields and hedge rows – the ‘heimlich pleasures of the 

hearth’.129 Daniels described the relationship between an imperial nation and its 

‘others’: 

 

                                                 
124 Lunn, ‘Reconsidering Britishness’, p.98. 
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126 See Stephen Daniels, ‘The Political Iconography of Woodland in Later Georgian England’ in Denis 

Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (eds), The Iconography of Landscape, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1988, pp.43-82, and Marian Shoard, ‘The Lure of the Moors’, in John R. Gold and Jacquelin 
Burgess (eds), Valued Environments, Unwin Hyman, London, 1982, pp.55-73. 
127 See, for example, J. B. Priestley, Our Nation’s Heritage, J. M. Dent, London, published in 1939 as a 
response to the impending national crisis. 
128 Lunn, ‘Reconsidering Britishness’, p.97. 
129 Homi K. Bhabha, Nation and Narration, Routledge, London, 1990, p.2. 
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Imperial nationalists, almost by definition, have been intent to annex 
the home-lands of others in their identity myths. They have projected 
on these lands and their inhabitants pictorial codes expressing both 
an affinity with the colonizing country and an estrangement from it. 
It is often the very ‘otherness’ of these lands which has made them 
appear so compelling, especially as a testing ground for imperial 
energy and imagination. … The very global reach of imperialism, 
into alien lands, was accompanied by a countervailing sentiment for 
cosy home scenery, for thatched cottages and gardens in pastoral 
countryside. Inside Great Britain lurked Little England.130 

 

England’s landscapes and its quintessential features131 – since these have dominated 

representations of British heimlich spaces – have played a role in the creation of a 

British national character due to their being imbued with moral meaning.  

 

One of the most interesting works exploring English national identity in recent times is 

Ian Baucom’s Out of Place: Englishness, Empire, and the Locations of Identity.132 

Representations of geographical region and landscape have also been identified by 

Baucom as an integral means of constructing an English identity in the external sphere 

of Britain’s Empire. Baucom identified crucial locations of Englishness that replaced 

‘the rural sites of Wordsworthian tradition: the Morant Bay courthouse, Bombay’s 

Gothic railway station, the battle grounds of the 1857 uprising in India, colonial cricket 

fields, and last, but not least, urban riot zones.’133 The contemporary historian’s desire 

to ‘locate’ an English identity, it may be argued, was spurred on by Salman Rushdie’s 

interpretation of Empire as a place where England misplaced its own identity – a place 

of bewilderment, loss and imperial confusion134 – and Simon Gikandi’s Maps of 

Englishness, which proposed that Englishness was produced ‘in the ambivalent space 

that separated, but also conjoined, metropole and colony.’135  

 

That Britain has long been dependent on rural images to constitute the nation is not a 

novel observation. Examinations of political rhetoric, novels, art, and cinema are just a 

few of the cultural analyses that have been shown to privilege a pastoral dream over an 

                                                 
130 Daniels, Fields of Vision, pp.5-6. 
131 One might also include in this definition of ‘natural features’ those man-made features, such as quaint 
winding roads and thatched cottages, which have been ‘naturalised’ in dominant imagery of the nation. 
132 Baucom, Out of Place. 
133 Ibid., book sleeve. 
134 Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses, Penguin, London, 1988. 
135 Simon Gikandi, Maps of Englishness: Writing Identity in the Culture of Colonialism, Columbia 
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urban reality.136 Although at times of national crisis dominant imaginings of the nation 

may be uniformly accepted by the public, does a form of revisionism occur after the 

threat has passed? Do postwar cultural forms express the diversity of British landscapes 

or do they continue wartime trends? The filmic case studies that follow will be analysed 

with these questions in mind (Chapters Three, Four and Five). Three key areas of 

physical constructions of Britishness – the provincial village; the urban metropolis; and 

colonial spaces – form the settings for the case studies. A Matter of Life and Death – 

released in 1946 and aimed at both British and American audiences – largely continues 

wartime depictions of the nation with its reassuring village setting. But what of films 

produced and released in the late 1940s and 1950s as Britain’s changed role in the world 

was increasingly realised? If physical spaces within the Empire can be viewed as 

transplanted representations of Britishness, can physical spaces within Britain be 

viewed as sites of an imperial nationalism? Of particular interest is the way in which the 

‘heart of Empire’ within Britain, namely the imperial city of London (and Glasgow, 

argued MacKenzie), has been interpreted as embodying an imperial nationalism that 

contested imaginings of parochial Britain. The case study of Passport to Pimlico (1949) 

will ask the questions: how has London been traditionally represented in imaginings of 

Britain’s imperial space and did this change as a result of the Second World War? The 

reading of The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) will ask: what role did the physical 

surroundings of the colonial world – and more importantly, their manipulation by the 

British – play in postwar representations of a British national character? The meanings 

acquired by representations of both Britain’s internal and external spaces will be 

explored with particular reference to these key films which span the period from the end 

of the war to the popular recognition of Britain’s imperial decline after the Suez crisis. 

 

If Britain’s national character has been located in the countryside, access to such sites 

was neither uniformly possible nor considered desirable. ‘Postwar debates about the 

meaning and use of landscape were generally worked out nationally,’ stated David 

Matless, but ‘far from being the activity of an overbearing state as its critics often 

suggested, was formulated and carried out locally and regionally.’137 Although access to 
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Weight and Abigail Beach (eds), The Right to Belong: Citizenship and National Identity in Britain, 1930-

1960, I. B. Tauris, London, 1998, p.182. 
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the countryside was considered a ‘prerequisite for community life’138 interwar concerns 

over ‘day-trippers’ were voiced again in the postwar period.139 Writing in 1927, H. V. 

Morton lamented the ‘vulgarisation’ of the countryside:  

 
I have seen charabanc parties from the large manufacturing towns, 
providing a mournful text for an essay on Progress, playing coronets 
on village greens and behaving with barbaric lack of manners which 
might have been outrageous had it not been unconscious, and 
therefore only pathetic.140  

 

Matless explored the degree to which postwar definitions of citizenship were founded 

on taking pleasure in Britain’s environment: ‘What might be termed “recreational 

citizenship”, whereby geographical knowledge was related to a scale of national 

belonging, played a key role in the articulation of Britishness within the social-

democratic political culture of the 1940s.’141 Citizenship was not applied equally to all 

British peoples, however: some required education in the aesthetics of (and behaviour 

in) the British landscape. In terms strikingly similar to those of the 1920s:  

 
Promoters of the countryside were haunted by visions of the 
ignorant, insensitive, loud ‘anti-citizens’, who were usually seen to 
represent the ‘vulgar’ element of the working class … A liberal 
discourse of citizenship attained through a mixture of rights and 
obligations depended upon the identification of an unworthy, 
degenerate residuum for its self-definition. The creation of an 
inclusive nation therefore rested, in the short term at least, upon 
exclusion. Bad conduct in the country was generally presumed to 
emanate from the interior of the city …142  

 

Hesitance to allow Britain’s working-classes unlimited access to culturally and 

ideologically significant national landscapes resulted in the 1951 publication of The 

Country Code – a symbol that the working-classes were not natural citizens but had to 

be educated by the cultural elite.  

 

                                                 
138 Ibid., p.181. 
139 See Alan Howkins for an analysis of how the meanings and use of the countryside changed after the 
First World War. Howkins, ‘The Discovery of Rural England’, pp.82-84. 
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George Mosse examined commemorations of both the First and Second World War and 

concluded that significant differences existed between the two.143 Mosse noted the 

growth in popularity of what he described as a ‘utilitarian approach’ to commemorating 

the fallen – a change that saw the National Land Fund established in 1946 ‘as the 

principal English war memorial.’ He recounted how the Land Fund acquired ‘great 

country houses and areas of national beauty’ and argued that 

 
[t]his memorial democratized, as it were, the commemoration of the 
fallen through making the English rural heritage accessible to all; no 
longer was the war memorial an abstract symbol confined to one 
location as the focus of commemorative ceremonies, though the 
Cenotaph, erected after the First World War, continued to perform 
this function. Nevertheless, the traditional link between the nation 
and nature was kept intact, while the great country houses were 
tangible symbols of an honoured past.144 

    

One wonders how such acts were interpreted by Britain’s postwar masses – did the 

premise of the Land Fund ‘democratise’ Britain’s rural heritage or did it suggest that the 

war was fought to protect the advantages and interests of its upper-classes? Could 

Britain’s working-class masses identify with the national picture of the landed gentry 

and their country houses, or were their understandings of why they fought the war based 

on different images? Cinematic re-presentations of the war may be considered a form of 

commemoration – a forum for the establishment of myths (or counter-myths) and the 

privileging of certain remembrances – this question will be addressed by engagement 

with the cinematic texts of the period.   

 

Although the degree to which Britain’s rural heritage was democratised by the Land 

Fund may be debated, it is undeniable that postwar measures were taken to reconstruct 

the nation with greater emphasis on popular urban access to spaces embodying the 

‘essence’ of the nation.  In Matless’ opinion,  

 
national parks emerged as the ultimate spaces in which planners 
hoped that citizenship might flourish … The Labour administration 
was enthusiastic about national parks from the beginning … [and 
was] emotionally committed to the open air as a democratic right for 
the people.145  
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Of course, even Labour’s definition of access was limited,146 so much so that historians 

concluded that  

 
[m]any in the administration happily followed the distinction made 
by bodies such as the National Trust between the ‘nation’ and the 
‘people’ and argued for the preservation of the nation’s heritage 
through exclusion of some of its people.147  

 

The notion of exclusion from sites of Britishness leads one to ask how issues of class 

have affected popular understandings of British national identity.  

 

Tom Nairn attributed the lack of a popular English nationalism to class, and stated that:  

 
This is a state which has always intimately depended upon a 
hierarchical and elite social formation: as many recent studies have 
demonstrated, that dependence has been modified but never 
abolished. But as an effective mobilizing myth nationalism relies 
entirely on a semblance of classlessness: equality in spirit, belief, 
blood, or whatever.148  

 

Conflicting class identities are, by Nairn’s account, deemed an insurmountable obstacle 

to either English or British national unity. However, an alternative viewpoint on British 

national identity and class difference has been expressed. Peter Scott argued that 

conflicting interpretations of Britain’s class character do not necessarily undermine a 

national consciousness. He argued that ‘[f]ar from reducing broader national cohesion, 

class consciousness reinforces it by offering most Britons with [sic] a reassuring 

identity.’149 Therefore, in spite of Britain’s stratified nature and pluralistic society, some 

would argue that popular conceptions of Britishness have been able to absorb 

conflicting class identities. For example, according to David Lowenthal, 

 
[n]ostalgia also harks back to times when physical and social 
boundaries were firmly marked. Everything was in its place, and 
people too knew their place. Place and order lent a moral authority 
now lacking, within a hierarchy consensually united despite the 
blatant inequality of squire and serf, master and servant.150 
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Class differences have thus been represented as a ‘natural’ facet of Britishness – 

namely, each of Britain’s classes had an organic role in society. Alun Howkins also 

examined the idealised relationship between the classes, and contended that it was based 

on ‘an organic and natural society of ranks, and of inequality in an economic and social 

sense, but one based on trust, obligation and even love – the relationship between the 

“good Squire” and the “honest peasant”.’151  

 

The question of whether the notion of class is an insurmountable barrier to national 

unity or a stabilising social identity is immaterial to this study. What is of interest is 

how the concept of class has been incorporated into dominant imaginings of the British 

nation and its citizens. Homogeneity once again eludes the historian – multiple images 

have been conceived as national images. Whose image is dominant varies according to 

the context and historical conditions. David Cannadine’s description of the three key 

ways in which British society has been imagined since the medieval period offers a 

useful perspective for class analysis within the national imagining:  

 
The first was hierarchical, which described society individualistically 
as an interlinked, finely layered and elaborately graded procession; 
the second was triadic, which divided it into three collective 
constituencies, usually upper, middle and lower; and the third was 
dichotomous, which saw society polarised between the two extremes 
of ‘patricians and plebs’ or ‘them and us’.152 

 

The relationship between the classes and the manner in which it is expressed at both a 

popular and political level, argued Cannadine, oscillates between these three models. 

Put simply by Marwick: ‘[t]he nature and significance of class changes as society 

changes.’153  

 

Historians and cultural commentators alike question the impact of the ‘People’s War’ 

on dominant conceptions of Britain’s national class character. Certainly the social 

levelling effect of the war has been recorded in many social histories. But did the war 

bring about changes to the way in which national identity was popularly portrayed? 

Marwick’s analysis of the BBC illuminates this question: he described the BBC 

initiatives of ‘Reconstruction-Political Talks’ as ‘a new and positive desire to give 
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working-class aspirations a hearing, buried within the old patronizing manners and 

sense of class distinctions.’154 Incorporating documentary and feature films into his 

views of popular culture, Marwick concluded that ‘[m]uch of the upper-class image of 

itself and society was unchanged’, although he concedes that ‘the war did modify some 

upper-class political prejudices.’155 Conceptions of an ‘open society’ – perhaps not 

created by the ‘bloodless revolution’ of wartime and immediate postwar social reform 

but certainly popularised by it – necessarily contained a class dimension. The creative 

staff at Ealing Studios certainly commented on the ‘revolutionary’ aspect of their 

postwar cinematic themes (albeit a ‘mild revolution’).156 It has long been a dominant 

interpretation – and widely celebrated in political discourse – that Britain’s experience 

of the war (and Labour victory) led to the creation of a ‘classless society’. Lunn noted 

that in examining representations of Britain’s past, we become aware of ‘the ways in 

which images of Britain sought to challenge the reality of social and economic divisions 

within the country.’157 Lunn’s statement is particularly applicable to Britain’s postwar 

period – a time when political rhetoric – from both Labour and Conservative camps – 

was designed to consolidate and perpetuate the perceived wartime class solidarity. In 

this instance Britain’s recent past – the war – was a key component in imaginings of 

Britishness in the postwar present. The case studies to follow will address these issues 

with specific references to the representation of the Second World War and British class 

consciousness.  

 

Cannadine noted that, ‘[w]ith so many fluctuating and sometimes contradictory senses 

of identity’,158 the privileging of class identity had to be reconsidered in recent historical 

works on British national identity. Historians increasingly acknowledge that 

constructions of Britishness have also contained a gendered perspective. Antonia Lant 

observed that ‘[t]he Second World War forced the question of nationality into every 

crevice of public and private life.’159 It is commonly held that masculinity and 

femininity are products of cultural negotiation that reflect the social and political milieu. 

Few would dispute the view that gender identity within British national identity was 

altered by the experience of the Second World War. The extent of such changes, 
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however, is a matter of protracted debate. Historians are quick to note that, to some 

degree, wartime changes were a continuation of 1930s trends.160 So too, changes 

brought about by the war stimulated a desire to preserve traditional gender differences. 

In other words, Britain’s postwar dynamic may be considered one of gender 

revisionism: feminist historians have pointed out social policy aimed at shepherding 

women back to the home sphere.161 Differing interpretations of the effect of war on 

gender identity can be explained to some degree by the diversity of experience within 

Britain. As pointed out by Gledhill and Swanson: ‘Divergences of meaning exist within, 

as well as between historical periods’162 The impact of the war on gender identities was 

by no means uniform: class, region, age and marital status are just a few of the factors 

which determined one’s experience of the war and national reconstruction in the 1940s 

and 1950s.   Whatever stance one takes on the debate, men and women’s roles within 

the nation were a matter of both state policy and cultural comment during the postwar 

period.  

 

The unprecedented invasion of war into Britain’s ‘home front’ – including the 

conditions of the Blitz (‘there is nothing chivalrous about bombs; they do not 

discriminate’),163 women’s conscription into the war effort and the evacuation of 

children and new mothers – necessitated a drastic reconsideration of both the nature of 

warfare and national defence. The difficulty of defining the homeland when women and 

children were on the front line is powerfully expressed by Lant:  

 
The idea of home could hardly function as a synecdoche for national 
unity (as it had done in earlier wars) when it now contained no 
family, few women, fewer men, and was physically being 
destroyed.164  

 

When, in early 1941, compulsory registration for women (aged between nineteen and 

forty) at employment exchanges was introduced – which, by December, with the 
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National Service Act No. 2 saw the call-up of British women become a matter of law – 

British national identity and popular gender consciousness underwent a radical shift. 

The mobilisation of women impacted not only on traditional female roles in society but 

also necessitated a reconsideration of British masculinity. Clearly defined gender 

identities and separate spheres were no longer applicable when women were doing 

men’s jobs – often away from home (the term ‘mobile women’ was coined to describe 

unmarried women who could be conscripted and put to work anywhere within the 

nation rather than those who had to work locally due to domestic commitments) – and 

were contributing to public life on an unprecedented scale. Lant cited examples of the 

Ministry of Home Security, the Home Guard and the BBC Home Service to illustrate 

her point that ‘home’, during wartime, was frequently synonymous with the word 

‘national’. Wendy Webster’s work offered an extensive reading of the meaning of 

‘home’ in the context of the Second World War and its aftermath – incorporating issues 

of race as well as gender.165  

 

Postwar conditions and official conceptions of gender roles within the nation were not 

always in accord. William Beveridge’s Report, released in late 1942, and embraced by 

the Labour Party in the postwar elections, proposed a welfare state which had clearly 

defined gender roles for British citizens. Married women, Beveridge argued, were 

housewives before they were wage earners, and had a husband to support them should 

they lose their income. Beveridge described women’s citizenship in terms of their 

procreative role in society: ‘In the next thirty years housewives as mothers will have 

vital work to do in ensuring the adequate continuance of the British race and of British 

ideals in the world.’166 Women, it was argued, aided in the construction of Britishness 

through their biological function – producing and nurturing the nation’s citizens. 

Webster detailed the discordance between public and official thinking about women’s 

activity in the public sphere and workplace: 

 
… official views did not reflect those of the population at large, 
however. Many married women did not want to leave their wartime 
jobs, despite the fact that it entailed upon them the double burden of 
caring for the home as well. … By 1950, 40 percent of the female 
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workforce was married; six years later in 1956, the number had risen 
to 50 percent. Employment for married women had become a 
significant social fact …167  
 

Such trends caused considerable postwar debate over the nature of the British family, 

the effects on children and the likely impact on the national birth-rate. 

 

The fear that women’s increased activity in the public sphere would emasculate British 

men was officially voiced even before the war’s conclusion. Specific cultural 

representations of the relationship between men and women were recommended by a 

1943 report on Psychological Problems of Troops Overseas. This report suggested that 

the media of radio and cinema should ‘illustrate essential femininity (as a reassurance 

against the soldiers’ fears about this) and should give forth affection and the suggestion 

that they are waiting for the return of armies abroad.’168 Whether or not film producers 

in the postwar industry took such advice to heart will be examined at a later point. 

Similarly, Picture Post published a guide entitled, ‘How to welcome a soldier home’169 

– an example of the reconstruction of traditional gender roles that took place as Britain 

re-built itself in the postwar era. A desire to reassert traditional notions of masculinity 

was a potent feature of postwar society as demobilization took place; examinations of 

postwar cinema have revealed that difficulties were encountered and cultural forums 

expressed the resultant crisis of British masculine identity.170 Webster also identified an 

emerging anxiety about white masculinity as the colonial adventure of Britain’s past 

was reconsidered in the postwar context.171  

 

National imaginings of the ‘self’ were not limited to the dynamics of class and gender 

identity: race has also played a key role in popular imaginings of the British character. 

Who was authorised to call Britain home? And who, despite living in Britain, remained 

aliens? Concerns about Britain’s birth-rate and the official pro-natalist discourse of the 

postwar period were accompanied by a growing anxiety about the purity of British 
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stock. Alarm over Britain’s racial composition – most commonly associated with 1960s 

post-imperial immigration and more recently compounded by closer ties with Europe – 

has been expressed throughout Britain’s past. Fears about Jewish immigration at the 

turn of the century were supplanted, to a large degree, by inter-war concerns over 

European refugees, the GI invasion of 1942-1943 and, since the late 1940s, with ‘New 

Commonwealth’ settlers. Britishness must therefore be seen as both a construction of 

the Celtic races as alien ‘other’ contrasting to a dominant English ‘self’, and as an 

identity created in opposition to other racially defined ‘aliens within’.  

 

Anthony D. Smith argued that the ethnic elements of the British nation were well 

developed – in terms of a common name and myth of descent – by the fourteenth 

century.172 A homogeneous ethnie of England – not necessarily ‘racial’ but rather a 

shared sense of ancestry and cultural perceptions – argued Smith, facilitated the 

development of a homogenizing state and ultimately formed the basis of the modern 

English nation. Peter Keating’s ‘nearness-farness paradox’ – the gulf between ‘we’ and 

‘them’ of social commentaries – argued Webster,  

 
was reworked in a range of social explorations concerned with 
immigrants … In post-war social explorations of ‘immigrants’ these 
two nations were merged into one category of unitary respectability 
as white.173  

 

By this account, class divisions within popular understandings of Britishness were 

bridged by a representation of ‘whiteness’ as a common bulwark against the alien 

‘black’. Kent also observed that anxiety resulting from postwar changes to the racial and 

ethnic composition of the British nation ‘found expression through language of race 

steeped in the gendered and sexualised imagery that had informed Britain’s dealings 

with its imperial subjects in the past.’174 Such imagery belied understandings of British 

‘liberalism’ and racial tolerance in dealings with colonial subjects – a tolerance which 

had been positively contrasted with Nazi racial policy. If the war had been fought 

against the evils of racism175 then such a paradox emphasises to the historian the 

problems of racial identity within British national identity in the postwar period.  
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Notions of British paternalism – often officially expressed in the terminology of 

Britain’s ‘trusteeship’ of the colonies – and moral justification of empire had to be 

reconsidered further in the postwar period when it became apparent that the presence of 

the colonial ‘other’ within Britain was not a temporary wartime circumstance. Utilising 

sources from the Colonial Office, Rose came to the startling conclusion that  

 
[t]here was never any desire or expectation on the part of the British 
government that the non-white colonial people who came to Great 
Britain for the war effort would stay’; it was believed they would 
return from whence they came – as ‘good-will ambassadors’, no 
less!176 

 

Postwar labour shortages saw large numbers of ‘black Britons’ take up residence in the 

colonial metropole itself,177 precipitating what was to become a crisis in British national 

identity which has subsequently become the focus of many studies on post-colonialism 

– the works of Salman Rushdie and Simon Gikandi among the most influential178 – and 

an issue which remains of continuing concern today.179 Although freedom of entry for 

colonial peoples had long been a policy of the ‘motherland’ and was a foundation for 

Britain’s proclamations of tolerance and liberalism,180 Rose offered a convincing 

analysis of the ‘extent to which racism at ‘home’ and in the colonies destabilised British 

efforts to bolster imperial loyalties that would persist into the post-war future.’181 One 

can indeed argue that as imperial loyalties towards Britain waned in the postwar world, 

so too did British loyalties to an imperial identity. The growing presence of ‘nonwhites’ 

in England led to ever-increasing concerns with definitions of Englishness – 

increasingly along racial lines – as distinct from a British identity.182 It is, however, 

anachronistic to employ postcolonial theory and to talk of an English identity in crisis in 

the immediate postwar era. Certainly this ‘period of transition’ saw announcements of 

impending ‘colour problems’183 and criticism of overseas commitments while austerity 
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measures ‘at home’ continued. However, broad notions of empire still had a place in 

British national identity – a place the following case studies will examine.   

 

Certainly it is premature to place too great an emphasis on immigration from the 

colonies as a factor in the formation of Britain’s immediate postwar national 

consciousness. After all, putting it simply, historical consensus recognises that cultural 

engagement, and popular awareness, with issues of colonial immigration were not 

paramount in the 1940s and early 1950s. In the words of T. E. B. Howarth:  

 
Nobody – or at any rate nobody articulate – would as yet have 
described the British Nationality Act of 1948 in words used by Enoch 
Powell, as entailing ‘upon the home country the calamity of mass 
African and Asian immigration’ … As yet, there seemed little cause 
for anxiety … There was no large influx of Pakistanis at Bradford, 
for instance, until 1958.184  

 

Concerns over wartime and immediate postwar immigration did not burst into popular 

cultural mediums until the late 1950s and 1960s, with the preoccupation with race in 

‘Angry Young Men’ theatre and ‘social problem’ films.185 If the colonial immigrant was 

not a dominant ‘other’ of popular postwar discourse, then who was? Ironically, in 

answering this question one must consider not Britain’s wartime enemies but its former 

ally, America. Although fissures within the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ were 

formed along many different political, cultural and economic lines, this study will use 

two examples to demonstrate how Britain’s national identity was threatened by an 

American ‘other’ as a result of the war:  in conceptions of British masculinity; and in 

ideological differences over peace aims and Britain’s  influence in the postwar world.   

 

Firstly, the threat to conceptions of masculinity within British national identity – 

particularly during the GI ‘invasion’ – will be addressed. A visit to London’s Imperial 

War Museum revealed, in the gift shop of all places, a reprinted edition of a 1942 

instruction manual for American GIs in Britain. The official pamphlet – echoing the 

attitude expressed in Welcome to Britain, a film made on the request of the Ministry of 

Information (MOI) for viewing by American servicemen posted in Britain – aimed to 

prevent misunderstandings and friction between the British public and American 

soldiers. Analysis of this text offers an insightful view of how the British people were 

perceived by their cousins across the Atlantic and – as it was endorsed by an editorial in 
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The Times on July 14, 1942 – how the British permitted their national character to be 

explained. The pamphlet opens with the ‘evident truth … that in the major ways of life 

the British and the Americans are much alike … But each country has minor national 

characteristics which differ.’186 The potential for sexual jealousy between host and 

visiting soldiers, despite a shared heritage, was voiced in the section aptly entitled 

‘indoor amusements’:  

 
You will naturally be interested in getting to know your opposite 
number, the British soldier, the ‘Tommy’ you have heard and read 
about. You can understand that two actions on your part will slow up 
the friendship – swiping his girl, and not appreciating what his army 
has been up against.187  

 

National performance, in both the public and most private realm, it appears, were 

recognised as integral to British perceptions of ‘self’ when faced with an outside rival, 

in this case allies from America.  

 

Depictions of the Americans as sexual rivals to the British were also popularly 

expressed in soldiers’ accounts of their time in the field. For example, a diary held at the 

Imperial War Museum written by a soldier of the Second World War offered 

representations of the Americans that conformed to stereotyped images of American 

GIs in Britain.  Captain C. R. Eke, in an unpublished manuscript entitled A Game of 

Soldiers, recounted – using popular images of the oversexed Yank – an experience of a 

rest period in Naples: ‘The American army during the Italian campaign may at times 

have run short of shells and ammunition, but never did they run short of their 

“rubbers”.’188 Interestingly, German propaganda leaflets dropped over British troops in 

Italy exploited the threat of American GIs to the British national psyche:   

 
They described the complete destruction of London by the V.2. 
bombs, and the German victories against the Allied Armies in 
Northern Europe. The Americans had taken over Britain and were 
rampaging through the English towns. The artistic pictures showed 
the big black American G.I.s raping the wives and sweethearts of the 
British troops in Italy.189  
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Sexual competition between the British and American GIs when abroad was noted but 

did not seem to resonate so powerfully within British popular consciousness as the 

threat ‘at home’. Indeed, an American visiting Britain in 1945 noticed ‘the pervasive 

influence of America and the resentment of Americans’.190 A popular sentiment in 

Britain was that the American GIs were ‘over-paid, over-sexed and over here’. The 

American presence on British soil can be viewed in many respects as a literal invasion 

adding to a long-perceived American cultural invasion. British fears of being swamped 

by American cultural influences have been demonstrated using the example of the 

British cinema industry from the time of the First World War. The following chapter 

will explore the history of Hollywood’s ‘colonisation’ of Britain and Britain’s 

legislative response. 

 

The second aspect of popular British conceptions of ‘self’ which were overtly 

challenged by America during the war was its role as a world power. The central role 

attributed to Empire by British political leaders was demonstrated in wartime by the 

ideological struggle between America and Britain in determining peace aims. The desire 

of Churchill and Whitehall to preserve Britain’s status as a world power after the war, 

resting largely on its imperial prestige, has been extensively documented.191 David 

Reynolds explored in great detail the wartime manoeuvring within the Anglo-American 

‘special relationship’ for influence in the postwar world order. Roosevelt made a 

statement of peace aims – the ‘Four Freedoms’: freedom of speech and expression, 

freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear – as early as January 

1941. Although Churchill expressed reluctance to commit himself and stated: ‘I am very 

doubtful about the utility of attempts to plan the peace before we have won the war’.192 

Nonetheless war aims were a matter of considerable debate. Reynolds noted that 

‘Roosevelt was determined to commit Churchill explicitly to America’s goal of self-

determination’,193 and that Roosevelt’s success in obtaining Churchill’s support for the 

Atlantic Charter – the August 1941 Anglo-American declaration of peace aims – had 

resounding implications due to its perceived ‘applicability to the decolonization of the 
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British Empire’.194 Although Churchill later clarified his view that ‘point three’ – a 

point within the Charter declaring the right of all peoples to national sovereignty and 

self-government – ‘was intended to apply primarily to the subject nations of Europe’,195 

many critics recognised that a colonial can of worms had been opened.       

 

The refusal of Whitehall to consider decolonisation, despite the urgings of American 

politicians and pressure from the American press, emphasised the significance of 

Empire within political circles but does not necessarily reflect its importance within 

British popular consciousness. In what way was Britain’s official imperial ideology 

challenged during the war, and did this have negative consequences for postwar public 

imaginings of Britain as an imperial nation? Leaving aside the challenge from the 

colonies themselves (independence being ‘in the air’ in the postwar period), both 

American politicians and the press mounted attacks on Britain’s imperial ideology. 

After all, the American public accepted that entry into the war was based on moral 

principles – to fight for the right of all nations for ‘self-determination’ and protection 

against hostile expansionist powers. Such an ideology was understandably difficult to 

reconcile with British imperialism. Several organisations within both Britain and 

America, however, attempted such an ideological reconciliation during the war. 

America’s Office of War Information (OWI) released a document in 1942 which it 

hoped would influence Hollywood’s representation of America’s allies. Hollywood 

images were deemed particularly important due to the popularity of Hollywood films 

with the British public. Hollywood had a long established tradition of creating its own 

brand of ‘British films’ – films echoing British genres, adapted from British literature 

and telling British stories – and, after America’s entry into the war, both the American 

OWI and the MOI were concerned about the messages they relayed to both American 

and overseas audiences. H. Mark Glancy wrote that ‘many “British” films emphasised 

the wrong aspects of Britain … [and] became a major source of contention between the 

propagandists and the Hollywood studios’.196 Of particular concern to the OWI, noted 

Glancy, was the portrayal of the Britain of empire and class.197  

 

The American public, which expressed its opinion in surveys conducted by the OWI, 

frowned upon several aspects of British national characteristics and institutions, 
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including British imperialism.198 These OWI surveys also explicitly revealed the extent 

to which the American public embraced the view that entry into the war was based on 

moral principles – ‘70 per cent of Americans thought the United States was fighting for 

“freedom, democracy and the defeat of totalitarianism”’199 – whereas 60 per cent 

believed Britain was fighting for ‘selfish reasons’. Glancy cited statistics which 

indicated that 22 per cent of those Americans who attributed selfish motivations to 

Britain believed its involvement was on grounds of ‘the defence of her Empire’, and 15 

per cent believed Britain fought for reasons of ‘Imperialism/world power’.200 Cinematic 

representations of Britain’s Empire were therefore an area of great interest to those 

bodies attempting to promote popular American support for Britain. One example noted 

by Glancy was the case of the re-release of Gunga Din (1939). Although Rudyard 

Kipling – Britain’s celebrated national literary figure – wrote the story on which the 

film was loosely based, it was described as a film that ‘hardly squares with the notion 

that Britain is fighting the battle of all democratic peoples’.201 As Glancy noted: ‘In the 

midst of a “people’s war”, it … [seemed], there was no place for Kipling and his view 

of the British Empire’.202   

 

Despite the efforts of the OWI to encourage Hollywood to abandon ‘Empire’ films 

completely in order to prevent further negative American public opinion regarding 

British imperialism, the efforts of the OWI were unable to reassure Britain’s leaders. 

Discussions regarding the postwar ordering of the world had begun almost immediately 

upon America’s entry into the war. Indeed, considerations of the postwar balance of 

power often influenced the movement of troops and it is interesting to note that such 

concerns were not limited to the perceived Soviet threat: 

 
London … [anticipated] serious difficulties when the time came for 
colonial areas liberated by US troops to be returned to European 
metropolitan powers. … British officials suspected … [the American 
home attitude] could be so negative that those possessions might, in 
fact, not be handed back.203 
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Such fears are believed to have added considerable urgency to the deployment of forces 

into the Pacific.204 Despite several key points of conflicting interests in addition to 

Britain’s possession of colonial territories – Ryan noted the hostilities over Britain’s 

Middle Eastern oil and the civil aviation market205 – political manoeuvring by Churchill 

and the Coalition government to maintain Britain’s status as a major power in world 

affairs primarily concerned the development of close ties with America. The desire for 

Anglo-American alliance – continued by the Labour Government especially with 

growing international crises such as those in Greece and Poland – involved paying 

considerable attention to improving the American public’s opinion of Britain’s imperial 

role. Britain’s contribution to the ‘special relationship’ with the United States – 

frequently referred to in wartime Mass-Observation (M-O) surveys in terms of a family 

bond between the two nations – was largely based on Britain’s ‘knowledge, experience, 

and influence’206 in world affairs. Britain’s imperial role was deemed fundamental to 

the determination of its status in the postwar world – a world Churchill and his Ministry 

of Defence knew would be significantly reordered. In addition to being perceived as an 

important economic factor in Britain’s wellbeing,207 Britain’s acquisition of an empire 

spanning the globe was a demonstration of its leadership credentials and status as a 

‘virtuous imperial power’.208 Ryan wryly observed that – in the face of America’s 

burgeoning ‘national ego’ – the real challenge was to convince America of Britain’s 

value.209  

 

Colonial affairs – from Whitehall’s perspective – were not foreign affairs at all, but the 

degree to which this opinion was shared by Britain’s public at large is a matter of 

contention. Duff Cooper, former head of the MOI, announced in his 1942 Empire Day 

radio broadcast that ‘it was not our statesmen who made our empire – it was the 

common people – or I would rather say the very uncommon people of our land.’210 How 

was Britain’s imperial role understood by the British people: were Britain’s ‘common 

people’ keen to maintain the British Empire in the postwar world? Perhaps one of the 
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most influential factors informing how the general public viewed Britain’s imperial role 

was the postwar economic circumstance. The continuation of austerity measures despite 

Britain’s victory over the Axis powers – coupled with a strong popular drive to see the 

implementation of a ‘brave new world’ in postwar British society – caused considerable 

debate regarding British commitments to its colonies and the Commonwealth nations. 

Defence spending was a matter of contention within Clement Attlee’s Labour 

government. As noted by David Childs: ‘[o]rdinary people could not understand that a 

winning power, at the head of a great empire, apparently second only to the United 

States in influence, could be destitute.’211 International responsibilities, it would seem, 

were hard to sell to the British people when it was difficult to buy bread at home. The 

matter of continued austerity measures – with rationing of some goods actually 

dropping below wartime levels – was actively criticised by Communists and 

Conservatives alike. 

 

Childs emphasised the difficulty of evaluating what Britain’s Empire meant for the 

masses but he considered it ‘difficult for anyone who has come to maturity since 1945 

fully to appreciate what the Indian Empire meant for the great majority of the politically 

aware in Great Britain.’212 Movements towards self rule for India had been growing for 

many years – certainly after 1918 and even resulting in Sir Stafford Cripps being sent to 

India in 1942 to offer the Indians Dominion status (to be implemented at the end of the 

war) – and yet the terms of British withdrawal were still fiercely debated in the postwar 

period. Hugh Dalton, Chancellor of the Exchequer under Attlee, declared in his 1962 

account, High Tide and After:  

 
I don’t believe that one person in a hundred thousand in this country 
cares tuppence about it [British withdrawal from India], so long as 
British people are not being mauled about out there.213  

 

Childs comes down on the side of historical consensus with his observation that ‘no 

doubt … [Dalton] was right’.214 Was Britain’s postwar public indeed so apathetic about 

the changing nature of its imperial and world role? And, if so, does this signify that 
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postwar conceptions of Britishness were constructed internally rather than through a 

dialogue between British nationalism and British imperialism?  

 

One line of historical understanding contends that British social history cannot be 

explained without studying the history of British imperialism.215 Does this apply equally 

to examinations of British national identity? Can the British ‘self’ be defined without 

considering the presence of an imperial ‘other’? A key figure in the debate, John 

MacKenzie, clearly believed not. His study aimed to  

 
explore the centripetal effects of Empire, in creating for the British a 
world view which was central to their perceptions of themselves. 
Even if they knew little and cared less about imperial philosophies or 
colonial territories, nonetheless imperial status set them apart, and 
united a set of national ideas which coalesced in the last three 
decades of the nineteenth century.216 

 

MacKenzie emphasised the ideological importance of Empire to constructions of 

Britishness and described how the imperial idea even ‘outlived the passing of the 

empire itself’.217 This study seeks to explore the notion of the imperial idea in what has 

been popularly termed a ‘period of transition’ – defined by the Institute of 

Contemporary British History as the period from the end of the Second World War until 

1970,218 although the concern of this study only extends to the late 1950s.  

 

Conventional historical opinion, claimed MacKenzie, held that the British ‘were 

indifferent to imperialism’ and that by the end of the First World War ‘all residual 

imperial sentiment had been destroyed’.219 MacKenzie’s study of a diverse range of 

propaganda tools from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century sought 

to challenge such assumptions. As MacKenzie stated:        

 
[Many historians] have invariably seized upon the all too convenient 
means of winding up with the bald suggestion that after the First 
World War imperialism was discredited and lost much of its popular 
edge. Historians who have dominated the inter-war period, 
themselves often intellectually influenced by the ideas of the 1920s 
and ‘30s, have discounted imperialism as having any significance for 
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the public at large. Indeed, the public are alleged to have viewed 
Empire with the greatest indifference.220   
 

MacKenzie offered an impressive array of cultural proof – in the form of advertising 

and packaging; postcards; exhibitions; and school books, to name but a few – for his 

belief that an imperial ideology in popular consciousness existed after the First World 

War. Indeed, he even described imperialism (and its associated traits)221 as a ‘core 

ideology in British society between the 1880s and 1950s’.222 Historical debate over the 

role of imperialism in understandings of British nationalism forms a key conceptual 

context for the filmic case studies that follow. 

 

This chapter has touched upon the many conflicted – and hotly debated – facets of 

British national identity, and has sought to emphasise the diversity within imaginings of 

‘Britishness’ in the postwar period. ‘Britishness’ was not a homogeneous identity, to 

which all citizens alike subscribed, but was rather a tapestry of interwoven and 

interrelated identities. A national ‘self’ was transacted by social and political identities 

founded on regionalism, class, race, and gender: the ‘other’ was subsequently composed 

of both ‘insiders within’ and ‘enemies without’. Conflicted voices competed for the 

power to speak for the nation, and myths of the war experience were the language in 

which this struggle for hegemony was often expressed. Voices, however, cannot be 

heard in a vacuum: a cultural medium is required for the transference of national 

symbols to a mass community. The cinema, particularly in the immediate postwar 

period, was a powerful cultural vehicle for the imaginative reordering and ideological 

reconstruction of the postwar British nation. From an appreciation of the fluidity of 

national identity in the postwar socio-political context, we can now turn to the topic of 

the economic determinants of the industry that both created and conveyed products of 

the national imagination – Britain’s national cinema.   

                                                 
220 Ibid., p.9. 
221 MacKenzie also noted the continuation into the 1950s of traits associated with imperialism – a 
‘reverence for royalty and other elements of established authority, its racial ideas, its national 
complacency and conceit’, Ibid., p.11.  
222 Ibid. 
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Chapter Two 

 

British Cinema: Building an Industry, Building a Nation? 

 

It would be well not to emphasize too heavily the English origin of the film, since it 

should be found entertaining. 

Aaronson Shorts, ‘Night and Day (Gaumont-
British): Comedy with Music’, Motion Picture 

Herald, New York, 10 June 1933, p.41, B45, The 
Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, 
BFI, London. 

 

If culture is the battleground for identity, cinema is a powerful weapon in the 

ideological arsenal of the nation. National symbols and the ‘flights of essentialist 

impressionism’1 that contribute to shared imaginings of the national ‘self’ and ‘other’ 

are anchored by its context of creation. Ideological borders of the nation, however, are 

not demarcated as clearly as its physical borders. Issues of exteriority – such as 

Hollywood’s threat to Britain’s cultural durability, and Britain’s desire to extend its 

sphere of cultural influence into the Empire, for both economic and political reasons – 

must be reconciled within any understanding of Britain’s cinema as a ‘national’ cinema. 

Britain’s film industry was ‘nationalised’ by state intervention, but also operated within 

a transnational context. Although the focus of this study is on the period from the end of 

the Second World War until the late 1950s – a period interpreted as ‘acutely predicated 

on funding crisis and Government intervention’2 – the economic parameters of film 

culture at this historical juncture must be situated within Britain’s long practice of state 

intervention. A history of the enduring vulnerability of the British cinema, which 

resulted in the postwar necessity of both government and foreign investment, provides a 

context for debates regarding the existence – and nature – of a distinctive national film 

culture in Britain. Could the British cinema capture the ‘home’ market and become 

‘national’ by being international? And to what degree did critical understandings of a 

‘national’ cinema privilege a specific type of film? A survey of contemporary opinion – 

from the public, members of the industry, and critical establishment – will reveal that, 

like national identity, interpretations of Britain’s national cinema are both contested and 

fluid.  

                                                 
1 Geoffrey Cubitt, ‘Introduction’, in Geoffrey Cubitt (ed.), Imagining Nations, Manchester University 
Press, Manchester, 1998, p.5. 
2 Sue Harper and Vincent Porter, British Cinema of the 1950s: The Decline of Deference, Oxford  
University Press, Oxford, 2003, p.3. 
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Just as the concept of the ‘nation’ has long been the dominant organising principle of 

historical studies, it has also formed the foundation for film studies:  

 
We all do it: in discussing films, sooner or later we all refer to 
national origin. We cannot easily get away from the idea of national 
characteristics and ascribe them as readily to the works of art and 
industry, as most films are, as we do to individuals.3  

 

Conceptualising films in terms of the national bodies of their production and 

consumption in many ways led to contextual studies of the national industry itself – 

British cinema history. Edited collections by Charles Barr;4 James Curran and Vincent 

Porter;5 and the works of Rachael Low (and Roger Manvell),6 Robert Murphy,7 Jeffrey 

Richards and Anthony Aldgate,8 are among the best-known texts that explore the 

history of modern British cinema. Similarly, historical accounts of censorship,9 state 

protectionism,10 distribution,11 cinema attendance and audience response12 are all topics 

which lend themselves to organisation and analysis along national lines. The traditional 

methodology of literary studies – identifying and studying a culture’s ‘great works’ – as 

                                                 
3 Laurence Kardish, ‘Michael Balcon and the Idea of a National Cinema’, in Geoff Brown and Laurence 
Kardish (eds), Michael Balcon: The Pursuit of British Cinema, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
1984, p.43. 
4 See Charles Barr (ed.), All Our Yesterdays: 90 Years of British Cinema, BFI, London, 1986.  
5 See James Curran and Vincent Porter (eds), British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 
1983.  
6 Rachael Low produced an enormous body of work on British cinema history from the 1890s to 1930s in 
a series initiated by the British Film Institute. Collaborating with Roger Manvell for the first volume in 
the series, The History of the British Film 1896-1906, Allen and Unwin, London, 1948, Rachael Low then 
went on to write: The History of the British Film 1906-1914, Allen and Unwin, London, 1949; The 

History of the British Film 1914-1918, Allen and Unwin, London, 1950; The History of the British Film 

1918-1929, Allen and Unwin, London, 1971; Film Making in 1930s Britain, Allen and Unwin, London, 
1985; and The History of the British Film, Routledge, London, 1997. 
7 See Robert Murphy, Realism and Tinsel: Cinema and Society in Britain 1939-1948, Routledge, London, 
1989. 
8 See Jeffrey Richards, The Age of the Dream Palace: Cinema and Society in Britain 1930-1939, 
Routledge, London, 1984; Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Best of British: Cinema and Society 

1930-1970, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1983. 
9 For an analysis of censorship and the British industry see James C. Robertson, The British Board of 

Film Censors: Film Censorship in Britain 1896-1950, Croom Helm, London, 1985; and The Hidden 

Cinema: British Film Censorship in Action, 1913-1972, Routledge, London, 1989. 
10 For a comprehensive examination of government measures designed to protect the industry see 
Margaret Dickinson and Sarah Street, Cinema and State: The Film Industry and the British Government 

1927-1984, BFI, London, 1985.  
11 Many accounts of the influential distribution (and production) networks in Britain have been published. 
Tom Ryall described J. Arthur Rank as ‘[one of] the dominant figures in British cinema during the 1940s 
and 1950s’. Tom Ryall, ‘Popular British Cinema: Part Three’, Close Up: The Electronic Journal of 

British Cinema, 1990, p.2. http://www.shu.ac.uk/services/lc/closeup/ryall.htm, downloaded 5 September 
2001. For an account of the Rank Organisation’s attempt on the American market in the mid-1940s see 
Robert Murphy, ‘Rank’s Attempt on the American Market’, in James Curran and Vincent Porter (eds), 
British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1983.  
12 British cinema and its audiences has been addressed recently by Sue Harper, ‘Cinema Audience Tastes 
in 1950s Britain’, Journal of Popular British Cinema, vol.2, 1999, pp.66-82. See also Roger Manvell, The 

Film and the Public, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1955; and J. P. Mayer, British Cinemas and their 

Audiences, Dennis Dobson, London, 1948.      
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well as encouraging auteur analysis, also organised cinema in terms of national cultures. 

British filmmakers relevant to this thesis – such as directors David Lean and Michael 

Powell (and Emeric Pressburger), and producer Michael Balcon – have been the focus 

of numerous studies.13  Such accounts have placed critical analysis of British ‘authors’ 

in their political, cultural and social contexts.  

 

Histories of production and distribution companies, such as Ealing Studios, have also 

emphasised the development of nationally specific genres and styles.14 In a description 

of national cinema defined in terms of representation, Andrew Higson noted that ‘the 

processes of repetition and reiteration which constitute a genre can be highly productive 

in sustaining a cultural identity.’15 Higson also argued that the documentary-realist style 

has in the ‘orthodox history’ of the British cinema been interpreted by both film 

historians and Britain’s critical establishment as one of Britain’s defining cinematic 

forms.16 Critical analyses of these ‘representational’ aspects of cinematic texts have 

dominated the past decade of cinema studies.17 Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie, in a 

stimulating collection on national cinema theory, argued that film studies in the 1970s 

and 1980s saw the traditional methodology of history and literary disciplines give way 

to the  

 
influx of semiotics, Lacanian psychoanalysis, structuralism and 
feminism [thereby] problematising notions of the national while 
sustaining national cinema as a descriptive category.18  

 

Competing claims on identity formation explored in the previous chapter – a 

multiplicity of class, gender, race or region – do indeed challenge the notion of the 

national. Yet as the increasing body of academic work on national cinemas 

                                                 
13 Key works on David Lean, Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger, Michael Balcon and various other 
actors and creative personnel will be explored in subsequent chapters. Brian McFarlane has collected an 
impressive body of interviews with members of Britain’s cinema industry; see An Autobiography of 

British Cinema as Told by the Filmmakers and Actors Who Made It, Methuen, London, 1997; and Sixty 

Voices: Celebrities Recall the Golden Age of British Cinema, BFI, London, 1992. 
14 Works on Ealing Studies will be examined in Chapter Four, in the case study of Passport to Pimlico 
(1949). 
15 Andrew Higson, Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1995, p.5. 
16 See Ibid., pp.22-25. The matter of British national cinema and cinematic form will be explored in 
greater detail at a later point in this chapter. 
17 James Chapman identified three key schools of film historiography: film history; empiricist or 
contextual studies; and ‘construction of meaning’ accounts. James Chapman, The British at War: Cinema, 

State and Propaganda, 1939-1945, I. B. Tauris, London, 1998, p.5. It is this third category to which this 
study will contribute.  
18 Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie, ‘Introduction’, in Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie (eds), Cinema 

and Nation, Routledge, London, 2000, p.3.  
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demonstrates – whether French, American, German or Indian – the idea of the nation 

remains the dominant ordering paradigm. Despite radical voices, which have expressed 

‘scepticism about the very possibility of a British cinema at all’,19 accounts of the 

British cinema have proven to be no exception to this trend. 

 

What is the relationship between the category of the nation and the medium of the 

cinema? It is difficult to find a more influential concept in studies of nationalism and 

national identity than Benedict Anderson’s understanding of nations as ‘imagined 

communities’. In this analysis of British cinema and national identity it seems fitting to 

utilise another aspect of Anderson’s work: the notion of print capitalism and its role in 

the spread of nationalist discourses.20 The term ‘celluloid capitalism’ may be coined to 

express the application of Anderson’s idea of print capitalism to the context of 

twentieth-century Britain where cinema texts often informed popular conceptions of the 

national community. Indeed, Anderson’s examination of the decline of Latin and the 

growth of vernacular languages in the publication industry – and of a corresponding 

‘popular linguistic-nationalism’21 – may be paralleled to the emergence, in the 1920s, of 

the cinematic ‘talkies’. The nationally specific spoken vernaculars of talking films, 

superficially at least, mirror the emergence of nationally specific printed (and 

administrative) languages. Certainly, some measure of national specificity did occur 

with the development of sound technology. For example, American studies of the 

British cinema attributed a growth of the British farce genre to the coming of sound. 

The report noted that ‘[f]arce is a form of humour more appreciated on its native heath 

than elsewhere.’22 One year later Bruce Woolfe, producer of British International Films, 

similarly argued:  

 

                                                 
19 Tom Ryall, ‘Popular British Cinema: Part One’, Close Up: The Electronic Journal of British Cinema, 
1990, p.2. http://www.shu.ac.uk/services/lc/closeup/ryall.htm, downloaded 5 September 2001. Dickinson 
and Street also alluded to doubts about the ‘Britishness’ of the British industry, citing the fears which 
arose each time the sale of Gaumont-British shares to America’s Fox and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) 
was proposed. Dickinson and Street, Cinema and State, p.59.  
20 Anderson noted that the book-publishing boom of the sixteenth century provided a means by which 
large numbers of people, across national borders, could ‘think about themselves, and to relate to others’, 
and thus created ‘monoglot mass reading publics’.  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 

Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, London, 1983, p.40, 46. 
21 Ibid., p.45. 
22 U.S. Department of Commerce reports, 1931, p.8, cited by Sarah Street, ‘British Film and the National 
Interest, 1927-39’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), The British Cinema Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, 
originally published 1997, p.30. 
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[S]ince the advent of the talking pictures a definite national 
consciousness has been awakened. Nowadays British people want to 
see British talking pictures in preference to foreign ones.23  

 

Sarah Street also acknowledged that,  

 
[i]n terms of Britishness, sound films were immediate signifiers of 
national identity through speech and recurring representation … 
dominant genres were historical/costume; empire; comedy; musicals 
(musical comedies); [and] melodramas.24  

 

 

Many reasons, however, may be offered for reaching the conclusion that the cinema 

continued to transcend national boundaries – from the ever-present context of 

transnational financing and distribution (the dominant position of Hollywood is cited 

almost exclusively in many accounts), to the use of language-dubbing and subtitles.25 

The international character of the film industry, argued Michael Chanan, was 

established from the very beginning. He noted that 

 
from the outset there were companies which operated in foreign 
territories … Such international cross-links grew and multiplied over 
the years at a steady rhythm, ending with markets across the world 
being carved up among the biggest competitors.26  

 

Although useful, the concept of ‘national cinema’ cannot be applied without critical 

clarification. In a recent reconsideration of his previous stance, Higson offered this 

summary of his work:  

 
[Formerly] I suggested that national cinemas were the product of a 
tension between ‘home’ and ‘away’, between the identification of the 
homely and the assumption that it is quite distinct from what happens 
elsewhere … On the one hand, a national cinema seems to look 
inward, reflecting on the nation itself, on its past, present and future, 

                                                 
23 ‘Putting Britain on the Screen. Part of a Discussion between British Film Producers and their Critics’, 
The Listener, 13 July 1932, pp.55-56, B47, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, 
London. (The speakers were Michael Balcon, Producer of Gaumont British; Bruce Woolfe, Producer of 
British International Films; C. A. Lejeune, Film Critic of ‘The Observer’; and William Foss, Film Critic 
of ‘The Morning Post’.) 
24 Sarah Street, British National Cinema, Routledge, London, 1997, p.39. 
25 The refusal of the British to consider an Italian offer after the war to work together to promote 
European rather than American film imports was attributed by Dickinson and Street to ‘cultural 
chauvinism’ and an assumption that dubbed films were not commercially viable in the British market. 
Such an assumption ‘had never been tested, and there was some counter-evidence in that dubbed 
American films played to mass audiences in many parts of the world.’ Dickinson and Street, Cinema and 

State, p.183.   
26 Michael Chanan, ‘The Emergence of an Industry’, in James Curran and Vincent Porter (eds), British 

Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1983, p.44. 
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its cultural heritage, its indigenous traditions, its sense of common 
identity and continuity. On the other hand, a national cinema seems 
to look out across its borders, asserting its difference from other 
national cinemas, proclaiming its sense of otherness.27 

 

Both Higson and Philip Schlesinger questioned how far the boundaries of national 

cinemas correlate with popular understandings of national identity. Contextualising the 

debates between film theorists within sociological understandings of social 

communication theory, Schlesinger argued that an ‘internalist’ concern with how the 

‘production, circulation and consumption of the moving image is constitutive of the 

national collectivity’28 must also take into account issues of ‘exteriority’ such as 

Hollywood’s cultural hegemony. Higson, on the other hand, wrote in terms of a struggle 

between popular feelings of national collectivity, social coherence and a sense of 

belonging and popular experiences of ‘diaspora, dislocation and de-centredness.’29 

Whether described in terms of ‘exteriority’ or ‘diaspora’, both positions emphasise that 

understandings of ‘national cinemas’ must accept that ideological borders of the nation 

are not clearly demarcated.30 Ian Jarvie succinctly summarised the crux of current 

debate with his announcement that ‘[i]f it were ever reasonable to take … [the category 

of the nation-state] for granted, it is no longer.’31 Higson argued that the ‘nationalising 

effects of certain discourses and state policies’ must be considered in conjunction with 

the ‘transnational dimensions of production, distribution and reception’.32 The extent to 

which legislative controls over Britain’s film industry were, in fact, responses to 

external stimuli will firstly be explored within the context of American dominance of 

Britain’s ‘home’ market, and secondly as an attempt to secure economic and ideological 

benefits from the Empire.  

 

Film historians have argued that British film production was crippled from the start by 

the failure of the City to introduce financial capital into the industry to a similar degree 

                                                 
27 Andrew Higson, ‘The Limiting Imagination of National Cinema’, in Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie 
(eds), Cinema and Nation, Routledge, London, 2000, p.67. See also Andrew Higson, ‘National Cinemas, 
International Markets, Cross-Cultural Identities’, in Ib Bondebjerg (ed.), Moving Images, Culture and the 

Mind, University of Luton Press, Luton, 2000; and ‘The Instability of the National’, in Justine Ashby and 
Andrew Higson (eds), British Cinema: Past and Present, Routledge, London, 2000. 
28 Philip Schlesinger, ‘The Sociological Scope of “National Cinema”’, in Mette Hjort and Scott 
MacKenzie (eds), Cinema and Nation, Routledge, London, 2000, p.24. 
29 Higson, ‘The Limiting Imagination’, p.65.  
30 To engage further in the debate over national cinemas from a theoretical perspective see the collection 
of essays edited by Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie, particularly Part II; Hjort and MacKenzie (eds), 
Cinema and Nation.  
31 Ian Jarvie, ‘National Cinema: A Theoretical Assessment’, in Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie (eds), 
Cinema and Nation, Routledge, London, 2000, p.76.  
32 Andrew Higson paraphrased by Hjort and MacKenzie, ‘Introduction’, p.7. 
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as their peers on Wall Street. Such apathy meant that the ‘British film production 

industry rapidly lost ground, in its own market, to its North American counterpart.’33 

The advent of spoken language within the cinema afforded a degree of natural 

protection to the ‘territorialized’34 cinema industries of those non-English speaking 

nations already concerned about American competition.35 In conjunction with 

legislation aimed at the protection of their industries, France and Germany, for example, 

enjoyed a national cultural specificity not easily obtained by Britain, despite the British 

government’s instigation of similar measures. To account for the inability of the 

cinematic medium to establish a national imagining of a similar order to the eighteenth 

century novel or newspaper,36 particularly in the case of Britain, one must consider the 

early-established dominance of the American film industry. Street voiced an orthodox 

understanding of the British case when she noted that ‘Hollywood ascendancy is 

particularly significant in the British context.’37 To extend the analogy of celluloid 

capitalism: Hollywood became the new ‘Latin’.   

 

It is commonly understood that an American consolidation of power in the international 

market took place around the time of the First World War.38 In terms of film product, 

British cinemas screened approximately 15 per cent British, 40 per cent French, 30 per 

cent American and 10 per cent Italian films in 1909. By 1914, the American share of the 

British market had doubled.39 Although the First World War certainly curtailed film 

production in Europe, it was not the only factor which allowed American interests to 

flourish. Rachael Low dismissed the myth that the ‘British led the world until 1914 and 

lost their lead through no fault of their own’, and instead argued that both the 

commercial and artistic inferiority of the British were factors in their decline.40 Chanan 

                                                 
33 Chanan, ‘The Emergence of An Industry’, p.41. In a discussion of the early years of the cinema, 
Chanan also stated that ‘[i]n every country the problem of the expansion of the market was necessarily 
solved by the internationalization of the film trade.’ Michael Chanan, The Dream that Kicks: The 

Prehistory and Early Years of Cinema in Britain, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1980, p.237.  
34 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p.25. 
35 Simon Hartog stated that the dilemma of whether to focus on films for the national market or to aim for 
the international (understood as American) market was particularly problematic with the coming of sound 
and the common language problem; Simon Hartog, ‘State Protection of a Beleaguered Industry’, in James 
Curran and Vincent Porter (eds), British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1983, 
pp.66-67.   
36 See Anderson, Imagined Communities, pp.30-40. 
37 Street, British National Cinema, p.2. 
38 Historical opinion differs over exactly when American interests in the British market were 
consolidated. Sarah Street, for example, argued that America was a key component in the British market 
prior to the First World War and that the war ‘merely consolidated that hegemonic position.’ Street, 
British National Cinema, p.6.  
39 Chanan, ‘The Emergence of an Industry’, p.49.  
40 Low, The History of the British Film 1906-14, p.133. 
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cited the early-established American practice of ‘vertical integration’41 and the 

marketing methods of American distributors42 as paramount factors in their successful 

offensive into foreign markets. Chanan noted that, even prior to the First World War, 

America was the one country that could produce enough films to satisfy its own market. 

Such self-sufficiency effectively excluded European films from America.43 The 

McKenna Duties – British taxes introduced in 1915 which applied to films and other 

‘luxury’ goods – are also blamed for hastening the decline of Britain’s cinema 

industry.44 Whatever reasons politicians and industry personnel gave for Britain’s poor 

performance, vigorous calls were voiced for state action on behalf of the British 

industry – from British producers in particular. Appeals to the public, in the name of 

patriotism, to support British films rather than their American counterparts were not 

uncommon after the First World War; the establishment of special British Film Weeks 

were motivated by this very factor. Kenton Bamford acknowledged that ‘[f]rom the end 

of the First World War British audiences were encouraged, with almost evangelical 

fervour, to believe that ‘British is Best’, that if they took the time to watch British films 

they would be convinced of the error of their ways and shift their support to British 

productions.’45 Pleas to audiences alone, however, were unsuccessful in fighting the 

1920s tide of increasing American domination. 

 

‘Black November’ – a period in 1924 when not a single British film went into 

production – was considered a low-point in the history of the British cinema industry.46 

With such conditions the industry’s attention soon shifted from the public to policy-

makers. Although there had been sporadic calls for government action both before and 

after the First World War, it was not until 1925 that debates over the matter gathered 

                                                 
41 ‘Vertical integration’ refers to the vertical organization of production, distribution and exhibition in the 
cinema industry. See Street and Dickinson for further information on the organization of the American 
industry; Street and Dickinson, Cinema and State, pp.9-12.  
42 The size of the American market meant that production costs could be predominantly recovered by 
exhibition in the home market alone. Undercutting British producers in the British market, as well as 
practices such as ‘advance-‘, ‘block-’ and ‘blind-booking’ (whereby an exhibitor wanting to hire a 
popular film could only do so if they agreed to take additional unseen, and often yet unmade, films) 
meant that by the late 1920s America had a strangle-hold on the British market.    
43 See Chanan, The Dream that Kicks, p.242. 
44 For an examination of British economic policy and its impact on the cinema industry see Dickinson and 
Street, Cinema and State. The subject of the McKenna Duties is addressed on pp.6-8. 
45 Kenton Bamford, Distorted Image: British National Identity and Film in the 1920s, I. B. Tauris, 
London, 1999, p.xi. 
46 Jon Burrows offered an interesting perspective on what he described as the ‘so-called British Film 
Slump’, and argued that ‘[i]t might, therefore be more appropriate to view the supposed great British Film 
Slump less as the industry’s self-inflicted death knell than its own (surreptitious) self-help campaign.’ Jon 
Burrows, ‘Big Studio Production in the Pre-Quota Years’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), The British Cinema 

Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, p.25.  
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momentum.47 The resulting Cinematograph Films Act of 1927 is considered by some to 

have been a turning point in the establishment of a British national industry. Hartog 

went so far as to assert that the ‘1927 Act and its successors saved British production 

from probable extinction and also played a major part in forming its character.’48 The 

‘Quota Act’, as the Cinematograph Films Act became known, was designed to ensure 

that a percentage quota of films shown in British cinemas were ‘British films’. A British 

film, decreed parliament, 

 
must have been made by a British subject or a British-controlled 
company; studio scenes must be photographed in a studio in the 
British Empire; the author of the scenario or of the original work 
must be a British subject and at least 75% of salaries would be paid 
to British subjects.49       

 

The quota was initially set at 5 per cent for exhibitors (the quota for renters’ was 7.5 per 

cent in order to allow for a choice of selection) and was to rise to 20 per cent by 1936. 

Although the industry experienced a production and investment boom, many have 

questioned whether quantity came at the expense of quality. One 1929 commentator 

voiced his disgust in no uncertain terms: 

 
[h]alf of the British directors who have made films this year ought 
never to be allowed in studios again. Half the studios that have been 
used this year should be scrapped forthwith and half the heads of 
production firms should gracefully retire from a business to which 
their proved incompetence is a menace.50   
 

‘Quota quickies’ – inexpensive films produced to satisfy the terms of the quota – as the 

aforementioned quote demonstrates, have been considered by Britain’s critical 

establishment to be a scourge on the industry.51 

                                                 
47 Hartog, ‘State Protection’, p.59. For further details about the period from 1925 to the initiation of the 
Act of 1927, see Hartog, ‘State Protection’, pp.60-63. 
48 Ibid., p.59. 
49 Official source not cited, Amy Sargeant, ‘Marking Out the Territory: Aspects of British Cinema’, in Jill 
Nelmes (ed.), An Introduction to Film Studies, third edition, Routledge, London, 2003, originally 
published 1996, pp.324-325. 
50 P. L. Mannock, Kinematograph Weekly, 3 January 1929, p.50, cited by Robert Murphy, ‘Introduction: 
British Cinema Saved – British Cinema Doomed’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), The British Cinema Book, 
second edition, BFI, London, 2001, originally published 1997, p.2.   
51 Such a view on quota films is reconsidered in Lawrence Napper, ‘A Despicable Tradition? Quota-
Quickies in the 1930s’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), The British Cinema Book, second edition, BFI, London, 
2001, originally published 1997, pp.45-52. Linda Wood also refuted the commonly held assumption that 
all American companies producing films in Britain to obey the letter of the Quota Act did so with no 
concern for quality. Although Wood acknowledged that only a small percentage of American-produced 
films fell outside the low-cost category, she did note that a 1933 Board of Trade inquiry claimed that 45 
per cent of pictures handled by US distributors rated as ‘good programme pictures’ on an ‘entertainment 
scale’. In the face of a rise in British funding of the industry after the Act, Wood also noted that American 
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The 1927 Quota Act and its successors are deemed to have had many positive far-

reaching effects on the national film industry: increased optimism generated capital, 

which allowed the industry to convert to sound;52 breathing space from American 

competition encouraged the establishment of vertically integrated companies (along 

American lines);53 and the boom in production fostered a new generation of talent 

within the industry.54 Balcon reported encouragingly on the ‘Increasing Kudos of 

British Films over USA’ after the Act had been in place for several years. Balcon 

boasted that 

 
[t]wo years ago the cinema proprietor with a British film to show 
concealed the fact that it was British. Today he does not conceal the 
fact: he advertises it. That is the difference that two years has made in 
the world of British films. Here is a fact that will prove to you that 
the British film has come into its own. Among the activities of the 
Gaumont British Corporation is the renting and distributing of 
pictures. Two years ago the pictures which with its subsidiaries it 
distributed were predominantly American. Today they are 90% 
British. And the Gaumont British Corporation is a business house, 
not a charity. It distributes British films rather than American films 
for one reason and one reason only, that British films now represent 
the sounder commercial proposition. Our American friends seem 
sometime to believe that the British film industry is an artificial 
product depending entirely on quota legislation … British films today 
have gone far beyond the horizon of the Quota, and though the 
legislation may still exist on the Statute Book, the industry is now 
standing on its own legs.55  

 

                                                                                                                                               
companies (MGM is specifically mentioned) adopted a new strategy and were committed to making 
quality British films. See Linda Wood, ‘Low-Budget British Films in the 1930s’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), 
The British Cinema Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, originally published 1997, pp.53-59.   
52 Jon Burrows argued that the Quota Act resulted in ‘unprecedented City confidence in the industry’ 
which allowed the industry to expand rapidly. Burrows, ‘Big Studio Production’, p.20. 
53 Many new production companies were established in the wake of the 1927 Act. Of particular note were 
the two powerful combines: Gaumont-British (GBPC, established 1927) and the Associated British 
Picture Corporation (ABPC, established in 1928 but known as British International Pictures until 1933). 
According to Street and Dickinson, ‘Vertical integration had not developed before 1927 because British 
production was not strong enough to supply a large cinema-circuit.’ Street and Dickinson, Cinema and 

State, p.35. Tom Ryall argued that the Act was directly responsible for the emergence of a ‘studio system’ 
along Hollywood lines. See Tom Ryall, ‘A British Studio System: The Associated British Picture 
Corporation and the Gaumont-British Picture Corporation in the 1930s’, in Murphy (ed.), The British 

Cinema Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, originally published 1997, p.35. Hartog even described 
the creation of British film combines as an unlisted ‘objective’ of the 1927 Act; Hartog, ‘State 
Protection’, p.65. 
54 See Street and Dickinson, Cinema and State, pp.34-52 for further examination of the results of 
protection on the industry. Linda Wood described the 1930s as an ‘apprenticeship which made possible 
the flowering of British production in the Forties.’ Linda Wood, ‘Introduction’, in Linda Wood (ed.), 
British Films 1927-1939, British Film Institute Library Services, London, 1986, p.6.  
55 ‘Report on Increasing Kudos of British films over USA’, undated (1931?), A60, The Aileen and 
Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
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Ironically, the nationality of Britain’s national film giant Gaumont-British Picture 

Corporation (GBPC) came under fire in the 1930s. Driven by the need for capital to 

introduce sound technology to Gaumont-British studios and cinemas, its owner Isidore 

Ostrer retained control of the company but sold a majority share to an American, 

William Fox.56  

 

Despite the Act’s success in stimulating the industry – and the resultant high hopes for 

British production – American control of the market continued to concern both 

politicians and producers alike. A 1933 newspaper article pointed out that: 

 
England has its wary eye upon the Hollywood picture product. 
English capitalists are tired of watching Hollywood scoop millions of 
pounds from the English public while they stand by, seemingly 
helpless. The challenge is a real one. Next to the United States, 
England and its provinces are the largest and most enthusiastic 
picture market in the world. John Bull is determined that Hollywood 
shall not continue to supply the product and reap the profits from 
what he considers his rightful inheritance.57 

 

A crisis in film finance in the late 1930s motivated calls for further government 

involvement in the business – particularly proposals for a state-sponsored Film Bank. 

The recommendation for a Film Bank was made by the Moyne Committee, a body 

established by the Board of Trade in 1936 to consider amendments to the pending 

renewal of the Quota Act.58 Evidence gathered by the Committee demonstrated that 

Britain’s film industry was constructed on an unstable foundation of high-interest bank 

loans underwritten by insurance companies. Such arrangements, it was feared, enabled 

opportunities for foreign control and were deemed ‘an impediment to the industry’s 

continued and satisfactory expansion.’59 In 1937 the Bank of England undertook its own 

enquiry into film industry financing. Evidence obtained in the secret study, however, 

was unable to overcome the Bank’s prejudice towards non-intervention and the Board 

of Trade turned instead to Hollywood to finance British films. Ready investments from 

                                                 
56 Hartog, ‘State Protection’, p.66. 
57 Ruth Biery and Eleanor Packer, ‘England Challenges Hollywood’, The Saturday Evening Post, 29 July 
1933, pp.12-13, B45, clipping contained in The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, 
London.  
58 See Dickinson and Street, Cinema and State, pp.53-75.   
59 Report of the Committee on Cinematograph Films, London, HMSO, 1936. Cmd. 5320, p.37, cited by 
Dickinson and Street, Cinema and State, p.62. 
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the highly capitalised American industry in conjunction with the promise of advances 

into the American market saw burgeoning Anglo-American production ventures.60  

 

The perceived desirability of American involvement in the industry at this time was 

reflected in the extent of Anglo-American discussions preceding the renewal of the 

Films Act. The second Act was passed in 1938 and included a cost test61 and other 

amendments62 negotiated with the Hays Office. In addition to the general success of the 

quota measures and Whitehall’s preference for American rather than state investment in 

the industry, British leniency in setting the terms of the 1938 Act must also be viewed 

as a response to the international political and economic context of the time. Dickinson 

and Street described the negotiations from an American perspective: 

 
Cordell Hull, the American Secretary of State, was anxious not to 
allow the film dispute to jeopardize the trade agreement negotiations 
… He was concerned that the criticisms of his trade agreements 
programme in Congress should not increase, and his hopes for an 
agreement with Britain rested on persuading his colleagues that it 
would reduce tension in Europe, promote multilateral trade and 
dismantle Imperial Preference. Several key areas in the US economy 
were anxious for freer access to British and Imperial markets to keep 
them out of the Depression. Both the Foreign Office and the US State 
Department had an interest, therefore, in not allowing quarrels over 
the film industry to endanger much larger issues.63   

 

Street’s recent work, British Cinema in Documents, adds a further perspective to the 

1930s context of Anglo-American negotiations over British cinema, building upon her 

earlier works and those of film historians Ian Jarvie and H. Mark Glancy.64 Access to 

British government documents previously inaccessible due to the ‘thirty year rule’ – a 

rule which banned access to state documents until thirty years after their creation – 

allowed Street to question whose interests were best served by the revised Act and how 

                                                 
60 Matters of American interests in Britain were particularly crucial to the Americans in the late 1930s due 
to the disruption of their markets in Germany and Italy. The growth of Fascist regimes had dramatically 
impacted on the American export of films to these countries.  
61 The cost test ensured that long films had to have a minimum cost of £1 a foot to a minimum value of 
£7500 a film thereby safeguarding production quality. For further details of the 1938 Act see Street, 
British National Cinema, p.9. 
62 For a commentary on the Films Act review and renewal see Dickinson and Street, Cinema and State, 
pp.53-75.    
63 Sarah Street, ‘The Hays Office and the Defence of the British Market in the 1930s’, to be published in  
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol.5, no.1, 1985, paraphrased by Dickinson and Street, 
Cinema and State, pp.94-95.  
64 Ian Jarvie, ‘National Cinema’; H. Mark Glancy, When Hollywood Loved Britain: The Hollywood 

‘British’ Film 1939-45, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1999. 
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the international context of the pre-war years determined the outcome.65 For example, 

Street reproduced a 1937 telegram from the British Ambassador in Washington, Sir 

Ronald Lindsay, to Foreign Office officials which stated his concern that the 

‘indignation’ of the American industry over the proposed Bill could possibly ‘poison 

the atmosphere for the Trade Agreement negotiations.’66 Street interpreted this 

document as evidence that the Americans desired Anglo-American economic 

cooperation in order to ‘curb fascist expansion by creating a comprehensive trade 

agreements network … [and] to counter isolationist opinion in the States which 

threatened American participation in the fight against fascism.’67 

 

Conditions during the Second World War – credited as they often are with an 

improvement in the quality of British films and a growing demand for the national 

product to be screened in British cinemas68 – also resulted in further concessions to 

American interests. Limits imposed on the remittable income generated by American 

films established early in the war (and only after considerable negotiations with the 

Americans) were sacrificed in the interests of American support for the British war 

effort – both ideological and through policies such as Lend-Lease.69 Most accounts of 

the British industry have emphasised that consideration of American public opinion, 

particularly prior to American entry into the war, largely determined film industry 

policy. According to Dickinson and Street, the British were aware that  

 
a head-on collision would have some unfortunate effects on the 
British propaganda campaign. And the fact that, during these first 
years of war, Hollywood was producing so much pro-British material 
took some of the force out of the argument that the British film 
industry had to be promoted for the sake of projecting the British 
case.70  

                                                 
65 Street listed the archives of the Board of Trade (BT) and the Foreign Office (FO) as key sources of 
primary material for this topic. See Sarah Street, British Cinema in Documents, Routledge, London, 2000, 
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67 Ibid., pp.15-16. 
68 Charles Barr voiced a popular opinion that ‘British cinema came into its own in World War Two’. 
Charles Barr ‘Introduction’, in Charles Barr (ed.), All Our Yesterdays: Ninety Years of British Cinema, 
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World War, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 1986, p.2.    
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the Americans with the issue of blocked funds, by early 1943 (and with British satisfaction with Lend 
Lease negotiations) all restrictions were abolished.  
70 Dickinson and Street, Cinema and State, p.123. 
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The impact of the war on the British cinema has conventionally been described in 

cultural71 rather than commercial terms except in three key respects: official attitudes to 

wartime production (in respect to material and personnel shortages)72; the risk of 

controlling foreign interests due to the ‘monopoly’ situation73 in the film industry (an 

issue which came into prominence almost immediately after America’s entry into the 

war); and the 1947 ‘Dalton duty’ imposed on American films in an attempt to lessen the 

severity and duration of wartime rationing continuing into the postwar era.74 The first 

point, involving state attitudes towards the requisition of studio space, film stocks and 

production staff, was largely resolved by a return to conditions of peace; understandings 

of the ‘national’ nature of the British industry however were greatly affected by both the 

monopoly and duty issues. 

 

Despite increased confidence in the British product and its perceived ability to represent 

the nation, the issue of state protection for the film industry was still firmly on the 

agenda during the discussion of plans for peacetime. A widespread political 

acknowledgement of the cinema’s national importance in times of crises was voiced 

through fears over the monopoly situation and calls for the protection of the industry on 

cultural as well as the previously discussed economic grounds. The closing years of the 

war saw calls for the protection of the British industry from American interests grow in 

both number and volume. The Screenwriters’ Association voiced its opinion on the 

                                                 
71 The influence of the Ministry of Information’s Films Division on the cultural content of wartime 
British films, for example, has been examined by Chapman, The British at War. See also Aldgate and 
Richards, Britain Can Take It. 
72 An interesting perspective on the frustrations of the film industry during the war was voiced by Michael 
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they dish it out to him!”’ Michael Balcon, ‘The British Producer Can Take It. An idea for a five-minute 
propaganda film for home consumption only’, p.5, F51, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special 
Collection, BFI, London.  
73 The ‘monopoly’ situation, although technically concerned with a duopoly, referred to the power of the 
Associated British Picture Corporation and the Rank Organisation in the distribution of films to the 
British market.   
74 One might also include the debates which raged between 1939 and 1941 over renewed calls for a Films 
Bank and independent Films Commission. Despite lengthy discussions no action was taken by the 
government in either respect.   
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monopoly matter and the threat of foreign control of the British cinema in cultural 

terms: 

 
This association wishes once again to draw the attention of the 
Government to the monopoly which the Hollywood film 
industrialists continue to hold over the screens of this country. It is 
equally perturbed at the growing control by Hollywood companies 
over film production in Britain. The films of a country should be a 
medium of national self-expression and culture, but this can only be 
attained by a film industry enjoying internal financial independence. 
So long as the film industry of one nation is tied to the monetary 
apron-strings of another nation, the product of the industry will be 
subject to the thought and direction of that other nation. Since the 
war, through a series of circumstances, British films have acquired a 
greater measure of individuality. We are convinced that the re-entry 
on any considerable scale of Hollywood film companies into the 
field of British film production will tend to retard rather than 
advance this essential native development. We therefore urge the 
Government to give the strongest support and protection to those 
British film products who are not dependent for their finance upon 
Hollywood sources.75 

 

The monopoly debate – in which Balcon actively participated – and the resultant report 

entitled Tendencies to Monopoly in the Cinematograph Industry revealed the concern 

that a monopolistic industry would be unable (or unwilling) to protect itself against 

foreign designs.76 The findings of the committee (often referred to as the Palache 

Report) contained a specific paragraph devoted to the accusation that American 

companies operating in Britain had ‘resorted to monopolistic practices for the purpose 

of strengthening their hold on the British market’.77 Despite reporting that ‘no evidence 

of any substance was submitted … of collusive action of such a character’,78 the report 

did emphasise that the Hays Office was enormously powerful in Anglo-American 

negotiations;79 that American renters and exhibitors behaved apathetically towards the 

                                                 
75 Balcon cited the Screenwriters’ Association resolution in Correspondence from Michael Balcon to 
Albert Palache Esq (of the Films Council) on 28 December 1943, F24, The Aileen and Michael Balcon 
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by the American film industry to obtain greater control of the British industry. Such dangers cannot be 
met by private monopoly’, The Association of Cine-Technicians, ‘Industrial Post-War Reconstruction’, 
January 1944, p.2, F24, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London.  
77 Monopoly Committee, ‘Report to the Cinematograph Films Council of the Committee Appointed to 
Investigate Tendencies to Monopoly in the Cinematograph Film Industry’, 1944, Paragraph 103, p.23, 
F24, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
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distribution of British films within America;80 and that the American industry would 

protect its home market fiercely should British competition threaten American profits.81 

 

In respect to the controlling combines of the British industry, the committee noted that 

the Gaumont-British circuit (controlled by Rank) had a ‘special interest in the 

distribution of American pictures … [and that] Gaumont-British shareholders in general 

will not be likely to protest against the allocation of the best circuit bookings to 

Gaumont-British pictures in order to cover large outlays on production.’82 The report 

also acknowledged that the ABPC was linked to the American Warner Brothers ‘which 

not only imports American pictures but produces films in its own studios in this 

country.’83 The British industry, the report asserted, was therefore controlled by only 

two people who could make or break the independent British producer.84 Industry 

concerns were echoed in the public domain with the call by British newspapers for 

vigilance to ensure that the British industry did not pass into ‘foreign hands’85 or get 

‘bought up bit by bit by powerful Hollywood interests’.86 So too, a January 1944 paper 

by the Association of Cine-Technicians recommending further state control also wrote 

of film’s value to the nation:  

 
In our opinion films are something more than a commodity to be 
manufactured and sold like pots of jam. They have a far-reaching 
cultural value to the Nation, and the projection of British life and 
ideas by means of the film will be as important, if not more 
important, after the war as during it.87  

 

Fears over the power of America within Britain’s national cinema, reported an industry 

magazine in January 1944, even resulted in an attempt to have the Films Act modified 

so that films produced in Britain with American financing would be classified as foreign 

films.88  
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Such film industry matters must be considered within the broader context of Anglo-

American relations in the immediate postwar period. Dickinson argued that ‘the reason 

that the government was drawn deeply into the affairs of the industry after 1939 had 

more to do with relations with the United States than with an increased official concern 

with propaganda or morale.’89 The abrupt withdrawal of Lend-Lease assistance after the 

Japanese surrender90 and American pressure on British imperial and trade policies 

resulted in a relationship that was far from harmonious. Increasing recognition of the 

sterling crisis and a growing resentment at the drain imposed by American 

entertainment films on the British economy caused growing scrutiny of the industry. 

Any proposals for action, however, necessarily took into consideration financial and 

political issues much larger than those specific to the film industries of both nations. A 

report submitted to the Cinematograph Films Act Committee on 20 November 1946 

regarding recommendations to be made to the Board of Trade noted that American 

public approval for postwar financial assistance to Britain had been based on a desire 

that ‘obstacles should be removed from the channels of trade’.91 The report warned that  

 
[i]f, now, the U.K. increased the existing protection provided by 
Parliament for British films, and thus raised the barrier against the 
importation of American films, such action would undoubtedly 
attract much attention throughout the U.S.A. and in many quarters 
would be regarded as a definite breach of the understanding on which 
the Loan was granted.92 

 

In spite of such concerns legislation was passed in 1947 which required a 75 per cent 

duty on American films – an unpleasant shock to an American industry accustomed to a 

sympathetic hearing from the Board of Trade. The harsh reality of postwar economic 

conditions had motivated public demands for ‘food over flicks’ and had triumphed over 

Hollywood threats to boycott the British market.93 A retaliatory American embargo 

effectively called the bluff of the Board of Trade. The American action initially afforded 

a new opportunity to the British industry and saw several companies increase their 
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production schedule in order to fill the void. However, financial and diplomatic 

consequences of the film crisis – ‘treated as a major concern of foreign policy’94 – 

resulted in renewed Anglo-American negotiations. The agreement signed in early 1948 

removed the duty but instead blocked any American profits over 17 million dollars plus 

a sum equal to British film earnings in America. Such an arrangement, it was hoped, 

would again stimulate American investment in British production. In the meantime, 

however, the national industry was considerably weakened as the announcement of the 

new agreement had seen the market flooded with American films which left little room 

for the British films that had been hurriedly produced. This episode in Britain’s history 

of state intervention has been described as ‘the beginning of the great post-war decline 

of the British cinema’95 – as Harper and Porter noted, ‘it is astonishing that any films 

got made at all.’96 

 

Government intervention in the funding structure of the 1940s and 1950s industry can 

be categorised into two interrelated approaches: direct state funding and the facilitation 

of British production with American finance. Both components of the postwar British 

cinema have been the focus of extensive studies by historians.97 A brief survey of each 

will provide a contextual foundation for the film case studies to follow. Following the 

debacle of the ad valorem tax on American films, in October 1948 the National Film 

Finance Company (NFFCo) was established to assist Britain’s independent production 

companies. In 1949 the NFFCo was folded into the National Film Finance Corporation 

(NFFC) and was financed with a Treasury loan of £5 million.98 Although the use of 

taxpayers’ money to promote the production sector was contentious at the time, and 

despite the loss of almost £3 million of investment in Korda’s British Lion, the NFFC 

has been viewed as an ‘essential, if limited element of government policy’99 which 

assisted in the production of over 750 films.  

 

                                                 
94 Ibid., p.189. See Ibid., pp.186-195 for an analysis of the boycott and the resultant political controversy. 
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96 Sue Harper and Vincent Porter, British Cinema of the 1950s, p.3. 
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Another measure of assistance to Britain’s ailing industry was instigated in June 1951 

with the establishment of the British Film Production Fund Ltd (BFPF). Neither quota 

measures nor the NFFC had successfully resolved the postwar production crisis; the 

BFPF, it was hoped, would provide the desired stimulation. The proposal of treasury 

official Sir Wilfred Eady, whereby the Entertainments duty was lowered and ticket 

prices increased, was introduced in July 1950 (it became statutory in 1957) – and was 

dubbed the Eady Levy. According to Harper and Porter, the Levy meant ‘that producers 

of British films … [received] a further £3 million per year. What was almost certainly 

unclear, except perhaps to a prescient few, was the degree to which it restored financial 

and therefore critical approval to the distributors.’100 Historians have noted that active 

political interest in the film industry diminished after the early 1950s. Dickinson 

acknowledged that ‘[f]uture relations between the government and the industry had 

been settled. Since then, the form of the institutional framework has changed very 

little’.101 Indeed, the exhibitors’ quota102 remained at 30 per cent until its abolition in 

1983 – having been reduced in 1950 from its initial figure, in the 1948 Act, of 45 per 

cent. The Conservative government’s discomfort at state involvement in the film 

industry was to prove fertile ground for the growth of American financed ‘British’ 

films.  

 

American financial support for British film production was not a new phenomenon in 

the 1950s: pre-war and wartime government measures had facilitated American 

involvement. The scale of American investment in the 1950s, however, increased 

considerably – an increase attributed to negative incentives within the American 

industry,103 lower production costs in Britain (and the Commonwealth), and 

encouragement in the form of legislative changes in Britain. One such example of the 

significance of legislative changes to the nature of the film industry was the 1950 

Anglo-American Film Agreement. Rather than heavily taxing the sterling earnings of 

American companies, the Agreement offered financial encouragement for increased 

investment in British film production.104 Despite American finance these films satisfied 

legislative criteria as ‘British’ products and were thus entitled to Eady Levy monies, 

distributed through the British Film Fund. As Dickinson and Street perceptively noted, 
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 76

‘the weakness of the legislation ostensibly designed to protect the British film industry 

from American competition influenced the scale of American penetration.’105 The 

British Film Producers’ Association voiced their concern that the ‘lion’s share’106 of 

funds, based on box-office takings and thus derived from British cinema audiences, 

should support American productions but there was no going back. The floodgates to 

American investment had been opened which, as the case study on The Bridge on the 

River Kwai (1957) will demonstrate, was perceived to have had a significant impact on 

the ‘Britishness’ of British cinema.     

 

Now one may address another key area of ‘transnationalism’ and ask: to what extent 

have considerations of Empire also rendered the national nature of British cinema 

problematic?107 Leaving aside, for now, considerations of British prestige and the 

cultural ramifications of British films on imperial audiences, the relationship between 

Empire and British cinema may be deemed important for two reasons. Firstly, the 

empire markets were considered possible sites of consumption for British films. 

Priyadarshini Jaikumar described attempts to ‘harvest empire markets for film’ as a 

‘struggle to shore up a national industry by utilizing the familiar if anachronistic 

resource of the empire.’108 Empire cinemas, just like those of the ‘motherland’, were 

characterised by reliance upon the cinematic products of Hollywood. In 1944 members 

of the Cinematograph Film Council complained that ‘America, too, has dominated 

distribution in the Dominions, India, the Colonies, Europe and elsewhere. In Australia 

and Canada, for example, hardly a British film is shown.’109 Secondly, imperial 

considerations informed the ‘national’ cinema industry through broader economic 

concerns than cinema profits. Concern over the American cinematic domination of 

empire markets was frequently voiced in terms of trade. It was feared that American 

films, in addition to generating profits for Hollywood, were also a vehicle for the 
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promotion of American products at Britain’s expense. Jaikumar investigated the extent 

to which the British Empire was a ‘desired market’ and colonial peoples were conceived 

in terms of an ‘imagined audience’. Such matters, argued Jaikumar, motivated 

government action in the definition, and protection, of Britain’s national film industry. 

Based on an analysis of Parliamentary debates and Bills – particularly those related to 

the Act of 1927 and the amendments of 1938 – Jaikumar concluded that official 

discussions of the British cinema strongly maintained ‘the hope that imperial markets 

might offer a potential avenue for national expansion.’110  

 

The First World War has been identified as a point at which not only was Hollywood’s 

power over the British market consolidated but London ceased to be the distribution 

centre for the world’s films.111 With America’s conquest of the markets of South 

America and Britain came the ability – since costs were recouped through the 

exploitation of these two key markets – to export films cheaply to other foreign markets, 

including the British colonies. A statistic cited in the Parliamentary Debates revealed 

the success of American export policies and the subsequent decline of Britain’s cultural 

presence within the empire: ‘by 1927 “something like 5% of films shown in the British 

Empire” were of British origin.’112 Such circumstances did not go unnoticed by either 

the British industry or politicians. Ambitions for empire markets figured prominently in 

the debates and enquiries into the film industry in the 1920s.  From the mid-1920s the 

Colonial Office had been looking into the impact of both film and radio on British 

relationships with the colonies. In an exploration of British Colonial Africa, Rosaleen 

Smyth noted that ‘the concern of the Colonial Office was how the cinema affected 

British economic and political interests’.113 The cinema was also raised as a matter of 

concern at the Imperial Conference of 1926. Advising on the film issue in preparation 

for the Conference, the Economic Sub-Committee had noted:  

 
It is a matter of most serious concern that the films shown … should 
be to such an overwhelming extent the product of foreign countries, 
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and that the arrangements for the distribution of such Empire films as 
are produced should be far from adequate.114 

 

A resolution was passed at the Conference to consider ‘remedial measures’ to promote 

the screening of empire-produced films to empire audiences.115 Hartog noted that the 

Imperial Conference generated only a ‘vague statement’ on the film question and ‘the 

British proposal for an Imperial film quota received almost no support from the 

dominions’.116  

 

Despite the lukewarm response to the film issue generated by the Conference, the 

British government proceeded with protective legislation in the form of the 1927 Quota 

Act. Jaikumar observed that   

 
[t]he Quota’s definition of ‘British films’ as ‘Empire films’ conveyed 
the illusion that preferential treatment would be given within the 
British market to films made in all parts of the empire.117 

 

The Act has therefore been interpreted by Jaikumar ‘as an attempt to create protected 

markets for British films within the empire’118 through the establishment of reciprocal 

arrangements of preferential treatment. Of course, it has been recognised that the 

inclusion of ‘Empire’ films in the British Quota Act was a somewhat hollow gesture of 

welcome into the British market. Employing a similar tactic to American distributors in 

Britain who stocked British films with no intention to ever exhibit – thereby fulfilling 

the terms of the Quota Act but betraying its principles – British renters often used 

Indian films for the same purpose. Jaikumar noted that ‘colonial filmmakers were being 

welcomed as equal partners by Britain, in the complete knowledge that they lacked the 

finances, the resources, and the knowledge to participate in the competition.’119  

 

When dominion cinema industries – enjoying a linguistic advantage over those of the 

colonies – were able to produce films suitable for the British market the inclusiveness of 

‘Empire’ film terminology was reconsidered:  
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The Report on the Act of 1927, also known as the Moyne Committee 
Report, submitted by the Board of Trade to the Parliament in 1936, 
recommended that the protection of the revised Quota Act extended 
to ‘Empire’ films, but exclude ‘Dominion’ films. ‘Dominion’ films, 
not a category in the previous Act, now needed to be distinguished 
from the definition of what constituted ‘British’ primarily because 
such films posed too much competition to the films produced by 
Britain.120   

  

Such competition, in addition to Britain’s disappointed hopes that the rest of the Empire 

would reciprocate preferential treatment and establish their own protective quota 

legislation, resulted in films from the colonies alone being covered by the term ‘Empire’ 

films after 1938.121 Jaikumar wryly observed that such actions indicated that definitions 

of ‘Britishness’ were fluid and ‘were defined by the need to further the national interest 

while appearing to cater to the imperial territories.’122   

 

Despite the exclusion of the dominions from the category of ‘empire’ films, their 

markets were still pursued by British producers. The Moyne Committee had noted that 

competition with America necessitated an expanded market for British films and looked 

to the empire markets as the ‘most obvious outlet[s]’.123 In a 1943 discussion of the 

improved standard of the British film industry due to the war, Balcon commented on 

Britain’s postwar potential in dominion markets:  

 
In Australia I know American control of the Cinemas is considerable, 
but I am quite certain that there is a great potential market there as 
yet untapped. My own company is very Australia-conscious. We are, 
I believe, the first British Company to embark on an Australian 
production and in coming weeks we are sending one of Britain’s 
leading technicians, Harry Watt, the man who made such films as 
‘Target for Tonight’ and ‘Nine Men’, to prepare a film dealing with 
Australia’s part in the war. It is perhaps taking too long term a view 
to say this, but I do not see why in the post-war years we cannot 
develop this interchange of production on a much larger scale.124 

 

Balcon’s optimism regarding Britain’s future in the marketing of British films to the 

Empire was not shared by all. The Monopoly Report of 1944, in addition to 
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commenting on affairs of the ‘home’ market, also explored the topic of the British film 

producers’ access to overseas markets.125 The report noted that the marketing of British 

films overseas was influenced by the attitudes and policies of Britain’s monopolistic 

organisations. Such conditions within Britain’s domestic market made the concept of 

British international films particularly problematic. If Britain wanted to compete with 

Hollywood’s international productions it required production budgets that could not be 

recouped by Britain’s home market alone. One company involved in high-cost 

production reviewed by the Monopoly Committee was hoping to earn half of the total 

production costs from overseas distribution – an estimate pronounced by the Committee 

to be ‘exceptionally optimistic’.126 The budget was founded on a prediction that just 

over half of their overseas revenue would come from America and earnings from the 

British Commonwealth would account for between one sixth and one seventh. The 

committee opined that ‘[w]hat is required is an improved organisation for production 

and distribution.’127 The nineteenth recommendation of the committee was that a 

‘strong British distributing organisation should be established in the United States and 

ultimately in the British Dominions and other overseas markets, holding its facilities 

available to British producers on equal terms.’128  

 

Such calls for distributive networks to facilitate British films within the empire were not 

new in 1944. Proposals for a national film institute with an ‘Imperial and Colonial’ 

section were put forward in 1932 with the specific hope of encouraging government 

action to ensure that film distribution in the sphere of empire was divorced from 

‘international film finance’.129 Jaikumar concluded her survey of British ambitions 

within the empire with an acknowledgement of British frustration: ‘The definitional 

maneuvers of the Act are indicative of Britain’s vulnerability with regard to its empire, 

as the need to ‘till the fields’ was accompanied by an inability to coerce such a farming 

of colonial markets in the 1920s and 1930s.’130 As Britain’s control over her empire 

slipped – with the term ‘Commonwealth’ adopted in 1926 and Indian decolonization in 
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1947 – the British film industry’s power of coercion in the utilization of ‘empire’ 

resources dwindled. Jaikumar noted that after 1947 ‘there were fewer official 

discussions about harnessing colonies as markets for British films’ although there was 

an ‘increase in the concern for the role of film in colonial modernization’, with 

particular emphasis on British Africa.131  

 

A decline in state interest did not prevent British industry from looking to the colonies 

for exhibition opportunities. Robert Murphy noted that in the postwar era Rank 

expanded his overseas concerns: 

 
In January 1945 he took over the 110-strong Odeon Cinema Chain in 
Canada; in November he acquired a 50 per cent holding in the 
Australian Greater Union Theatres Circuit; in March 1946 he bought 
himself into the 100-strong Kerridge Circuit in New Zealand, and 
early in 1947 he began building a large cinema in Cairo as a 
showcase for his films. He also beat 20th Century Fox to a deal with 
I. W. Schlesinger, the leading force in the South African film 
industry, and, by buying a 51 per cent interest in the Palace 
Amusement Company, won control of the most important cinemas in 
the West Indies.132   

 

Rank reported that, in 1949, British films had captured 24 per cent of the Canadian 

market133 and by 1956 he had cinemas all over the world.134 Despite Rank’s success in 

increasing his profits through overseas exhibition,135 postwar British films were unable 

to constitute a serious challenge to American hegemony in colonial markets.  

 

The attempt to ‘merge imperial assets with national priorities’136 cannot merely be 

explored in terms of guaranteed markets for British films. Rather, the wider concern 

about Britain’s international trade was frequently voiced in debates over empire and 
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cinema. Hartog noted that after the First World War ‘American and Continental 

competition was eroding Britain’s foreign trade and the pre-eminence of Britain’s 

manufactured goods within the Empire was under threat.’137 In July 1925 the Board of 

Trade was made responsible for looking into the film matter – a growing concern ‘seen 

in Westminster and Whitehall, and by the Federation of British Industries, as a very 

visible symptom of the nation’s economic problems, at home and abroad.’138 Within 

official accounts Britain’s decline in world trade was often explained by the motto 

‘trade follows the film’. The Prince of Wales’ use of this very term was reported in The 

Times: ‘films are a real aid to the development of Imperial trade; we all know the catch 

phrase “Trade follows the Film”.’139 American (and German according to Hartog) 

cinematic success in international markets, it was argued, had wooed buyers away from 

British products. Similarly, it was often claimed that the demand for American goods 

within Britain’s home market had been aroused by Hollywood. Lawrence Napper 

argued that ‘[t]he most galling thing for many commentators was the spectacle of the 

wage-earning classes wearing styles, buying the goods and adopting the mannerisms 

associated with American movie stars.’140 Street noted that a popular concern in the 

1920s was the audience’s ‘over-exposure to screen advertisement of American goods 

and lifestyles.’141 It was reasoned that ‘British films were needed to show British goods 

to both foreign and domestic buyers.’142 The Quota Act of 1927 can therefore be 

interpreted as recognition by the British state that film was a possible vehicle for such 

economic stimulation.  

 

The establishment of the Empire Marketing Board (EMB) in 1926, under the direction 

of Sir Stephen Tallents, also reflected growing concern about British performance in 

foreign and empire markets. John Grierson, a key member of Britain’s Documentary 

Movement, was appointed the head of the EMB Film Unit and ordered to ‘bring the 

Empire alive’.143 The talent hired by Grierson – including Basil Wright, Harry Watt and 
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Paul Rotha – became the foundation of Britain’s Documentary film movement.144 The 

ambitions of the EMB for the cinema were expressed by Tallents in a pamphlet 

published in 1932. Entitled The Projection of England (note the use of the term 

‘England’ rather than ‘Britain’), the pamphlet emphasised the need to present to the 

outside world England’s ‘national personality’.145 The EMB shared the hopes of the 

Board of Trade and other government bodies that such projections would stimulate 

export trade to the Empire but also noted the (rarely mentioned) capacity of film to 

boost tourist traffic to Britain.146 Economic conditions in the 1930s made the 

continuation of the EMB untenable and in 1933 the Film Unit was transferred, along 

with both Tallents and Grierson, to the General Post Office (GPO).  

  

The decline of the EMB, however, did not silence calls for government assistance in the 

matter of film and trade. During the war, the state was directly involved in the 

production of both documentary and feature film through the incorporation of the GPO 

Film Unit into the Ministry of Information (renamed the Crown Film Unit). By 1944 the 

Cinematograph Film Council was again calling for government initiatives giving the 

reason that ‘the advertisement of British goods and craftsmanship which indirectly 

follows from foreign distributio [sic], and the foreign exchange aspect all make it 

necessary for Government help to the industry in this matter.’147 A memorandum 

submitted to the Committee of Enquiry of the Cinematograph Films Council on 25 

February 1944 also noted that ‘[f]ilms can be of equal benefit to British trade in times of 

peace as they have been to the British Government and people in the days of war.’148 

 

Although arguments for state involvement in the national cinema industry were often 

grounded in the rhetoric of profits – whether profits from the British cinema market, 

profits from empire cinema markets or profits from international trade in manufactured 

goods – such reasoning is only one side of the coin. The flip-side is the understanding of 

British cinema as a cultural commodity. The Moyne Committee heard evidence in 1936 

                                                 
144 For further information on the Documentary film movement and its early beginnings at the EMB see 
Ian Aitken, ‘The British Documentary Film Movement’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), The British Cinema 

Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, originally published 1997, p.60.  
145 Sir Stephen Tallents, The Projection of England, London, 1932, p.12, cited by Jeffrey Richards, 
‘“Patriotism with Profit”: British Imperial Cinema in the 1930s’, in James Curran and Vincent Porter 
(eds), British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1983, p.245.  
146 Sir Stephen Tallents, The Projection of England, London, 1932, pp.39-40, cited by Richards, 
‘Patriotism with Profit’, p.246. 
147 ‘14 February 1944 – Draft Memorandum from F. W. Baker, Michael Balcon and G. H. Elvin’, F24, 
The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London, p.9. 
148  Ibid., p.2. 



 84

from R. D. Fennelly of the Board of Trade stating that the first Quota Act was 

motivated by an awareness of the importance of film ‘for our trade’ as well as ‘our 

prestige ... and our morals’.149 Linda Wood argued that ‘[b]usiness leaders were 

convinced that if they could show off British wares in British films this would go a long 

way to fight off US competition. But for the imperialist lobby it was not simply a matter 

of trade; the need to promote British cultural values was considered of equal 

importance.’150 This study will now address the idea of cinema as a forum for national 

culture and a tool of ‘nation-building’.  

 

Commercial and political debates over Britain’s film industry from its earliest days to 

the present invariably contain references to the cultural value of a national cinema. Few 

would deny that the consideration of state involvement in the industry paid lip-service at 

least to the role of film as an expression of national culture and a forum for the 

representation of the British character. Sarah Street noted that debates over the 

protection of the film industry in Britain ‘raised, but did not always answer, 

fundamental questions about the role of film as an expression of national identity.’151 A 

matter that has caused continued deliberation is how, after being defined legislatively 

along national lines, the industry embodied national preoccupations and became a 

‘national’ cinema in a cultural sense. Why did particular commentators – whether 

members of the public, politicians, members of the film industry or from the critical 

establishment – understand Britain’s cinema in the ways they did? And how did the 

political and social context contribute to understandings of Britain’s national cinema 

and its portrayal of a national identity? Raymond Durgnat, in his influential work A 

Mirror for England, noted that the concept of national cinema is fluid and ‘subject to 

ceaseless negotiations: while the discourses of film culture seek to hold it in place, it is 

abundantly clear that the concept is mobilised in different ways, by different 

commentators, for different reasons.’152 Durgnat prompted film historians to ask: how is 

the term ‘national cinema’ selective? Does it dismiss ‘popular’ cinema?153
 Certainly, the 

films identified by critics as constituting a national cinema often differed dramatically 

from those which proved commercially successful. And, in Britain’s case, popular films 
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were all too often American products rather than ‘national’ at all. Film criticisms in both 

popular and intellectual forums, commentary within the industry, and political debate 

over the value of the cinema have all presented particular readings of Britain’s national 

cinema.  

 

A concern that was shared by producers, critics and politicians alike was the awareness 

that ‘national’ cinemas are not created in a vacuum – British cinema is defined against 

its international counterparts. Barr argued that ‘the lesson of the silent period is that we 

became national by being international. It was only when Britain became intelligently 

open to international influences that it began to be able to find a strong, meaningful, 

national identity for its own production.’154 The opposite has also been argued: that the 

threat of international competition caused the British film industry to opt out of 

international production and play the ‘national card by embodying qualities of 

“Britishness”.’155 The international popularity of the American cinema after the coming 

of sound certainly had far-reaching repercussions for the identity of Britain’s national 

cinema. British producers have oscillated in their attempt to define a national cinema 

between policies of direct competition with Hollywood and the development of a 

‘niche’ or parochial British product to obtain a share of its home, and international, 

markets. Napper argued that the cinema  

 
became the symbolic focus, both economically and culturally, of 
fears of the American threat to Britain’s national life and her 
international status. On the one hand, the British film was expected 
to represent an indigenous and unchanging version of British 
National Identity, specifically distinct from the alternative presented 
by Hollywood. On the other it was to export this message, gaining a 
place for itself in the competitive domestic and international markets 
by becoming more efficient and versatile, but without compromising 
its essentially British nature by taking on the characteristics of its 
foreign competitor.156  

 

This study will now examine British cinema as both an inward-looking industry 

concerned with representing the national ‘self’ to British audiences, whether in the UK 

or its colonies; and as an outward-looking industry keen to have its products recognised 

as ‘British’ by an international market.      
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As demonstrated in the previous examination of the economic foundations of the 

cinema industry, British cinema has long struggled to capture a share of its home (and 

empire) market and thereby become a popularly conceived ‘national cinema’. Jon 

Burrows offered a different interpretation of the early years of British cinema history 

and suggested that a cinematic expression of British national identity did take place 

prior to the Films Act. Burrows explored the Stoll Film Company (SFC) – which he 

described as ‘the biggest and most ambitious British studio between the end of the 

1910s and the middle of the 1920s’157 – and emphasised its strategy of distributing 

American films while making ‘niche’ pictures specifically aimed at the British market. 

America’s growing desire to distribute its own films in overseas markets and a 

disagreement between Stoll and Samuel Goldwyn, Stoll’s main American supplier, 

necessitated a reconsideration of film production policy. Burrows acknowledged that 

Stoll’s company  

 
had previously shown no inclination to challenge American 
dominance of the British market so long as some of the profits came 
its way, and a space remained for its own ‘speciality’ product … 
Stoll now set his sights on making significant inroads into the 
American stranglehold, and keeping its own exchanges and its 
regular customers in business with a supply mostly made up of 
home-grown films.158 

 

These home-grown films ‘breathing the British spirit’159 were largely founded upon 

contemporary British literary works and were marketed as Stoll’s ‘Eminent British 

Authors’ Series’. Despite decent profits from its initial ‘British Authors Series’, SFC 

was unable to survive the crisis-ridden 1920s and disappeared into the background of 

the British cinema industry.  

 

The decline of SFC did not, however, signal an end to early British ‘product 

differentiation’ – a term used by Andrew Higson to describe the production of films 

focused on ‘indigenous’ interests and aimed at the home market alone.160 Government 

involvement in the film industry through the 1927 Films Act expressed the desire for a 

‘genuinely national cinema to emerge – one which dealt with British issues and retained 

or created a sense of national identity in opposition to what was seen as a cultural 
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onslaught from America.’161 Whether this aim was achieved and a ‘national’ cinema 

was brought about by protective legislature has been a matter of some debate among 

film historians. Stoll’s strategy, however, was put into practice in the post-quota era by 

British International Pictures (BIP) with its programme of ‘Best Sellers’.162 Films of the 

post-quota 1920s and 1930s have often been stereotyped as unworthy of critical 

attention and deemed unpopular with British audiences. Such understandings of the 

British cinema have been reconsidered in recent years. Tom Ryall argued against the 

view established at the time by film commentators and perpetuated by film historians 

that ‘a distinctive national cinema did not emerge’ in Britain until the ‘golden age’ of 

cinema in the Second World War.163 Ryall acknowledged that the formation of such 

opinions were due to the number of quota quickies produced in the 1930s, the cinematic 

reliance on middle-class stage plays and the conservative codes of the British Board of 

Film Censors.164 Instead of the focus being on such points, Ryall argued, a critical 

reconsideration of this period is required to emphasise the ways in which particularly 

British styles – in genres such as comedies, musicals, thrillers, horrors, melodramas and 

crime films – emerged in the 1930s and ‘do constitute a distinctive cinema of national 

identity’.165 Napper argued that in the 1930s both comedy and crime films ‘developed 

into genres which were distinctively different from their Hollywood counterparts’ and 

may be considered ‘in both their formal and thematic concerns, narratives of resistance 

to American values of mass consumption in exactly the way intended by the 1927 Films 

Act.’166 John Sedgwick also supported these interpretations of interwar cinema with 

statistical analysis. Sedgwick argued that by 1934 Britain had a ‘viable national cinema’ 

and British producers were achieving ‘comparable performance results per film product 

[to] their more renowned Hollywood counterparts’.167  

 

Whether Britain had a nationally distinctive cultural cinema before or as a result of the 

war has been, and will no doubt continue to be, a topic of heated debate. This work will 

rather focus on the how the public, industry and critics regarded Britain’s industry in the 

postwar 1940s and 1950s. Was the British cinema believed to be culturally British – 
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distinctly different from the American cinema and expressive of the ‘national’ character, 

ideals, and way of life?  Social surveys carried out in the immediate postwar context 

give an indication of how some members of the British public felt about British cinema 

and its Hollywood rival. The Bernstein Film Questionnaire – a project initiated in 1927 

but interrupted by the war – once resumed, asked, ‘[d]o you think British films have, 

since 1939, “Got better”, “Got worse”, or “Not changed”?’168 An almost unanimous 96 

per cent of those surveyed believed that there had been an improvement in Britain’s 

national cinema.169 But how, in the eyes of British audiences, did these films stand up 

against their American counterparts? A new question was added to the 1946 survey to 

address this very issue. Participants were asked to compare six characteristics of British 

and American film-making: acting of stars, choice of story, the way the story is told, 

dialogue, acting (small parts) and the technical component. Responses were summed up 

in a report which noted that  

 
[t]hese results reflect favourably on British films … approval of 
choice of story is more than 50% stronger in the case of British films 
than in the case of American. Moreover, the dissatisfaction with 
American stories extends to more than one half of the replies, and 
also applies to American dialogue, so often praised by film critics for 
its realism and humour.170 

 

High levels of public support for British cinema at the (slight) expense of American 

films171 took place in a context of growing anti-American sentiment. Surveys noted that 

a favourable public response to America had reached a high in 1945 with 58 per cent 

but by March 1946 approval had dropped to 22 per cent, and had fallen further still by 

December.172 Examples of general anti-American comments in respect to the cinema 

were recorded by Mass-Observation (M-O) personnel: in 1945 a British male 

commented that the Americans ‘are prepared to flood the world with their atrocious 

films, full of slop, bad manners, inaccurate history and the general marvellousness of 

the American people.’173 An opinion aired by a middle-class British male in 1947 also 

described Hollywood films in harsh terms: ‘[t]hey are definitely nauseating in their 
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childish obviousness designed to appeal to the lowest common factor in human 

intelligence and with an eye all the time to the box-office.’174  

 

Although usually more tactful than the general public, members of the film industry 

often expressed similar sentiments. Postwar calls for the protection of the cinema as a 

vehicle of national cultural expression were not merely fuelled by a desire to celebrate 

the cinema which emerged from the war, but were renewed calls for protection against 

the threat posed by their former ally. In a comprehensive study of the role of Hollywood 

in postwar Britain, Paul Swann noted that ‘[t]here were clearly attempts by the 

American government and the film industry itself to use the feature film as 

‘propaganda’, but in much more subtle and pervasive ways American feature films sold 

an ideology and a world view which were very seductive to postwar Europe and 

nowhere more so than in Britain.’175 Not all elements of British society found such 

American representations seductive. Both political and moral objections to America’s 

ideals, culture and way of life were frequently expressed in political and industry 

circles. Of course, such concerns were hardly new in the postwar era;176 the speed and 

vehemence with which anti-Hollywood sentiment was expressed – even before peace 

was declared – does, however, indicate a sense of urgency that the gains of wartime 

should not be lost to its American rival. In a discussion of Ealing’s The Cruel Sea 

(1953), Balcon stated that ‘the popularity of our films derives from the characters and 

content with which they deal. In other words, the story’s the thing. The all-importance 

of the subject matter is at the root of our approach to production’.177 The emphasis 

placed on ‘character and content’ suggested that feature films were primarily conceived 

as a form of national expression. The Cinematograph Films Act Committee also argued 

that 
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[t]oday it may be said that the British film is a reflection and a part of 
our national culture, and no stronger argument than this fact can be 
advanced for the assurance of a maximum circulation of genuinely 
British films amongst British film audience; for the lack of such 
circulation may be likened to a denial to the public of native 
literature, of British broadcasts, newspapers, magazines, etc.178 

 

Many versions of national cinema have been identified as ‘distinctively’ British: from 

the heritage film genre to the documentary-realist tradition; from popular comedies 

which starred music-hall personalities to postwar ‘quality’ (art) cinema supported by the 

journal Sequence;179 from Ealing comedies to Hammer horrors. The boom of literary 

adaptations for the cinema in the postwar 1940s must also be considered as making a 

contribution towards the view of British cinema as a reflection of national culture.180 

Brian McFarlane provided the statistics that ‘[i]n the four years 1947-50, 115 of the 314 

feature films released were derived from novels; that is, over a third. When 56 

adaptations from plays are added, it will be seen that well over one-half of the total 

output derives from (more or less) literary sources.’181 A national cinema, it has been 

demonstrated, has been conceived in the postwar era in various guises. 

 

The ideological importance of British cinema was often voiced as concerns over its 

industry and ‘home’ market. It is also important to note, however, that the desire to 

entice British audiences away from the Hollywood product had often included British 

citizens of the empire. The role of feature film as a vehicle for colonial influence had 

likewise been conceived within a context of fear of American cinematic domination of 

the peoples of the British colonies. The cinema’s capacity to colour opinions of British 

values and ideals held within the Empire was a matter of particular official interest 

between the wars.182 In the postwar era, the policies of the Colonial Office and the 
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Colonial Film Unit (CFU)183 – best known for their involvement in producing 

instructional films for the colonies – were similarly motivated by a desire to counteract 

the ‘Americanization’ of British colonies. 

 

The presentation of the British nation to its subjects overseas was certainly deemed an 

important role for the British film but it was not the only role it was to play. British 

cinema, declared Pierre Sorlin, ‘is more than the sum of the films produced in Britain … 

British films have also had a life abroad. The circulation of films in export markets is a 

neglected aspect of Cinema Studies’.184 The neglect of this important topic cannot be 

redressed in this study; as previously noted, however, it has often been argued that 

Britain’s cinema only became national by being international. British producers 

remained optimistic about the role of the cinema in the expression of national values 

and character. In a 1945 Oxford address Balcon discussed his postwar vision for British 

cinema:  

 
[h]ere is something that the film can do which is something nobler 
than the mere encouragement of an interchange of commerce. In the 
post war world, Britain’s prestige is of primary importance and her 
influence on other nations to be desired. The film can go out as an 
ambassador of Britain’s hereditary and perpetual greatness – not as 
an ambassador of this government or that, of this party or that party, 
of this foreign policy or that foreign policy but as an ambassador of 
the British people who remain unchanged while policies change and 
governments rise and fall. The film can remind the Russian and the 
Greek, the underground fighter in France, Belgium, Holland, 
Norway, Italy – yes even Germany itself in its time – that Britain for 
centuries and with all her faults, has led the world in tolerance, the 
defence of freedom and social reform. If in our small way we of the 
film production industry can contribute to this great canvas which 
must be presented to the world, then all our own small struggles will 
have been worthwhile.185  
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Well-known critic Dilys Powell urged the industry to continue on its course of bringing 

an ‘imaginative interpretation of everyday life’186 to the cinema screen. She predicted in 

1947 that if the British cinema ‘preserves its newly-found standards of conception and 

technique, it will not merely find a national, but an international audience.’187 Sir Henry 

French also spoke encouragingly of the performance of British cinema:  

 
[i]n the darkest days of the war, when the future of this country was 
more obscure than at any time during its history, a small number of 
people set to work, determined to give Britain an industry that could 
challenge that of any other nation. And they have done so … Today 
the world is beginning to appreciate and look forward to British 
pictures in a way which ten years ago even the most optimistic 
person in this industry would never have dared hope. It is vital that 
the world should see the best of our pictures, and learn from them the 
way of life in Britain today. The world is beginning to accept our 
films and the ideas, courage, humanity and good temper of the 
people of this nation which the great majority of our films express.188 

 

Such acceptance of the British film abroad, noted French, contributed both monetary 

and prestige value to the British nation. The importance of reaching an international 

audience in the postwar era once again saw calls for government assistance. The 

Cinematograph Films Act Committee asked:  

 
How much more important than ever that we should concentrate 
even greater efforts on the making of first-class films showing our 
national characteristics and history? Never at any time has the need 
for better understanding between nations been more paramount than 
it is to-day. Through the film, more than through any other medium, 
can this better understanding be obtained. Just as Britain has an 
immensely important role to play to-day in world affairs, no less than 
she played in the critical years of 1939-45, so British films have an 
immensely important task in giving to our former allies and our ex-
enemies knowledge of the British way of life, British standards and 
British ideals.’189 

 

Films of the 1930s adventure genre, and Korda’s imperial epics in particular, were 

commercially popular with audiences in both Britain and America. Historians have been 

keen to point out that, in addition to being box-office hits, imperial films were also often 
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intensely patriotic and steeped in the myths and images of late nineteenth-century 

ideology.190 Jeffrey Richards described Korda’s output as ‘the national ideology in its 

purest form on film’191 and concluded that the success of commercial cinema in the 

presentation of the Empire in images ‘of benevolence and timelessness, of framework 

for character-forming adventures and of an outlet for a deep-seated need to serve’192 

meant that the British government was ‘content to leave to ordinary commercial 

interests the projection of the British Empire.’193 Such complacency was not carried into 

the 1940s. At no time was it felt more necessary to project a favorable image of British 

Imperialism than during the effort to garner American popular support for Britain’s war 

effort. In an attempt to influence American opinion about the Empire a Committee was 

established in late 1942. The Committee on American Opinion and the British Empire 

stated its aim as being to recommend ‘the best methods of bringing home to the 

American people everywhere the fact that the organization and principles of the British 

Empire are such that on moral and material grounds the United States can and should 

cooperate with it.’194 The stated desire of the Colonial Office to ‘project a favourable 

image of Britain as a colonial power’ was put into practice when the Colonial Office 

became involved in the production of feature films in the 1940s.195  

 

A concern to show the ‘British way of life overseas’196 was a motivating factor in the 

policies of J. Arthur Rank. Rank’s power within the industry during the 1940s and 

1950s was such that he has been described as being ‘at the very heart of British 

cinema’.197 Rank, however, found it increasingly difficult to make a profit in films 

which attempted to appeal to ‘home’ and international markets simultaneously. In the 

late 1940s, Porter noted, ‘Rank and Davis [John Davis, Rank’s company secretary] had 

to choose between a few high-budget, high-risk and potentially highly profitable 

pictures and a greater number of lower-budget pictures.’198 Such lower-budget pictures 

were unsuccessful overseas but were required to feed Rank’s British cinemas as 

domestic exhibition generated the bulk of Rank’s income. The Monopoly Report 
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advised on this very conflict and pointed out that ‘films which portray sincerely, but 

without ostentation, the British character and way of life are [not] necessarily 

unwelcome outside this country … What is required is an improved organisation for 

production and distribution.’199 Members of the council reported that they had been  

 
greatly impressed by evidence from professional workers in the film 
industry that high cost ‘super films’ are not necessarily the most 
suitable product which Britain can contribute to the world market. 
They point, for instance, with pride to the quiet, sensitive and simple 
pictures which have emanated from some British studios during the 
war years. In the days when so far as home production was 
concerned, this country had to rely upon its own producers, its own 
story writers, its own actors and technicians to a far greater extent 
than in pre-war years, British production found naturally its own 
message, its own mode of expression and its own sense of values. 
We understand that some of these essentially British pictures have 
not been wanting in appeal to cinema-goers elsewhere. Their quality 
was high and their cost frequently low. High cost is not invariably 
essential. This country has its own contribution to make and does not 
need slavishly to imitate the idiom of other producing centres of the 
world.200  

 

The recommendation to focus on medium-cost feature films, however, was not accepted 

by the British Film Producers’ Association, presided over by Rank himself. Rather, the 

Association argued that ‘many of the higher cost pictures have, in our view, done much 

to restore respect for British films and enhance their prestige both here and abroad. Such 

pictures can and do contain a native British method of expression refreshingly different 

from the Hollywood concept which we feel is neither necessary nor desirable to 

adopt.’201 Balcon, however, wished British films to go further than merely having a 

British ‘method of expression’ – he argued that ‘only a series of national film industries 

can create an international cinema.’202 A British national film industry defined in such 

terms, argued Balcon, ‘should be a natural expression of themselves and their 

environment. We should not for example, attempt to make pseudo-American films in 
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this country in a misguided effort to get our films shown in America. If America wants 

to see a British film at all, it is the genuine British film that it wants to see.’203 

 

Although attempts on the American market by British producers were largely 

unsuccessful in commercial terms and different approaches were soon adopted, 

Sedgwick implied that such ‘international’ films were not so different from those 

Higson dubbed as a ‘qualitatively different regime of experiences and pleasures’.204 

Higson’s understanding of the polarity of British cinema – its films either Hollywood-

inspired or ‘indigenous attractions’ – was challenged by Sedgwick: 

 
Such a description of the bulk of filmmaking in Britain may be 
objected to on the basis that most filmmakers were attempting to 
learn from and follow the Hollywood narrative approach … Higson’s 
choice of Sing as we Go to illustrate this differentiated tendency, 
only serves to show how mainstream the aspirations of most British 
films actually were.205 
 

Sedgwick argued that the British film industry – no matter whether its films were aimed 

at its home market or international audiences – contained ‘mainstream’ and American 

‘narrative’ elements. Critical attention, however, continued to view the national nature 

of the British cinema negatively: ‘Internationalism on the part of critics led them to 

bemoan British cinema partly because it was so very British, because it retained the 

popular culture of Britain as its inspiration rather than aspiring to the cinematic culture 

of Russia, Germany or America. A consensus emerged that an expression of the British 

national identity must necessarily make for bad cinema.’206 

 

Whether British audiences at ‘home’ and abroad accepted British films in the postwar 

era did not necessarily mean, in the eyes of Britain’s dominant critical establishment, 

that British cinema was considered a ‘national’ cinema in cultural and aesthetic terms. 

One respect in which critical attention did applaud the uniqueness of the British cinema 

industry was in the development of the documentary approach. Barr argued that by 

1926  
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[t]here was a growing awareness of the existence of a branch of film-
making which Britain might be in a position to lay a special claim to. 
Barry [author of the 1926 work Let’s Go to the Movies] referred to 
the ‘documentary films’ as ‘a department of cinematography in 
which England is still unbeaten’.207  

 

The extent to which historians have perpetuated this critical interpretation was noted by 

Higson: ‘if one movement has pride of place [in an orthodox history of the British 

cinema], it has to be the documentary movement’.208 For the purposes of this study – 

with its particular interest in the postwar 1940s and 1950s – Britain’s Documentary 

Movement will be explored in terms of its influences on the national cinema which 

emerged from the war.209 Many accounts of Britain’s film history have emphasised the 

warm critical response received by the realist cinematic approach and its growing 

popularity during the war. According to Robert Murphy, ‘British wartime cinema is 

characterised by realism … [films about] wartime adventures had to pay attention to 

detail if they were not to offend the credulity of a knowledgeable audience. Realism was 

an appropriate method for telling the story of the war’.210  

 

Historians have, however, differed over the role of the documentary tradition in the 

spread of realism into commercial film-making practices. Tim Pulleine discussed 

several films from Ealing’s wartime output as an example of the direct link between the 

Documentary approach and wartime cinematic realism. Pulleine argued that ‘Balcon’s 

recruitment of talented documentary filmmakers like Alberto Cavalcanti and Harry Watt 

brought an influx of realism into Ealing’s wartime films’.211 Pulleine suggested that 

although ‘Ealing’s wartime oeuvre, seen as a whole, cannot be described as 

documentary in the formal sense of utilising actual locales and non-professional actors’, 

it did reveal ‘a distinctive form of realism, a capacity for projecting a view of British 

character in convincingly direct terms.’212 In an address on the influence of the 

Documentary Movement on popular film Balcon himself commented that: 
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The war, invariably, brought us closer together because the making 
of indirect propaganda films required a certain documentary quality 
in order to achieve that fiction should sufficiently resemble fact to 
point the necessary moral. If you will forgive me quoting some of 
my own films as instances – such films as ‘The Foreman Went to 
France’, ‘The Next of Kin’, ‘Nine Men’ and ‘San Demetrio, London’ 
are typical examples of the so-called commercial film on which the 
documentary film has had a definite influence. These films, thanks to 
this influence, have provided what I think are the first British films in 
which a characteristic national idiom can be noted …213  
 

Aitken too noted that ‘[a]fter the war the movement’s importance diminished, and its 

personnel and ideas were dispersed into the cinema’.214  

 

Murphy argued against such positions and refuted Higson’s view that the Second World 

War advanced the documentary idea into both feature films and the ‘dominant 

discourses of film criticism.’215 Rather, Murphy claimed that the ‘movement towards 

realism was part of a more general feeling that it was right and necessary for the cinema 

to show people from all walks of life pulling together for the common good.’216 Despite 

his disagreement with Higson’s argument, Murphy did assent that reconciliation 

between the critical establishment and popular tastes occurred during the war. Murphy 

claimed that between 1942 and 1947 there was an ‘upsurge of interest’ in critical circles 

and British cinema ‘did become genuinely popular’.217 The reconciliation between 

popular and critical definitions of Britain’s national cinema, argued Murphy, was short 

lived, as audiences soon turned away from the ‘realist films favoured by the critics’ and 

preferred instead ‘escapist melodramas’.218 Those films which deviated from the realist 

approach, whether popular or not, were not welcomed by Britain’s critical 

establishment. Andrew Moor gave as an example the work of Powell and Pressburger:  

 
Powell and Pressburger have been seen as rogue outsiders because of 
the fantasy elements in their work and the European profile of their 
collaborative team. They do not fit into the understated ‘quality 
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realist’ cinema which has been taken to represent our authentic 
national cinematic style.219  

 

Powell and Pressburger’s role in Britain’s postwar cinema will be explored in greater 

depth during the analysis of their 1946 other-worldly fantasy A Matter of Life and 

Death (1946). 

 

Film historians have offered conflicting interpretations of the British cinema’s critical 

establishment in the postwar 1940s and 1950s. Tom Ryall described the postwar years 

in terms of ‘a growing critical prestige for the British feature film’220 and noted that the 

1950s was a ‘decade which did command the support and respect of the critics’.221 On 

the other hand, some historians argued that British critics were increasingly pessimistic 

about the value of feature films in the projection of a British national identity. Charles 

Barr noted that ‘[c]inematically as in other ways, the post-war years were to be 

perceived as a steady process of disappointment and anti-climax, a falling off from a 

lost Golden Age of purposeful austerity.’222 Britain’s critical film culture was certainly 

the topic of heated debate in the 1950s when members of the film industry accused 

Britain’s publicly funded journal Sight and Sound ‘of decrying British films and 

indicating that the only good films come from either France or Italy.’223 The journal was 

sponsored by the British Film Institute and listed in its editorial policy its intent to 

‘encourage the development of the art of the film … and to foster public appreciation 

and study of it from this point of view.’224 Some members of the British industry 

therefore felt that the ‘social importance’ of British films was being unfairly maligned 

by a body which had proclaimed itself an ‘ambassador of the British Film Institute and 

British culture abroad and as a means of informing the public at home of the Institute’s 

own activities.’225 One commentator noted that the amended policy statement of the 

BFI’s publications  

 
should surely be the positive one of encouraging the development of 
British films (as art and as industry without undue emphasis on one 
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or the other), of spreading information about British films; and of 
functioning as ambassador for British films … It would not be an 
easy job to try to meet these varying interests; but it would be worth 
doing, for the nation, for the country, and even for the sake of the 
minority of intelligent and interested filmgoers. All this would need a 
relatively small change of policy but perhaps a greater change of 
heart.226 
 

The expression of such passionate sentiments revealed that Britain’s postwar cinema 

was certainly acknowledged as a matter of importance in ‘building the nation’.  

 

Alasdair Michie wrote of his desire to ‘challenge the security with which we speak of a 

British cinema’,227 in respect to the specific case of Scotland, but it is a sentiment that 

may be applied to the host of components that make up a national cinema, such as 

legislative definition, audience reaction, and critical reception. Not only is the concept 

of national cinema as a category of cultural specificity questionable, the example of the 

British cinema can be seen as its greatest challenge. The nationalising effect of a long 

history of government involvement in the industry was insufficient to fend off the 

transnational threat from Hollywood; in the postwar 1940s and 1950s Britain’s 

production industry, its domestic and empire markets, and its cultural standing 

continued to be defined defensively against an American ‘other’. Although the period in 

question ends on a note of British vulnerability – with America’s financial domination 

of the British industry facilitated rather than thwarted by government measures – 

external influences on the British cinema must not be emphasised to the exclusion of all 

else. British critics, industry members and audiences did recognise that the war had 

made a significant contribution to the creation of a uniquely British cinema. Definitions 

of the postwar national cinema were contested: some saw the nation expressed in the 

realist form; others applauded the rejection of American ‘box office’ concerns; and 

others still viewed the cinema as an embodiment of the British character and way of life. 

Three films created within this besieged industry, challenged from ‘outside’ both 

economically and culturally, will now be addressed as representative of the ideological 

tensions between the ‘diverse and often antagonistic group of peoples’ that make up a 

national community.228  

                                                 
226 Letter to Sir Henry French (cc Balcon) from Sydney Wynne, 7 April 1951, H58, The Aileen and 
Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
227 Alastair Michie, ‘Scotland: Strategies of Centralisation’, in Charles Barr (ed.), All Our Yesterdays: 

Ninety Years of British Cinema, BFI, London, 1986, p.253. 
228 Durgnat, Mirror for England, p.7. 
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Chapter Three 

 

‘The Nation Everybody Hates’: British National Identity and A Matter of Life and 

Death (1946) 

 

A Matter of Life and Death remains an audacious, sometimes beautiful, but basically 

sensational film about nothing. 

Anon., ‘Review’, The Sunday Times, 3 November 
1946, A Matter of Life and Death Press 
Clippings, BFI, London. 

 

By the 1970s Michael Powell had become a pariah of the film industry and Emeric 

Pressburger was mistakenly presumed dead.1 The writer and producer team had gone 

from box office success in the 1940s to obscurity. Since a critical re-evaluation in the 

1970s the pair have received recognition as ‘more British than anything we have, and 

more cinematic than we deserve’.2 Their journey reflects the fluid nature of ‘national’ 

cinema – open to transnational influences, subject to changing definitions from the 

dominant critical establishment, and exposed to a variety of textual and contextual 

interpretations. The position of Powell and Pressburger’s work within Britain’s national 

cinema, and indeed within a broader cultural context, has been considered from many 

different angles: auteur studies have traced common concerns and recurring motifs; 

contextual approaches have examined the milieu of production and exhibition; film 

historians have compared and contrasted the work of Powell and Pressburger with other 

filmmakers and other genres of Britain’s national cinema; and the tools of film studies 

have been used to analyse the discursive modes of address and formal devices of the 

                                                 
1 In 1978 Dilys Powell referred in The Sunday Times to an Archers’ film that was about to appear on 
television and noted that it had been directed by Michael Powell and ‘the late Emeric Pressburger’. 
Emeric wrote her a letter: 
 
Shoemaker’s Cottage 
20 March 1978 
Dear Miss Powell, 
I admit occasionally I’m late. But last Sunday (19 March), I was not. You were early. 
Kindest regards, 
Emeric Pressburger 
 
Kevin Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger: The Life and Death of a Screenwriter, Faber and Faber, London, 
1994, p.402.  
2 Ian Christie, Arrows of Desire: The Films of Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, second edition, 
Faber and Faber, London, 1994, originally published 1985, p.101.  
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cinema over, as Powell maintains, his ‘life in movies’.3 Each of these approaches 

reveals different and often conflicted interpretations of the cinematic ‘magic’ performed 

by Powell and Pressburger4 – a magic which also demonstrates the power of the 

cinematic form to conjure national imaginings.  

 

This study will examine the images of nation and identity in The Archers’ 1946 

‘modern phantasmagoria’5 A Matter of Life and Death, and contains three interrelated 

dimensions: an exploration of how the film was received at the time of release; how the 

film has been interpreted since the 1970s, with the challenge to orthodox critical 

opinion and amid growing academic interest; and my own subjective ‘reading’. The 

film tells the story of a ‘young airman whose life and imagination have been violently 

shaped by war’ and may itself be seen as a commentary on the ways in which Britain’s 

national life and imagination have been shaped by its experiences of the Second World 

War. Dominant wartime myths are both utilised and undermined. Rather than saying 

nothing, as critics alleged at the time of its release, the film’s representation of class, 

culture, region, the external ‘other’ and domestic affairs – relations between the sexes 

and between citizen and state – speaks volumes about Britain’s postwar national 

identity. 

 

Before embarking on an analysis of the film’s representation of the British nation and 

identity, a brief synopsis will reacquaint readers with this ‘picture of rare distinction and 

intelligence’.6 A Matter of Life and Death (hereafter AMOLAD) explores two worlds: 

the technicolor world of wartime stoicism and hurried romances; and the heavenly 

world of monochrome efficiency and bureaucratic order. The film opens with a survey 

of the universe, explained by voiceover, before focusing in on ‘our earth’ on 2 May 

1945. Peter David Carter (David Niven), an RAF Squadron Leader – after a brief yet 

passionate conversation about life, love and poetry with a WAC radio operator 

originally from Boston, June (Kim Hunter) – says goodbye to his dead ‘sparks’ Bob 

Trubshaw (Robert Coote) and jumps from his burning plane to certain death. His 

question, ‘wings or props?’ lingers in the air as his body is seen floating in the ocean. 

                                                 
3 Phrase taken from the title of Powell’s autobiography, a work which traces the growth of cinema as an 
art-form in step with his own path through life. Michael Powell, A Life in Movies: An Autobiography, 
second edition, Faber and Faber, London, 2000, originally published 1986. 
4 Powell often referred to himself as a magician: see Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger, p.254. 
5 Anon, Kinematograph Weekly, November 1946, no.2064, p.22. 
6 Anon., ‘Review’, Evening Standard, 1 January 1947, A Matter of Life and Death Press Clippings, BFI, 
London. 
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Meanwhile, Flying Officer Trubshaw watches as men – victims of the war – check in, 

but he does not see his Captain. We return to ‘our’ world and Peter wakes on a shore, 

assumes he is dead, and wonders where he should report. He strips off his uniform and 

begins to walk along the dunes. Peter sees a dog and exclaims, ‘Oh! I always hoped 

there would be dogs’. After questioning the dog’s owner, a lone, naked goat-herd, Peter 

recognises June on her bicycle riding home to Lee Wood house. By some miracle death 

has not claimed Peter and the couple reveal their love for one another. While romance 

blossoms on earth, alarm bells ring in the other world – the numbers do not tally 

correctly. A heavenly conductor, Conductor 71 (Marius Goring) – a French aristocrat 

killed during the French Revolution – is dispatched, via a giant escalator, to retrieve 

Peter from Earth. Conductor 71 operates in space, not time, and visits Peter in the form 

of hallucinations believed to be caused by brain lesions.  

 

Dr. Frank Reeves (Roger Livesey), a friend of June’s and refined physician, who 

observes the idyllic country village through his camera obscura, agrees to meet Peter. 

The three have tea at Lee Wood house over a game of chess and Reeves reveals that 

Peter is a little-known but promising poet. He encourages Peter to resist his call-up to 

the other world and arranges an operation which, he hopes, will save Peter’s life.  While 

a surgeon battles to save Peter’s life in the operating room, Reeves – who has gone 

ahead to the other world after a fatal motorcycle accident on his way to fetch the 

ambulance – is Peter’s defending council at the celestial appeal. Prosecuting council, in 

the form of the first casualty from the American War of Independence, Abraham Farlan 

(Raymond Massey), fights to uphold the universal law while the young lovers fight for 

justice and the rights of the individual man. The heavenly tribunal is set in a vast 

celestial amphitheatre where victims from past wars are arranged by nationality and 

occupation. The jury is composed of all nationalities and creeds. Farlan points out, ‘I 

don’t need to prejudice the jury … they’re already prejudiced against your country and 

with good reason. You can’t pick a jury that isn’t’. Its members are dismissed in favour 

of a new jury composed from the melting-pot of America. Britain’s imperial past is 

paraded through the courts and yet a heavenly reprieve is granted for Peter after this 

American jury is won over by the supremacy of love. Peter awakes and declares to June, 

‘We won.’    

 

In an exploration of the work of Powell and Pressburger the question of ‘authorship’ is 

anything but straightforward. An auteur approach fails to acknowledge the extent to 
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which Powell and Pressburger were each ‘merely one half of something else’;7 and is 

further complicated by the fact that, after 1942, Powell and Pressburger worked under 

the collective banner ‘The Archers’. The group of experts that collaborated under this 

name – designers, cameramen, actors, and composers – ensured the films had a 

distinctive and recognisable flavour. The historian must also consider the production of 

AMOLAD within the context of the British film industry – in particular, official 

involvement in wartime film production by the Ministry of Information; and secondly, 

the remarkable freedom afforded The Archers by J. Arthur Rank and the Independent 

Producers group. Transnational aspects of Britain’s cinema industry at the time of the 

film’s creation – both the ‘European’ influence and the relationship between the British 

industry and its American competitor – will be evaluated.   

 

Although mindful of the limitations of an auteur approach, let us begin with an 

examination of the driving personalities behind The Archers’ films: Powell and 

Pressburger. What aspects of Powell and Pressburger’s personal histories might have 

informed their representation of Britain and its national characteristics? Powell’s 

reflections on his role as an Englishman have been well documented in his 

autobiography and many interviews. His memoirs open with his reflection on the 

‘usefulness’ of having his birthplace listed as Canterbury, Kent8 due to its 

‘uncompromisingly British Anglican ring’9 – a legend which has been embraced by 

commentators who now view Powell as one of Britain’s ‘national treasures’10 and an 

‘unabashedly patriotic’11 ‘typically English director’.12 Powell himself proclaimed that 

                                                 
7 Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger, p.xvii. ‘A similar situation almost arose over the BAFTA award. 
Initially the board were only going to give one award – to Michael. … These were accidents or 
understandable lapses of memory. What Emeric found truly disturbing, however, were other, what he saw 
as deliberate, slights. When the first retrospective was held in 1971 it was called: “Michael Powell (and in 
much smaller letters) in collaboration with Emeric Pressburger” and the photograph on the cover bore a 
picture of Michael. Emeric made no comment. Those were the days of blinkered auteurism, an ideology 
as free of qualms and as closed to doubt as Stalinism. But the next retrospective, in 1978, better organised 
and publicised, was the cause of some friction. The front cover of the NFT programme proclaimed “A 
Michael Powell Season”, though inside Emeric was accorded only a marginally smaller typeface. Michael 
Powell’s name alone was above the door of the cinema and BFI officials failed to invite Emeric to the 
official opening party. Almost simultaneously the BBC, running a season of Archer’s films, trailered it as 
“A Season of Michael Powell Films”. … He felt vaguely that his foreignness had something to do with it 
…’ Ibid., pp.403-404. 
8 Powell noted, ‘[i]n point of fact I was born five miles from the cathedral city in a red-brick farmhouse, 
Howlett’s Farm’. Powell, A Life in Movies, p.5. 
9 Ibid. 
10 James Howard, Michael Powell, BT Batsford, London, 1996, p.13. 
11 David Badder, ‘Powell and Pressburger: The War Years’, Sight and Sound, vol.48, no.1, Winter 1978-
9, p.8. 
12 Bertrand Tavernier and Jacques Prayer, ‘Extracts from an Interview with Michael Powell’, originally 
published in French in Midi-Minuit Kantastique, no.20, October 1968, cited by Kevin Gough-Yates, 
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he ‘was English to the core, as English as a Cox’s Orange Pippin, as English as a 

Worcester Pearmain’,13 and brought to the script of AMOLAD ‘all that [he] knew and 

loved about England.’14 Contrasting Powell to Carol Reed and Alfred Hitchcock, 

biographer James Howard declared that ‘of the three, Powell remains the most 

idiosyncratic, remarkable (and British!) of British film-makers’.15   

 

If Powell was often perceived (and perceived himself) to be an embodiment of his 

national culture, Pressburger was only too aware of his status as an outsider. Born on a 

rural estate in Southern Hungary, the dissection and redistribution of Hungary after the 

First World War meant that Pressburger became a Romanian overnight – ‘a foreigner in 

his own country.’16  His biographer and grandson Kevin Macdonald noted of the event 

that  

 
[t]he pattern of his life as an eternal alien had begun. Without having 
to budge an inch from home, he had set out on the circuitous journey 
that would eventually lead him to England.17  

 

Working in Europe in the 1930s Pressburger demonstrated an ability to ‘go straight to 

the heart of a nation’s identity’18 – a talent which he was to demonstrate both in 

France19 and, during the war, in Britain.  Comparing Pressburger to Hungarian film 

magnate Alexander Korda, Macdonald noted that Pressburger had 

 
also learned to use his privileged position as a foreigner to make 
films which were more English than those made by Englishmen, 
though he trod a much more subtle line between stereotype and 
individuality.20 
 

                                                                                                                                               
‘Interview with Michael Powell’, in Kevin Gough-Yates, Michael Powell in Collaboration with Emeric 

Pressburger, BFI, London, 1971, p.12. 
13 Powell, A Life in Movies, p.232. 
14 Ibid., p.502. Defending The Elusive Pimpernel and Gone to Earth in a 1950 Picturegoer article Powell 
again declared his cinematic expression of his love for England. He stated that ‘[b]eauty, truth and the 
heart of England. I believe in these three things.’ Michael Powell, ‘Mr Powell Replies’, Picturegoer, 30 
December 1950, p.12, cited by Brian McFarlane, An Autobiography of British Cinema as Told by the 

Filmmakers and Actors Who Made It, Methuen, London, 1997, p.464. 
15 Howard, Michael Powell, p.13. 
16 Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger, p.16. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., p.92. 
19 Macdonald noted that Pressburger’s treatment, written in 1932, of a novel by Kálmán Mikszath, A Vén 

Gazember (‘The Old Rogue’) displayed his ‘national’ sensibilities. Macdonald also described how the 
French production for which Pressburger received screen credit was a ‘film celebrating the joys of Paris, 
the kind of intensely “national” outsider’s appreciation that he gravitated towards.’ Ibid., p.115.  
20 Ibid., p.127. 
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Powell’s biographer also noted of Pressburger that ‘it often takes a non-Englishman to 

pinpoint the British character accurately – Powell’s Archers Productions observed 

varied aspects of being British, though not always to unanimous critical acclaim.’21 

 

The Archers’ conflicted and paradoxical relationship with both the nation and its 

national cinema has been vigorously explored by recent commentators. Macdonald 

described Powell as an  

 
an odd fish: a man whose ambitions were foreign but whose means 
were domestic. In many respects the opposite of Emeric: a 
cosmopolitan who was desperately trying to be English.22  

 

The nature of Powell and Pressburger’s collaboration has been interpreted as a result of 

their shared discomfort with their respective relationships with the national culture – a 

culture ‘in which they both felt themselves to be outsiders’.23  Both Powell and 

Pressburger sought to reconcile their love for the land and culture with a deep 

ambivalence about their place within the nation.  

 

A 1946 press release for AMOLAD, in reference to Pressburger, declared that ‘a stranger 

in a city is a more competent and objective observer than a native … he holds a 

stimulating and sympathetic mirror up to England’.24 How was Pressburger able to use 

the cinema to tell the British all about themselves?25 Andrew Moor offered an answer to 

this question in his impressive analysis of the ‘romantic resistance’ of the Archer 

films.26 Moor speculated that, as Pressburger was ‘[d]enied the stable national identity 

within which Powell matured, and … [subject to] an enforced vagrancy from childhood, 

his works reluctantly search for an idealised home and for a condition of stasis.’27 The 

war certainly offered Pressburger an impetus to harness this energy and to prove his 

ideological and cultural commitment to Britain. Pressburger contacted the Ministry of 

Labour at the time of the Munich crisis and was enrolled on a secret Central Register of 

                                                 
21 Howard, Michael Powell, p.11. 
22 Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger, p.146.  
23 John Ellis, ‘At the Edge of Our World’, Vertigo, vol.1, no.3, Spring 1994, p.19. 
24 Anon, ‘A Dynamic Team: Emeric Pressburger and Michael Powell’, A Matter of Life and Death Press 
Book, BFI, London. 
25 Macdonald revealed that Pressburger was friends with Hungarian émigré journalist George Mikes who 
‘like Emeric, made his name telling the British all about themselves, in How to be an Alien.’ Macdonald, 
Emeric Pressburger, p.163. 
26 Andrew Moor, ‘Alien Territory: Romantic Resistance and National Identity in Films by Michael 
Powell and Emeric Pressburger’, Ph.D. Thesis, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, May 2000, p.23. 
27 See Moor, ‘Alien Territory’. 
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Aliens with Special Skills.28 However, his acceptance of all things British was not a 

sentiment reciprocated by Britain’s wartime officials: in a hurtful affront to his adoptive 

nationalism, Pressburger was refused permission to visit the film location for A 

Canterbury Tale (1944) due to his status as an enemy alien. It seemed that the Chief 

Constable of Kent doubted the cultural credentials Pressburger had displayed through 

his previous wartime productions such as 49
th

 Parallel (1941) and One of Our Aircraft 

is Missing (1941). Pressburger’s ambivalence about his role as an Englishman – a role, 

he pointed out, that he had chosen rather than had inherited29 – only increased in the 

postwar era:  

 
With the war over, the great spur to Emeric’s work was removed … 
The certainties of propaganda had long gone and he was no longer 
inclined to preach to people about the direction of their lives because 
he himself had lost his direction. … If he had felt for a brief time 
during the war that he belonged to England, it soon dawned on him 
that he only belonged because they were fighting a common enemy. 
He felt foreign.30  

 

John Ellis declared that both Pressburger and Powell had always ‘existed at the edge of 

the world of British sensibility’ and succinctly described the pair as ‘European film-

makers whose misfortune it was to be interested in being British.’31 

 

While it might be understandable that the Hungarian Pressburger’s contribution to the 

British cinema should be viewed as the ‘clamour of the outsider wanting to be let in’,32 

how can one understand Powell’s often uncomfortable position within Britain’s national 

film culture? While Ellis pointed out that Powell ‘was as much the son of a Riviera 

hotelier as he was of a Kentish farmer’,33 Powell himself attributed his problematic 

relationship with Britain to the lack of support from his homeland for his early artistic 

endeavours: ‘… recalling his early benefactors Harry Lachman, Jerry Jackson and Joe 

Rock – all Americans – he reflected, “The English haven’t helped me whenever I’ve 

                                                 
28 Macdonald, Emeric Pressburger, p.158. 
29 In a discussion of Pressburger’s retirement at Shoemaker’s Cottage Macdonald noted that ‘[a]ll in all it 
was a quiet, very English retirement. It was about this time that he made the comment to Chris Challis, 
“You know, Chris, I am much more English than you are. You were born English, but I chose to be.”’ 
Ibid., p.393. 
30 Ibid., p.261. 
31 Michael Powell, no reference, cited by Ellis, ‘At the Edge’, p.23.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., p.19. Powell’s father found a position in the First World War in France and decided to stay on as 
an hotelier.  Powell and his mother relocated to France but his parents divorced and he and his mother 
returned to England when it became obvious that his father’s affair was permanent.  
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ever really needed them.”’34 Powell also recounted that, after his 1937 film The Edge of 

the World (1937) was chosen as the best foreign film of the year in America, he ‘felt a 

refreshing stream of sympathy flowing between [himself] and America, its people, its 

language, its literature and its films.’35 If, as Powell believed, England had had no use 

for him in the pre-war period,36 he was once again at odds with the national mood when 

peace was declared and ‘the inhabitants … settl[ed] down with obvious enjoyment to a 

programme of austerity.’37 Powell, in his memoirs, lamented the discord that he felt 

existed between himself and his homeland: 

 
I had always had a deep sense of place; if anything has so far come 
out of these pages it is the feeling that I was part of a world. It has 
kept me in this country, where I was born and brought up, long after 
it was made clear to me that my devotion was not reciprocated. I love 
England. I have mirrored England to the English in my films. They 
have not understood the image in the mirror.38 

 

Legislatively British films, it would appear, did not always have uncomplicatedly 

‘British’ filmmakers.  

 

Alienation from Britain’s critically endorsed dominant ‘national’ film culture was, 

however, not limited to Powell and Pressburger. David Niven’s autobiographical 

writings reveal a similar sense of isolation and detachment from Britain’s national 

culture despite Niven having long held a place in British popular consciousness as the 

quintessential Englishman – as one film historian noted ‘every RAF pilot should have 

looked like David Niven’.39 Niven’s character, representative of the poet-pilot type 

familiar to wartime audiences, exists as a stereotyped representation of Britain’s 

wartime national identity. Ian Christie identified the recurrent ‘knight-pilot’ theme of 

Powell-Pressburger works and also traced the wartime cultural significance of the 

RAF.40 The image of the national hero recreated on the cinema screen was often more 

wishful thinking than anything based on reality – Powell described the creation of an 

image of the national RAF hero in his earlier film One of Our Aircraft is Missing: 

‘These Wunderkind of World War II, these knights of the air who had revived the idea 

                                                 
34 Michael Powell, no reference given, cited by Howard, Michael Powell, p.97. 
35 Powell, A Life in Movies, p.262. 
36 Ibid., p.507. 
37 Ibid., p.550. 
38 Ibid., p.81. 
39 Philip M. Taylor, ‘Introduction: Film, the Historian and the Second World War’, in Philip M. Taylor 
(ed.), Britain and the Cinema of the Second World War, Macmillan, London, 1988, p.1. 
40 Ian Christie, A Matter of Life and Death, BFI, London, 2000, pp.13-14.  
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of personal combat, seldom looked the part. I had met many of them in London 

nightclubs, and most were still wet behind the ears and looked appallingly young.’41  

 

If some theorists believe that ‘stars themselves constitute a text’,42 how did Niven 

contribute to the enduring popularity of this British stereotype? He returned to England 

from Hollywood to enlist after Britain’s declaration of war with Germany and arrived 

just as British cinemas were screening The Dawn Patrol (1938). His popularity in the 

wartime film The Way Ahead (1944) firmly established his stiff-upper-lip screen 

character, which was reinforced by AMOLAD. Powell himself recounted seeing Niven 

play an officer in The Way Ahead: 

 
We had all known and loved him as the charming playboy, but here 
was the real man, and a serving officer careful of his men. … In The 

Way Ahead, Carol Reed showed us a bunch of ordinary fellows – 
civilians – and how they became turned into fighting men who could 
work as a team or act independently. David Niven was the officer 
who trained them and led them, and his methods were not those of 
General Patton, but they got results all the same. We also saw, for 
the first time, the real David Niven: shrewd, kind, quick-witted and 
full of fantasy, the image of our hero Peter in A Matter of Life and 

Death.43 
 

Niven’s embodiment of the typical Englishman was, however, fraught with 

contradictions. Niven, after all, was not a star nurtured within the British film industry: 

his success came through his work in Hollywood under contract to Samuel Goldwyn. 

Initially at least, he was disowned by his fellow countrymen. When an American review 

stated of Niven that ‘[t]his latest screen discovery is tall, dark and not the slightest bit 

handsome,’ a British paper responded with a ‘stern reproof’: ‘If this is Hollywood’s 

idea of an Englishman … it is not ours.’44 After slowly climbing the ranks in 

Hollywood during the 1930s he was loaned out by Goldwyn to perform in British 

wartime and postwar productions. Niven’s career was made in Hollywood by acting as 

the British officer type and gentleman;45 the roles Niven played in The Way Ahead and 

A Matter of Life and Death were in fact cut from the same fabric as many of his earlier 

works, such as The First of the Few. Niven was not initially recognised by the British 

                                                 
41 Powell, A Life in Movies, p.393. 
42 Roland Barthes, no reference, paraphrased by Paul Swann, The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar 

Britain, Croom Helm, London, 1987, p.67. 
43 Powell, A Life in Movies, p.488. 
44 Newspaper reviews not referenced, Anon., ‘Old Reviews Kept by Niven’, A Matter of Life and Death 

Press Book, BFI, London.  
45 In both work and play Niven’s biographers make much of his popularity with the wives of Hollywood 
studio executives and producers. 



 109

industry for his capacity to embody the English character, and his unimpressive start in 

the American film business – classified as ‘Anglo-Saxon type 2008’46 in the books of 

Hollywood casting agencies – could easily have amounted to little. In essence, Niven’s 

acting persona was what Hollywood defined as the archetypal Englishman. 

 

Stories on British actors which featured in American movie magazines contributed to ‘a 

blurring of lines between American and British culture … The stories were a vital 

source of cultural folklore and the popularity of certain British films was enhanced by a 

mythology of Britishness.’47 Needless to say, the Hollywood conception of Britishness 

was synonymous with Englishness – made somewhat more convoluted in this case as 

Niven’s press releases48 always claimed he was born in Kirriemuir, Scotland.49 Niven’s 

ambiguous origins, exposed by Morley in 1985, are by no means clarified in his later 

life: ‘… he was a patriotic Englishman who passed for a Scot and spent two-thirds of 

his life abroad.’50 Despite playing various British Majors in a run of undistinguished 

films in the latter half of his acting career, Niven became increasingly less inclined to 

consider England home. Niven believed himself to be truly cosmopolitan, exemplified 

by his move to Switzerland in 1960.51 The Hollywood studio system and publicity 

machines may have been responsible for Niven’s screen characterisation – Niven’s 

agent revealed that ‘[y]ou were buying a personality … towards the end of his career. … 

[He] had given up playing parts and was really just there to be English and charming in 

                                                 
46 Charles Francisco, David Niven: Endearing Rascal, W. H. Allen, London, 1987, p.1. 
47 Marcia Landy, ‘The Other Side of Paradise: British Cinema from an American Perspective’, in Justine 
Ashby and Andrew Higson (eds), British Cinema, Past and Present, Routledge, London, 2000, pp.64-65.  
48 David wrote a letter to The Times on 24 July 1973 where he referred to his ‘Scots blood’, cited by 
Sheridan Morley, The Other Side of the Moon: The Life of David Niven, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
London, 1985, p.254. A press release for AMOLAD also cited Niven as having been born in Scotland. 
Reflecting the interchangeable nature of the terms ‘English’ and ‘British’, his birthplace does not seem to 
interfere with his description as a ‘young English officer’, Anon, ‘Press Release’, A Matter of Life and 

Death Press Book, BFI, London. 
49 Niven avoids the issue of his birthplace and starts his autobiography at the age of five. David Niven, 
The Moon’s a Balloon: Reminiscences, Hamish Hamilton, London, 1971. Morley set the record straight: 
‘David was always a great borrower of other travelers’ tales; he was also amazingly vague on such 
fundamental biographical details as his own place of birth. For decades he allowed all studio hand-outs 
and reference books to announce that he was born in ‘Kirriemuir, Scotland’, where he did indeed spend a 
short part of his childhood. It was only after his death that a Somerset House certificate established his 
birth on 1 March 1910 at Belgrave Mansions in London, whereupon his sons discovered that he had not 
been born in Scotland at all despite his frequent references to a tight purse.’ Morley, The Other Side of the 

Moon, p.4.  
50 Ibid., p.8. 
51 As a legal resident of Switzerland ‘he was effectively cut off from his family and friends in his native 
country as well as those in his adopted country, the United States. Tax and immigration laws prohibited 
him from extended stays in either of the two countries.’ Francisco, David Niven: Endearing Rascal, 
p.213.  
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an old-fashioned sort of way’52 – yet the popularity of such a ‘personality’ suggests it 

resonated with British audiences in the postwar era.  

 

Just as Niven was stereotyped as the ‘unsentimental hero’,53 audiences brought with 

them to AMOLAD understandings of the ‘type’ played by a ‘favourite Powell 

performer’,54 Roger Livesey. Livesey had acted in Korda’s The Drum (1938) as one of 

the ‘stiff-upper-lip representatives of the British Raj’55 but was also familiar to postwar 

audience members as Clive Candy in The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp (1943) or as 

Torquil, the romantic hero of I Know Where I’m Going (1945). The Reeves character 

was especially written for Livesey,56 indicative of his importance to Powell – in Ellis’ 

opinion, a status accorded him due to his ‘ability to project secret doubts and 

prevarications behind every instance of bluff Englishness.’57  An examination of the 

meanings that may have been attributed by postwar audiences to Livesey’s character – 

in terms of class, region and masculinity – will be explored at a later point in this 

chapter. 

 

If Livesey’s performance could reflect ‘secret doubts’ about the meaning of 

Englishness, so too the film has often been perceived, both positively and negatively, as 

‘a far cry from the cosy British cinema’ of stereotyped understandings.58 Powell – not 

one to underestimate his role in the cinema industry59 – believed he himself was blamed 

for the failure of The Archers’ films to conform to the expectations of Britain’s 

‘national’ cinema.60 Many commentators, however, have instead emphasised how the 

cultural context of Britain’s cinema industry was often unable to be contained within 

national borders. The transnationalism of ‘British national cinema’ was particularly 
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noticeable in the 1930s when filmmakers who had fled fascism congregated in Britain 

(and Hollywood), and thereby introduced a distinctively foreign narrative and stylistic 

element.61 Pressburger, many commentators have recognised, ‘represented an urbane 

European tradition and sophistication that was comparatively alien to British film-

making’.62 In addition to Pressburger, one can also look to the involvement of German 

art director Alfred Junge and the Polish-born composer Allan Gray (born Josef 

Zmigrod) as embodiments of the ‘Continental’ forces at work in AMOLAD. Pressburger 

had worked with both Junge and Gray in Germany and all were members of Berlin’s 

UFA (Universum Film Aktiengesellschaft). Although Junge – also classified as an 

enemy alien during the war – had been unable to work on One of Our Aircraft is 

Missing due to his internment at Liverpool, he was a core member of The Archers team 

by the time sets were required for AMOLAD. Indeed, Junge had created masterpieces 

for Powell and Pressburger’s Contraband (1940), The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, 

A Canterbury Tale, and I Know Where I’m Going before turning his attention to the 

dramatic escalator and the celestial amphitheatre of AMOLAD.  Gray too became a key 

member of the Archer group and the success of his ‘eerie stairway motif’63 paved the 

way for his involvement on The Archers’ next six films. The disquieting effect of this 

hybrid component of Britain’s national film culture will become apparent when an 

analysis of reception is undertaken.64  

 

If a transference of European cultural and aesthetic sensibilities took place as a result of 

the political context of the time, America’s wholesale plunder of Britain’s ‘home’ and 

‘empire’ markets had long been an overt demonstration of the transgressive boundaries 

of the culturally defined nation.65 The particulars of the British industry and the 

attempts to foster a national industry – defined against an American ‘other’ – were 

examined in detail in Chapter Two. The Archers produced AMOLAD in a context of 

renewed optimism for the performance of British films in the American market. These 

particular conditions within the national film industry, a result of wartime confidence 
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that Britain ‘came into its own’ as it was finally able to create a distinctively national 

cinematic style,66 afforded Powell and Pressburger the artistic freedom to create their 

unique cinematic visions. Macdonald succinctly summed up the situation which allowed 

The Archers to flourish:  

 
Like Korda before him and every ambitious British producer since, 
Rank realized that the only way of sustaining a profitable British film 
industry was to take a slice of the American market. Again, like the 
Hungarian maverick, he decided that the best way of doing this was 
to produce a few high quality films. He hoped that the Archers – 
given generous budgets – would provide these films.67 

 

In his attempt on the American market, Rank established the Independent Producers in 

1942 – an elite group of filmmakers including The Archers with Powell and 

Pressburger, and later, Individual Pictures with Frank Launder and Sidney Gilliat, and 

Cineguild with David Lean and Ronald Neame. Lean, in a 1947 discussion about 

Independent Producers, stated: ‘[s]uch is the enviable position of British film-makers 

to-day, and such are the conditions which have at last given our films a style and 

nationality of their own.’68 Although the Independent Producers group was in financial 

difficulties by the end of the 1940s, during its heyday ‘the artists were given 

unprecedented control over their films and plentiful support from the studio, unheard of 

even in America at the time.’69 Christie noted that the ‘rapport between Arthur Rank 

and The Archers, sharing a concern with English values and a hostility to “materialism”, 

seems to have been an important inspiration for Independent Productions.’70  

 

Just as the unorthodox romantic nationalism of AMOLAD was made possible by the 

licence afforded Powell and Pressburger by Rank’s wartime and immediate postwar 

terms of production, the film is a product of its genesis in wartime and its production 

and screening in the war’s aftermath. It is a much touted fact that the film was initially 

conceived as a tool of the MOI to strengthen Anglo-American relations after the war. 

The Archers were able to apply to AMOLAD a lesson they had learnt from 49
th

 Parallel, 

namely that ‘propaganda that people paid to see was the only propaganda worth talking 
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about’.71 Powell recounted his meeting with Jack Beddington of the MOI who, 

according to Powell, was worried because 

 
[b]efore America came into the war, our relations with them were 
excellent. After Pearl Harbour, we were one people. Their war was 
our war and vice versa. But now that we are winning the war, all that 
has changed. The top people are already planning strategy in terms of 
spheres of influence, spheres of business. There’s a danger that the 
ordinary man and woman in the Services will forget what they have 
learnt about each other. The old jealousies, misunderstandings and 
distrusts will return. … When Europe falls apart, there is going to be 
the most awful lot of bickering and skulduggery. You fellows don’t 
make ordinary films, after all. In a way they’re sort of sermons … 
You know how to put things the way that people understand without 
understanding, if you follow me. And if you make it, it’ll be a big 
film and it has got to appeal to the Yanks as much as to the British.72  

 

Despite addressing similar concerns in the previous four Archer films: 49
th

 Parallel, 

One of Our Aircraft is Missing, Colonel Blimp, and A Canterbury Tale,73 the MOI was 

keen for Powell and Pressburger to reiterate the importance of close Anglo-American 

relations. Pressburger asked at the time: ‘Are you suggesting we make a fifth film to 

prove to the American and the British how much they love each other?’74 Although the 

war was nearly over, with the perceived deterioration of Anglo-American relations, the 

MOI considered that the battle was just starting.75  

 

Powell described the film as ‘the end of our British war service’76 and, commenting 

retrospectively, viewed the transition to peace as an opportunity to break through the 

‘conventional barriers and surge forward.’77 Although conceived and written during the 

war, the realisation of the AMOLAD premise was delayed for a whole year – with its 

lovers in Purgatory, drifting in space between this world and the next, as Powell 

described the situation78 – due to wartime shortages of Technicolor stock. Filming 

began, recalled Powell, on the day the news broke that Japan had capitulated: 
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On the day that Japan surrendered to General MacArthur, and it was 
broadcast to the world, we started shooting AMOLAD on location at 
Saunton Sands, North Devon. … The sands were famous for 
holiday-makers but five years of warfare and mock-warfare had 
rolled over them and Braunton Burrows was thick with unexploded 
mines, bombs and barbed wire. A charming gunnery officer walked 
over to us, complete with walking stick, and apologised for the mess. 
It had been his gunnery range for the past two years.79 

 

Certainly, the symbolic importance of the start of production has been recognised by 

commentators. For example, Macdonald noted that  

 
The timing couldn’t have been better. A film about this world and 
the next, in colour and black and white, was an apt metaphor for the 
transition from war to peace. Moreover, it was a convenient bridge – 
or perhaps a staircase – between the serious propaganda pictures The 
Archers used to make and the colourful, artistic entertainment 
movies they were now going to do.80

  

 

The film reveals a preoccupation with liminal spaces: the space between life and death, 

war and peace, past and future. As such, it has been described as an ‘intriguingly 

transitional film’:81 a film which represents the ideological tensions of Britain’s 

immediate postwar context.  

 

A reviewer at the time of release, published in the conservative Sunday Express, 

applauded the ‘sensible’ and ‘daring’ commentary the film made during ‘these 

internationally controversial times’.82 It is uncontentious to state that the context of the 

film’s creation and reception was certainly a time of both optimism and grave concern 

for the future. Enthusiasm for a ‘brave new world’ of both class and political consensus; 

reconstruction and the implementation of the Welfare State; and a continued world role 

founded on a ‘special relationship’ with the United States was tempered by the dire 

economic situation Britain faced; the continuation of – and even increased – hardships 

of rationing in peacetime; and the realisation that Britain was very much the ‘poor 

relation’ in any Anglo-American kinship. Publicity material for the film acknowledged 

the stark difference between postwar British and American society:  
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From the world of plenty to the world of austerity came American 
actress Hunter … In America Kim was able to go into any luxurious 
store and chose a glamorous frock – with no restriction as to style or 
the amount of material used … Her style of dress was particularly 
appreciated in this country, where fashion has dictated restraint from 
fluffy, fabulous clothes.83  
 

From a postwar perspective, it would seem that Britain was not merely humbled in 

material terms but was worlds apart from her former ally. British austerity was again 

mentioned in promotion material which noted that, while on the film set, Kim Hunter 

learned how to make curries in order to ‘disguise the limited English menu’84 – a skill 

unnecessary and novel in Hollywood.  

 

The contradiction of Britain’s victory in war with its humbled postwar position was to 

become increasingly apparent. However, the timing of the film’s production and release 

meant that, in many ways, the film displayed the same characteristics and ideological 

commitments as Britain’s wartime cinema. Although a review at the time noted in 

unflattering terms that the film displayed a ‘conventional war-film idiom’,85 the film has 

since been viewed as ‘evidence … of the desire and commitment to build ‘a better 

world’ once the war had been won.’86 Paul Swann’s interpretation that AMOLAD was a 

‘very self-conscious and mannered attempt to [indicate] what society in the world of 

tomorrow would be like’87 and Scott Salwolke’s observation that, ‘even before the war 

had ended, [Powell and Pressburger’s] attention had turned to the effect the conflict 

would have on the English culture, championing values that other directors were 

ignoring’,88 support such an understanding.  The film, one can argue, in many ways 

champions the values of the ‘people’s war’: that the war had been fought not in defence 

of 1939 values but in the interests of a more just and democratic society. On being 

asked for officer’s quarters, the heavenly clerk replied: ‘We’re all the same up here’. 

Commentators have viewed the film not merely as a reflection of desires for a Brave 

New World but as a description of Britain’s wartime and immediate postwar social 

consensus. Anthony Aldgate understood the film to be  
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about compromise and consensus. That consensus is put at its most 
explicit in an opening scene where David Niven is describing 
himself and adds: ‘Politics … Conservative by nature, Labour by 
experience. The words put into the character’s mouths at that point 
are surely Powell and Pressburger’s comment upon Britain by the 
end of the Second World War.89  

 

As previously noted, a press release for the film described Pressburger’s gift for holding 

a mirror up to England; Powell also used the imagery of the mirror to explain the role of 

a film director in the British film industry,90 and it became a familiar image to film 

historians through Raymond Durgnat’s pioneering 1970 work A Mirror for England: 

British Movies from Austerity to Affluence.91 Although film historians hesitate to 

interpret film as a simple reflection of a historical milieu, in Pressburger’s own words: 

‘the social feelings of the author must somehow contribute.’92 Powell too was keen to 

remind his audiences that ‘all the Powell-Pressburger wartime films were original 

stories, written for the screen, keeping pace with events and trying to put into action 

what people were thinking and saying at the time.’93 Powell, with characteristic 

humility, even went so far as to declare that The Archers’ products were ‘films that 

spoke for England’.94  

 

Whether the film accurately reflected what the British people were thinking and saying 

in the immediate postwar period is difficult to establish: despite the film being the 

subject of Britain’s 1946 Royal Command Performance (an event intended to promote 

Britain’s home industry) and a success with British audiences,95 it met with puzzlement 

and condemnation by Britain’s critical establishment. Even those critics who had an 

overall favourable impression of the film expressed what Ellis has dubbed a ‘yes, but 
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…’ attitude – aspects of the film were praised but always in conjunction with certain 

reservations.96 It would seem that all did not accept the values Powell and Pressburger 

‘championed’, the re-presentation of the war they offered, and their vision of the future. 

The film’s content and form both provoked allegations of anti-patriotism.  

 

How was the content of the film – its thematic concerns, representations of the nation at 

war, and portrayal of the national character – perceived at the time of the its release? 

The claim that Powell and Pressburger presented a ‘sympathetic’ portrayal of the 

wartime enemy was a criticism often levelled at Powell and Pressburger’s wartime 

films, influenced AMOLAD, and continued to dog the pair into the postwar era. The Life 

and Death of Colonel Blimp had been somewhat hysterically declared ‘a product of 

rampant pro-Nazism’97 due to the ambivalence displayed in the portrayal of the German 

character, Theo. Such criticisms were expressed by the Sidneyan Society of London, a 

group concerned with the quality of film and television. The Society’s aim was to ‘help 

enlighten public opinion on the effect of the film, radio and television on the minds of 

nations’98 and to this end it declared the film to be ‘one of the most wicked productions 

that has ever disgraced the British film industry’.99 Speaking about Marius Goring’s role 

as ‘the Conductor’ in AMOLAD Powell stated:  

 
I knew that he was fluent in both French and German, and we were 
tempted to make his part a German in the story, but decided that 
would be too much of a good thing: the Archers were already 
suspected of having a German bias.100 

 

Despite Powell having taken such precautions, the Sidneyan Society launched a caustic 

attack on AMOLAD in a 1947 book The World is My Cinema.101 The authors viewed the 

film’s portrayal of heaven as suggestive of Hitler’s ‘New Order’, and cited the 

similarities between Himmler’s Gestapo files and the clinical bureaucracy of the 

Heavenly Department of Records as a foundation for this interpretation.102 They 

claimed that 
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[n]ow, at last, the mask is off. Now it is safe to do openly in A Matter 

of Life and Death what could only be done slyly and covertly in 
Blimp and 49

th
 Parallel. Now it is safe to attempt to do during peace 

what the Goebbels-Hitler-Himmler crew failed to do during the war 
– bash the British in the sight of our Allies and create mischief 
between us and the Americans.103 

 

If Powell and Pressburger used their films to ‘speak’ for the nation, one could argue that 

the Sidneyan Society expressed a desire to see them bound and gagged. 

 

Although somewhat hysterical, the Robsons were by no means alone in their 

recognition of the film’s ambiguous representation of the nation. The court scene 

certainly came under fire by British commentators. This scene, as many critics pointed 

out, showcased American admonishment of Britain’s past wrongs – ‘Ancient charges 

against British “imperialism” which, for the most part, never had any real substance’104 

– without a rebuttal on Britain’s part. A reviewer for the Conservative Daily Telegraph 

claimed that Powell and Pressburger ‘again appeal to anti-British prejudices, 

particularly in America, by putting the Englishman on trial for his life, for the crime of 

being an Englishman and nothing else, and offering no defence at all’.105 He asked: 

‘Must [Peter] (and we) listen to denunciations of British tyranny, and rhapsodies of 

American freedom for all races?’106 A critic with similar concerns, although with 

different political leanings (writing for the Liberal News Chronicle), answered this 

question: ‘I suppose, for American box-office purposes, it does help’.107 Likewise, the 

Daily Worker noted: 

 
Love wins, but only after a fatuous trial in which America and 
Britain become symbols of the love-clash and in which Britain 
makes all the concessions (for box-office purposes in America), [sic] 
I take it.108  
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The conservative Daily Graphic’s reviewer condemned the film’s ‘appeal to Isolationist 

and anti-British sentiment in the United States’ and lamented that the film ‘should cross 

the Atlantic carrying the cachet which comes from its showing on such an occasion’ as 

the Royal Command Performance.109 Even those within the industry who were 

enthusiastic about the film noted the ‘irrelevant tilts at British Imperialism’ and the 

opportunity given for the American character to ‘pillory British Imperialism’:110
 

 
True, some may take umbrage at the anti-British feeling shown 
during the trial scenes, but the majority of Britons will, we feel sure, 
display stout skins. Now it is up to the Yanks, to whom it so 
consistently and gracefully panders.111  

 

A critic for the left-wing Tribune viewed the film’s message as ‘continual … sops to the 

Americans’,112 and the Liberal News Chronicle reported the film’s theme an attempt to 

attract American audiences by presenting Britain as ‘the nation everybody hates’.113 

Indeed, the Royal Command Performance itself has been viewed as an  

 
attempt to replicate the form and experience of the Hollywood 
premiere. It was a chance to mix traditionally British notions of 
celebrity (the Royal family), with the new-style elite drawn from the 
masses emanating from the United States.114  

 

Britain’s postwar deference to American cultural dominance is also revealed in that the 

film was selected by a Committee of ‘experienced British and American film 

representatives’.115 Further American participation was solicited when ‘a number of 

important stars were invited to be present at the mammoth “Personal Appearance” stage 

show which was part of the Command programme.’116 In the act of ‘marking an historic 

occasion in British films’,117 it would seem that an American influence was not merely 

permitted but was actively invited.  

 

Some critics disagreed with allegations that the film betrayed national myths by 

appealing to the American market. The conservative Evening Standard published the 
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opinion that ‘[t]he film itself … is arresting, interesting, and – without making 

concessions to so-called “box office” – still calculated to yield handsome dividends to 

all concerned.’118 Most, however, viewed the film’s pro-American themes and ‘box-

office’ concerns with greater cynicism. Powell himself acknowledged that the mirror he 

held up to British society was not always understood and eventually resulted in his 

alienation from Britain’s national cinema industry:  

 
I am writing these lines in a foreign country … because for the last 
ten years I have been made to feel an outcast by my own people. I 
was ‘too big a risk’. I was too ‘independent’. I wanted my own way. 
I was all the things that made my films different from my 
contemporaries’ films.119  

 

Powell’s admiration for America and its film products was the source of some criticism 

by his compatriots. Powell explained that  

 
[l]ike all Europeans of my generation, I loved and admired America 
and the Americans. We loved their Constitution, their generosity, 
and their success in creating a real democracy, owned by the people 
themselves. … I suppose that it is this strong predilection and 
admiration for everything American in the lively arts that makes the 
English critics and literary ladies and gents, suspicious of me. And 
yet I never wanted to go to America and make their pictures for 
them. I wanted to make English ones.120 
 

Powell admits that AMOLAD was better received by foreign critics: journalists reported 

that the British ‘had invaded America again – but this time the Americans loved it.’121 

The American Cinematographer acknowledged that the film was ‘frankly slanted to 

captivate the American film audience’ but, in direct contrast to majority critical opinion 

in Britain, observed that ‘it manages at the same time to be an audience picture and a 

critic’s picture.’122 Reg Whitley, reporting from America, criticised the fact that no big 

British stars, except Michael Redgrave, attended the American Gala Premier – a point 

which ‘caused much adverse comment in view of the vital importance of the occasion to 
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the growing British industry.’123 He went on to report that, in his opinion, ‘this film 

comes nearer to American movie taste than any other yet sent from Britain. … Its 

imaginative treatment, particularly in the trial scene, seemed to grip this audience to an 

extent greater than I have seen over here.’124 American exhibitors, however, did not 

always agree with critical opinion. One such exhibitor noted that ‘[t]he newspapers gave 

this four stars. My customers gave it four Bronx cheers. Color, beautiful. This type 

might be good for class houses, but they are poison to the guy with the average 

“thinker”.’125 

 

If American critics recognised and appreciated the film’s pro-American stance, critics 

from the USSR also observed the political nature of the film’s treatment of Anglo-

American relations. An article sent to the USSR described the film’s theme as ‘the 

transitory nature of national and historical prejudices’, conveyed in the amphitheatre 

scene where ‘characters from all ages and countries are present … not just jumbled 

together … but grouped in periods or occupations. This brings out the films [sic] idea 

that historical and national hostility arises from transitory delusions.’126 The 

commentator concluded by noting that this film ‘has received [in Britain] the same 

criticism as that given to some of their former pictures: while the filmcraft is generally 

admired, the story has raised controversy’.127 A commentary on this review, published 

in a Soviet journal Kultura i Zhizn, received considerable attention from British 

members of the Foreign Office. The review noted the American influence on the film128 
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and interpreted the film’s messages as an invitation for ‘Britain and America to throw 

themselves into each other’s arms’:129 

 
The echo is here clearly heard of another speech, a speech made by 
Mr. Churchill in Fulton, which has left a sombre trace on Britain’s 
policy … Mr Powell and Mr Pressburger prove a simple idea, 
namely, the necessity for an Anglo-American bloc. Thus mysticism 
is transferred into concrete politics. … Although the word ‘politics’ 
is not mentioned in the film, in fulfilling a definite social order, it 
nevertheless instils in the mind of British audiences the necessity and 
inevitability for Britain to follow in the wake of American policy.130  

 

Historians Sue Harper and Vincent Porter pointed out that, although the film’s political 

content may have been – in the opinion of the British Embassy in Moscow – interpreted 

as an example of ‘the extreme lengths to which Soviet propaganda can go in 

misrepresentation, or perhaps in genuine misunderstanding’,131 its meanings were 

vigorously debated by British critics both at the time of release and thereafter.132  

 

Contextual readings have offered a range of understandings of the film’s ideological 

content, and not solely in terms of an external ‘other’. Rather, Durgnat identified 

‘perennial Tory criticisms of the … Welfare State’133  in AMOLAD: 

 
This Heaven is a futurist Utopia. It’s a planned society. It’s machine-
like (one mounts to it on an inexorable escalator, hence the film’s 
U.S. title, Stairway to Heaven). This stairway is flanked by the 
imposing, but dead-white, statues of such great idealists as Plato 
(whose Utopia is, of course, thoroughly totalitarian). As Tories claim 
planning drains colour from life, here, the Technicolor of earth pales 
to celestial monochrome. Heaven’s values are those of the 
collectivity (as opposed to the selfless individualism of romantic 
love.) Planned, bureaucratic, idealistic, totalitarian, colourless, 
theoretic – all these are words Tories like to use of Socialism … But 
if Britain’s sense of fair play makes her susceptible to the appeal of 
Socialism, it should also operate, as fair play to the individual, to 
protect us from it. At any rate, the Socialist longing for admirable 
justice goes with a coldness of individual feeling, and a crushing of 
initiative, and we must side instead with our home-grown squires and 
the friendlier Americans.134 
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Nicholas Pronay also read the film in this manner:  

 
It was through the cinema screens that the quintessential case against 
the ‘planned society’ was first put after the war … Earth and the 
doings of its infuriating, eccentric individuals which keep messing 
up the excellent schemes of their superiors in Heaven, was filmed in 
gorgeous colour – Heaven, and all its rational splendour, in grey 
monochrome …135  

 

Not all commentators, however, considered the film to be espousing Conservative 

critiques of socialism: Aldgate voiced his disagreement with Durgnat’s interpretation 

and described the film as an example of the way in which the Powell and Pressburger 

team ‘served’ the postwar consensus.136 Aldgate found John Russell Taylor’s 

understanding of the film more to his liking and paraphrased his view: ‘That is, 

essentially, what A Matter of Life and Death is all about: the rapprochement and 

reconciliation of opposite ideals. It is, finally, a film about compromise and 

consensus.’137  

 

Just as the film’s message has been contested, the form of AMOLAD has also sparked 

debate. Frederick Mullally of the Tribune asked: ‘Why is it that the film is so 

spectacularly unsatisfying?’ The answer, he concluded, lay ‘in the complete absence of 

one factor vital to the cinema: the dramatic link with real-life people and their problems 

… fantasy is barren and meretricious unless used to convey a serious message’.138 The 

reviewer from News Chronicle also found the form of AMOLAD disconcerting: ‘it is 

even further away from the essential realism and the true business of the British movie 

than their two recent films I Know Where I’m Going and A Canterbury Tale.’139 Each 

reviewer focused on the film’s deviation from the norm of British cinema – a tradition 

of realism. If the ‘true business’ of the British cinema is representing ‘real-life people’, 

as the film’s critics claimed, what does Powell-Pressburger’s ‘stratospheric joke’140 

reveal about the struggle over conceptions of the national self in the postwar world? 

What does this challenge to the dominant national aesthetic reflect about postwar 

preoccupations in Britain?  
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Powell and Pressburger’s rejection of realism can be understood as a conscious effort to 

establish a counter-tradition to the national form of realism.141 Powell stated that 

 
[o]ur business was not realism, but surrealism. We were storytellers, 
fantasists. This is why we could never get on with the documentary 
film movement. Documentary films started with poetry and finished 
as prose. We storytellers started with naturalism and finished with 
fantasy.142  

 

Perhaps AMOLAD offered an escape to audiences who had grown weary of the wartime 

documentary aesthetic – a sentiment voiced by Powell himself:  

 
I distrust documentary. Always have. I have no interest in what 
people tell me is the truth – how do I know it’s the truth. I’d rather 
make up my own truth. The documentary boys are always saying it 
must be better because it’s true. I question this assertion. I just don’t 
believe it.143  

 

The film’s preoccupation with forms of seeing, of representation – shown through the 

camera obscura, the subjective positioning of the viewer through the giant eyelid 

closing, the philosopher/poet ‘mind’s eye’ – distinctly went against Britain’s traditional 

realist aesthetic.  

 

The degree to which Powell and Pressburger’s ‘reputed “Continentalism” and 

Romanticism placed them at times beyond the strictly defined parameters of suitable 

“British National Cinema”’144 has been explored at length by cinema historians. Moor 

noted that ‘the post-war Technicolor works … seem to violate more rudely the 

“restraint” with which British cinema might be associated’,145 and the film’s founding 

premise – a fantasy dealing with both metaphysical and present-day concerns – is itself 

viewed as a challenge to British cultural tradition. By dismissing the realist form – 

considered the national form since the 1920s and further strengthened by wartime 

cinematic trends – Powell and Pressburger, one may argue, forced a re-evaluation of the 

very means of expressing Britain’s cultural identity. Powell’s efforts were summed up 

in an entry by a cinema ‘dictionary’: ‘[a]gainst persistent British attempts to dignify 
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realism Powell must have seemed gaudy, distasteful, and effete.’146 Textual readings of 

the film have certainly focused on the meaning of its rejection of realism and the 

challenge it constituted to Britain’s cinematic tradition. Ellis viewed the film as a 

disruption of the narrative form and an early criticism of the ‘whole equation between 

cinema and reality that is a central tenet of so much British film-making and criticism 

alike.’147 The refusal of Powell and Pressburger to work within the boundaries of a 

‘native British realism’,148 he noted, undermined and questioned the very nature of 

Britain’s cinematic representation of the national self.149 Ellis argued that it is the film’s 

attempt to resolve the contradictions between the documentary and fictional modes of 

address that reveals the milieu of its creation:  

 
At this time, it seems that fiction centralised sexuality, individual 
psychology, the particularity of a situation between characters; and 
documentary, (then a recognisable mode, diffused massively during 
the war), centralised generality, exposition, broad concepts relating 
to social order.150  

 

Rather than only interpreting the content of the film, Ellis argued that one must 

recognise the ways in which the discursive position of the narrative film informs the 

spectator’s understanding of its meaning.151  

 

Charles Barr offered a different perspective on the work of The Archers and denied the 

divide between fantasy and realism: 

 
 
In many ways the difference, the aberrancy, of Powell and 
Pressburger has been exaggerated. To return to the key period of the 
mid-1940s: far from being opposed in structure (fantasy vs realism), 
A Matter of Life and Death and Brief Encounter (1945) can be 
grouped together as instances of a spectacular shift which occurs in 
British films around this time from the public sphere to the private, 
with a stress on vision and fantasy. A Matter of Life and Death 
announces in an opening title that it will be set ‘inside the mind’ of 
the David Niven character, and contains a celebrated shot from 
behind his closing eyelid; the house of another character (Roger 
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Livesey) incorporates a camera obscura at the top of it, and when we 
first see him he is manipulating its lens in order to get an image of 
the outside world ‘as in a poet’s eye’. But the modes of subjectivity 
and cinematic self-reflexivity which Powell and Pressburger are here 
foregrounding with characteristically flamboyant devices (and these 
help to explain the lack of appeal to Movie, which liked the 
impersonality of classic Hollywood) are equally operative, though 
less flamboyantly so, in Brief Encounter, and also in Ealing’s Dead 

of Night, another film of 1945.’152  
 

Yet another textual ‘reading’ was offered by Christie, who read the film as a ‘modern 

masque’153 contrasting the ‘factual/medical and fantasy/hallucination, both of which we 

are encouraged to consider equally real’.154 Christie questioned the value of Ellis’ 

approach and asked:  

 
But however sound this semiotic defence, is it enough to claim the 
point of the film lies in its continued ‘dislocation between two 
discourses? What of its ‘matter’ – poised between life and death, war 
and peace, fantasy and reality – its humour, beauty and 
mysticism?155 

 

An interpretation of the film as a reflection of the temporal context, Christie’s work 

rejected the dominant understanding of 1940s cinema as moving from wartime 

documentary realism to postwar melodrama. Instead, he argued that AMOLAD is an 

example of Neo-Romanticism – ‘the moment at which Surrealism and Expressionism 

took on their distinctive English forms’:156   

 
We might reconstruct AMOLAD, then, as beginning amid 
apocalypse, with the last moments of war and life leading to 
heavenly judgement. It then reworks the pastoral theme/Arthurian 
myth so dear to English art: the return to an Edenic Albion, a 
paradise garden, a castle in which a fair lady is to be won.157  

 

The range of textual interpretations of AMOLAD powerfully reflects the fact that, in 

much the same way that national identities are contested and fluid, ‘national cinema’ is 

a mutable and much debated concept.   
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Just as the film is subject to multiple understandings regarding its stance on postwar 

politics and its role in Britain’s ‘national cinema’, so too its interpretation as an 

hegemonic example of postwar conceptions of class, masculinity and region defined 

against an American ‘other’ and in terms of dominant myths of the national experience 

of the recent war is fraught with contention. AMOLAD, after all, is best defined as a film 

of contrasts: life and death, heaven and earth, and, in the memorable celestial-courtroom 

scene, British and American. Stereotyped wartime understandings of Britishness often 

survive in AMOLAD – the nation defined in terms of officer heroes, literary heritage, 

and village idylls – yet betray ambivalence indicative of postwar concerns regarding 

masculinity, citizenship, and Britain’s role in the postwar world. The film as an example 

of ‘the first phase of cinema’s remobilisation in the Cold War’158 is reflected in its 

treatment of Anglo-American differences and its portrayal of Britain’s imperial past. 

The following subjective analysis of the film – conscious always of the need to 

contextualise the film text in its historical, cultural and industrial milieu – will utilise 

contemporary publicity material and reviews to contribute to our understanding of the 

film’s meaning.  

           

Producer Sir Anthony Havelock-Allan, interviewed in 1990, was asked whether he 

believed the British cinema had been ‘too middle-class for wide acceptance’.159 

Havelock-Allan answered, ‘When you think of it, the few British films that have been 

international successes operate on that basis. A Matter of Life and Death was about the 

officer class – nobody in Heaven talked with Cockney accents, all the angels were 

clearly upper-class!’160 Given that the film was originally proposed to appeal to both 

British and American audiences, one can view the film’s representation of Britishness 

as skewed by international considerations. The film, however, also operated in a 

dominant cultural discourse inherited from the recent wartime past. Most striking after 

Peter’s role as a heroic RAF pilot is his membership of Britain’s educated elite; he is, 

after all, a published poet who dedicated his pre-war life to pondering the survival of 

man’s soul after death (not a pursuit commonly associated with the British working-

class). Studying European history at Oxford University before being ‘violently 

interrupted’ by the war clearly defines Peter as a member of Britain’s traditional 
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educated class.161 Quoting a passage by Sir Walter Raleigh, Peter declares to June: ‘I’d 

rather have written that than flown through Hitler’s legs’. Powell and Pressburger 

suggested that the British character, although proved by war, is formed through one’s 

national literary heritage.162 In addition to containing quotations from Raleigh, Peter’s 

opening dialogue also cites Andrew Marvell, and the film trawls through such cultural 

figures as Plato, Dryden, Pope, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Milton and Donne.163  

 

Of course, in characteristic deviation from the norm, AMOLAD refuses to act as an 

example of an ‘abolition of all contradiction in the name of national culture’.164 Upper-

class characteristics165 are also embodied by Reeves who shares Peter’s metaphysical 

concerns, and yet in Reeves these very characteristics are presented with ambiguity. The 

arrival of June at Reeves’ house to discuss Peter’s condition presented Reeves in the 

role of a paternalistic country-squire keeping a watchful, yet benevolent, eye on ‘his’ 

villagers. ‘Surveying your kingdom?’ asks June. Films released both before and after 

AMOLAD have betrayed an authorial preoccupation with the ‘gaze’. Parallels have been 

drawn between the actions of Reeves and the ‘Glue Man’ Thomas Colpeper – ‘his 

Canterbury Tale predecessor’166 – a character who poured glue in the hair of wartime 

land girls caught interacting with American and British soldiers stationed in the village 

(girls who otherwise diverted attention from his public lectures on England’s heritage). 

In a particularly telling scene, Reeves uses his camera obscura to watch a village girl 

conversing with Yanks: ‘His actions not only evoke the gaze of the Glue Man but also 

anticipate the murderous gaze of Mark Lewis in Peeping Tom [1959]’.167 The dominant 

patriarchal gaze of Colpeper and Reeves reached its violent crescendo in the Peeping 
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Tom character who stabbed his victims with the tripod of his camera while forcing them 

to watch their own filmed agony. Although Reeves is a more benevolent and 

sympathetic character than either his predecessor or successor, the ‘dangerous and 

ambivalent’168 nature of his character was noted by Christie, who not only saw echoes 

of Colpeper but also observed that Reeves ‘evokes Prospero, maintaining surveillance 

over his island kingdom in The Tempest.’169 One wonders how Powell would have felt 

had he known that, after his death, Reeves would be described as one of his “most 

complete self portraits; one of the most civilised human beings in moviedom (especially 

in Roger Livesey’s brandy-smooth performance).’170  

 

At the time of release, the style of the film was also interpreted in terms of class. The 

film’s literary element was applauded by a few but mocked by many. Appreciative 

reviewers at the Labour Daily Herald considered the film to be ‘intellectually a 

landmark in screen art’, with Powell and Pressburger ‘trying the intelligence’ of the 

average audience member through the inclusion of ‘mystic philosophy, medical theory, 

satire and political uplift’.171 The BFI’s Monthly Film Bulletin published the opinion 

that ‘[t]his film is a bold and imaginative tour de force which is not for those who like 

“down-to-earth” treatments of matter-of-fact subjects’172 and another described the film 

as ‘a brilliant experiment which will be enjoyed by many and appreciated only by a 

few’.173 Less favourably inclined, a critic from the official organ of the British 

Communist Party of Great Britain, the Daily Worker, labelled the film ‘thin and 

pretentious’;174 another described the film as having ‘extremely tedious dialogue’;175 

and Powell recounted that the terms ‘pompous’ and ‘confusing’ were just some of the 

unflattering adjectives used to define his film.176 Powell bitterly reflected on critical 

responses to AMOLAD:  
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we were pretentious, ransacking the classics and The Oxford Book of 

English Verse to show off our superior education. Who would ever 
forget, or forgive, Abraham Sofaer as the heavenly Lord Chief 
Justice in AMOLAD, quoting Sir Walter Scott! And what was all this 
stuff about chess and chess champions? Was it subtle Soviet 
propaganda – a putdown of honest chaps who like an honest game of 
darts in the pub? … It was generally agreed that we were 
dangerously arty, bringing music, singing, and dancing into our films 
when the true Briton was enjoying, and I mean enjoying, currency 
control, food rationing, full austerity, the lot.177 

 

In a recent interview with Kim Hunter, reporter Louise Tanner made the observation 

that ‘[t]he intelligence of the audience was assumed by the filmmakers’178 – presumably 

referring to Powell and Pressburger’s expectation of audience familiarity with English 

verse.179  

 

The film’s inclusion of such highbrow references may be considered an early 

illustration of Robert Hewison’s argument that Cold War Britain had in many ways a 

‘nostalgic and regressive culture’.180 Hewison noted that postwar sources indicate a 

concern that the predominance of revivals in postwar cultural arenas such as theatre and 

publishing – ‘[w]orks, familiar to us since childhood’ – ‘crowd new writers and non-

traditional writing out of a list reminiscent of the catalogue of a school library’.181 One 

can view AMOLAD as contributing to this cultural nostalgia, intended to form a ‘solid 

stability within’ in response to postwar Britain’s confrontation with ‘[c]haos and 

uncertainty outside’.182 Indeed, Hewison noted that  

 
[o]ne of the unexpected effects of the war had been heightened 
awareness of the importance of the arts; people had realised 
spontaneously that ‘culture’ was one of those things for which they 
were fighting.183  
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The optimism of the film’s distributors in hoping to appeal to mass audiences is 

reflected in the publicity material. Advertising strategies sought to emphasise the way in 

which  

 
this is a story concerning which every man has a different point of 
view: because it is a story that appeals to all manner and types of 
people … see if you can promote one newspaper into publishing 
brief reviews of the picture from 1) a factory worker, 2) a society 
woman, 3) a stenographer, 4) a policeman, 5) a truck driver, 6) a 
university professor, etc.184  

 

AMOLAD was voted the fifth most popular film of the year in a poll conducted by The 

Daily Mail,185 indicating that British audiences may have shared Powell and 

Pressburger’s location of national identity in its long literary tradition. If the film 

expressed a popular wartime belief that Britain’s ‘culture’ was worth protecting against 

its enemy, one can question whether a repetition of these ideals takes on a different 

meaning in peacetime. Middlebrow186 culture, after all, ‘is associated with a British 

cultural institution [the BBC] that owes its existence to a desire to protect the nation 

from the excesses of American market forces.’187 If one takes the film’s reception 

context into account, the identification of Shakespeare, Sir Walter Raleigh and Keats as 

repositories of national meaning is done less against its wartime enemy than against its 

former ally. The scene at Lee Wood house, where Peter and June play chess while in the 

background a vicar educates American servicemen in the rendition of A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, may be viewed as Powell and Pressburger’s recognition of the national-

specificity of British culture and has been correctly regarded as a scene ‘which 

amplifies the theme of how misunderstandings can arise between England and 

America.’188  

  

If Britain’s literary heritage was represented by the film as a firm foundation for the 

essential national character, so too is its rural landscapes. The idyllic, rural, timeless 

English village seemingly untouched by the hardships of war was a popular wartime 

myth. Richards explained the power of its symbolism: ‘while cities could be blitzed and 
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bombed, the countryside remained eternal, timeless, self-renewing and indestructible – a 

fitting symbol for Britain at bay’.189Although the countryside may have become ‘less 

remote, the divide between town and country less sharp’ as ‘Army camps and RAF 

bases rapidly spread over what might once have been isolated rural areas’,190 the 

ruralism of an ‘essential Britain’ largely remained an ideological rather than physical 

bond between national citizens. In Powell and Pressburger’s idealised portrayal of 

wartime Britain, the ruins and horrors of the Blitz are far away. The destruction of war 

seems not to have reached this village safe haven – the beaches are free from barbed 

wire and fortifications (with the exception of a dilapidated ‘keep out’ sign, comically 

observed by Peter assuming it to be a celestial warning), the landscape is unscarred and 

village life continues at its comforting and predictable pace. Not only was such a vision 

alien for many British audiences, as Powell’s memoirs reveal, but paradoxically not 

even the real inhabitants of the film’s setting had experienced such a war. As previously 

mentioned, when the film crew arrived on location at Saunton Sands to shoot the shore 

scenes they found a mess of fortification and training apparatus at the once popular 

holiday location.191  

 

Both Powell and Pressburger had a tendency to ‘romanticise, to idealise, to envisage the 

utopian through landscape’192 – stemming from their personal experiences with rural 

life. Powell’s autobiography was described as an ‘evocative portrait of not just his early 

life, but also the countryside’193 and, in his own words, he loved Britain’s ‘grass and 

trees, woods and forests, hills and rivers, with the passionate love of an Englishman for 

his island’.194 Pressburger’s vision of Britain has been described as ‘basically old-

fashioned Anglican Tory: a belief in the wisdom and beauty to be found in continuity 

and tradition.’195 His appreciation for the continuity of rural life can be traced to his 

childhood spent on an estate in Southern Hungary – his writing was ‘forever peppered 

with figures of speech drawn from countryside pursuits … Throughout his life he 

harked back to his idyllic rural childhood, and was forever aware of the continuity and 
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values of rustic life’196 – but was also inspired by the rural landscape of his adopted 

Britain. It comes as no surprise, then, that the use of landscape imagery to convey 

British values was a recurrent theme in the works of Powell and Pressburger: 

 
The exceedingly odd people in I Know Where I’m Going are sure of 
one thing – that the landscape of Scotland provides their sense of 
being alive. The British countryside is Kretschmar-Schuldorff’s 
reason for returning to Britain [The Life and Death of Colonel 

Blimp]; it animates Gone to Earth; it is offered as the solution to the 
ills of urban Britain (Red Ensign, A Canterbury Tale).197 

 

It is not novel to note that the war, particularly the threat of invasion, prompted further 

reliance on rural imagery to furnish the national imagination.  

 

AMOLAD contains many examples of the stereotyped rural ideal which persisted in 

postwar cultural expressions of Britishness. For example, Reeves observes the pastoral 

scene through his camera obscura: ‘Ahh, nice day. Mmm, Mrs. Bedwood’s ducks out 

too early; she’ll lose all the eggs if she’s not careful. Ahh, the start of the cycling season 

… kids love playing in the splash, just the same in my day.’ The emphasis on the 

natural, the seasonal and the timeless elements of village life re-presents the mythology 

of ‘this green and pleasant land’, which captured the national imagination in the late 

Victorian period just as modernity and industrialisation were removing this national 

imagining from popular reality. Just as these ‘Old Country’ ideals appealed in response 

to the threat of modernity and urbanisation, they flourished again in wartime 

representations in response to the threat from outside. Likewise, the images of popular 

English painter John Constable (1776-1837) were, in the words of one commentator, 

‘commandeered for the war effort.’198 In an examination of the appropriation of 

Constable’s work, Alex Potts described the historic use of such rural imagery ‘at times 

of political tension to figure some essence of true Englishness, an ideal for which it’s 

worth killing foreigners and pulverising their less leisured and civilised landscapes.’199 

He did note, however, that only after the First World War  

 
did the now paradigmatic view of peaceful English farmland 
establish itself as the norm ... Ironically, as the countryside becomes 

                                                 
196 Ibid., p.8. 
197 Ellis, ‘At the Edge’, p.22. 
198 Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Identity in England and the 

United States, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1993, p.223. 
199 Alex Potts, ‘“Constable country” between the Wars’, in Raphael Samuel (ed.), Patriotism: The Making 

and Unmaking of British National Identity, vol III: National Fictions, Routledge, London, 1989, p.160.  



 134

more and more marginal socially and economically, the ostensible 
peacefulness of its marginality came to stand more and more as an 
image of what was best about the character and identity of the 
country as a whole.200 

 

By the end of the Second World War such images were canonised in British culture. 

Robert Murphy noted that a body of films from 1942 to 1944 – including for example, 

Alberto Cavalcanti’s Went the Day Well? (1942), Bernard Miles’ Tawny Pipit (1944) 

and Powell and Pressburger’s A Canterbury Tale – successfully articulated a ‘satisfying 

and convincing rural myth’.201 One commentator has since claimed that  

 
[n]owhere else is landscape so freighted as legacy. Nowhere else 
does the very term suggest not simply scenery and genres de vie, but 
quintessential national virtues. … Landscape is the leitmotif even of 
less nostalgic national identities, the ‘solid breakfast and gloomy 
Sundays of Orwell’s England.202  

 

Powell and Pressburger offer an example of this phenomenon in their use of a ‘real 

English pea-soup fog’ as the reason attributed for Conductor 71’s initial failure to 

deliver Peter to the other world.  

 

In the tradition of wartime cultural representations, the myth of Britain’s fight to 

preserve its hedges and village greens is used in AMOLAD to appeal to and unify 

postwar audiences. One must ask: what threat is countered by the inclusion of such 

familiar images in a postwar film? The ideological divide between America and the 

USSR, no longer masked by the threat of a common enemy, was identified by Britain’s 

public as a key issue of concern. Public opinions gauged through immediate postwar 

Mass-Observation (M-O) surveys were collated and summarised by Tom Harrisson in 

an article titled ‘Aspects of Britain’. In this article Harrisson noted that ‘there are three 

main external foci in which we are at present interested – the U.S.S.R., the U.S.A., and 

the Empire, in that order of interest.’203 He described how, in postwar Britain, ‘[w]e feel 

to-day, the “land between” – the little island squeezed between the U.S.A. and the 

U.S.S.R.’.204 Kathleen Byron, who played a Heavenly clerk in AMOLAD, was asked 
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whether she felt that the film had been motivated by considerations of Anglo-American 

relations. Byron replied,  

 
I thought we were trying to be friends with all nations – particularly 
in that big courtroom scene with the jury lining up. I think Micky 
was trying to do a United Nations thing in it, seeking friendship 
between other nations besides the American and the British.205  

 

However, just as the international jury is dismissed by Reeves during the heavenly trial, 

so too the film does not dwell on Britain’s imperial past but focuses instead on the 

future of Anglo-American relations. Christie succinctly described the film as a ‘full-

scale debate about what ‘England’ meant at the end of the Second World War, 

challenged from outside, now by its ally, America, rather than by its enemy, Nazi 

Germany.’206 During the interim between the film’s conception and reception many 

changes in Britain’s social and political circumstances took place and public opinion 

towards both their enemies and allies had shifted.207 The example of Anglo-American 

relations emphasises the ebb and flow of social currents between the completion of the 

screenplay and the start of production: figures published by M-O showed that a 

favourable response to Americans by the British public had increased since 1944 and 

reached a high of 58 per cent in 1945.208 One may conjecture that the social tension of 

an American GI presence in Britain had declined as the prospects of victory increased. 

However, public attitudes had shifted in the opposite direction between the time of 

filming and public viewing. The Royal Command Performance held on Friday 1 

November 1946, and general release in late 1946 and early 1947, had a social context of 

quite virulent anti-American sentiment: only 21 per cent of participants in the survey 

had a favourable opinion of America by December. From such statistics it would appear 

that the fears of the MOI had been justified. 

 

Political relations between the two nations had been a matter of both strong political and 

social contention since victory had come into view, and continued into the immediate 

postwar era. Christie entertained the idea that Powell and Pressburger may have been 

privy to further official political briefings after their original meeting with Beddington – 

although he acknowledges that his is an unsubstantiated musing – which might explain 

the success the filmmakers had in following the official ‘line’ on postwar Anglo-
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American relations.209 Reeves’ speech to the jury about the ‘new world today’ and 

ambitions for a ‘better world tomorrow’ may be read as a direct appeal for the creation 

of a permanent ‘special relationship’ between the former allies. Powell, after all, had 

much greater sympathy with Hollywood and America than most members of the British 

industry and had even described the American monopoly of the talkies as having 

‘delighted and democratised the world’.210 The emphasis in AMOLAD on the familial 

relationship between America and Britain can be viewed as an attempt to challenge the 

popular wartime and postwar conception, noted by M-O, of America as a juvenile 

nation. In 1947 over one in five M-O panel members, when asked about their present 

feelings about Americans, noted ‘his likeness to a child’.211 One civil servant noted that 

the Americans remind him of an ill-brought up adolescent who has been left a fortune 

and has bought a large automobile and a rifle with it.’212 A British housewife 

commented that  

 
the Americans are behaving as badly as the Russians and with less 
excuse. They haven’t had their country overrun and have hardly felt 
the effects of the war, except to make them the richest nation in the 
world. They certainly aren’t an adult nation yet. At one time not so 
long ago one could afford to laugh at their brashness and murmur 
‘they will learn’ but now it seems to me that in the process of 
learning we are all going to be liquidated, which makes me at least 
regard them with a somewhat jaundiced eye.213 

 

The response of postwar audiences to defence counsel Farlan’s declaration that 

‘America is the only place where man is full grown’ is unrecorded but, in view of the 

many hostile comments noted by M-O, is unlikely to have reflected popular sentiment 

towards America at the time of screening.  

 

Farlan’s statement echoes sentiments attributed by historians to Roosevelt and his 

Wilsonian political advisors who ‘saw themselves as evangelists for a better world, in 

which the victors as well as the vanquished would have to mend their ways.’214 This 

leads us to question to what degree the film’s trial scene was a reflection of, or perhaps 

influence on, postwar understandings of Britain’s imperial past and future. Wartime 
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tension between the allies over the matter of imperial preference in the postwar 

economy – in direct opposition to America’s commitment to free trade and a matter of 

heated debate during Lend-Lease Consideration talks in 1941-1942 – reflected the 

larger ideological divide between conceptions of American democracy and Britain’s 

Empire. The shared democratic tradition between the Atlantic cousins was, some 

historians maintain, such that ‘America was seen as the true home of liberal democracy, 

pioneered in Britain but always flawed there by the imprint of class and empire.’215 

Churchill’s disinclination to publicly debate war aims has been attributed to his personal 

understanding of the war as ‘not a crusade for a new order but an attempt to rid the 

world of an intrusive and fiendish ideology, thereby restoring an international status quo 

from which Britain was the principal beneficiary.’216 Historians have been quick to 

point out that both Labour and Conservative leaders mistakenly assumed that Britain 

could maintain great power status in the postwar world, albeit behind both America and 

the USSR. The film, however, firmly places Britain’s imperial pursuits in the past – 

safely relegated to the realm of history – but at the same time it seems to ask Americans 

to be reconciled with this face of Britain. It is no wonder critics were unsure how to 

interpret the courtroom scene.     

 

A stark reminder of difference between the two countries and a particular point of 

interest which has yet to be taken up by film historians – bar Philip Horne in an 

unpublished paper217 – is the relevance of the film’s title change (to Stairway to 

Heaven) for American distribution. In his autobiography Powell explained the 

trepidation with which American distributors took on the British film product,218 which 

prompted The Archers’ acquiescence to the new title when it was suggested by two 

American lawyers.  

 
We gave in to American salesmanship, but we kept our original title 
for the rest of the world … It was only the United States that had to 
be protected from the realities of life and death. But if I were a 
citizen of that great country, which has twice saved herself and 
Europe from tyranny and barbarism, I do not think I would like to be 
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told the word ‘death’ could frighten me any more than its great 
companion, ‘life’, would dismay me. Americans have a marked 
capacity for judgement and for keeping their feet on the ground, and 
so are much nearer Heaven.’219 

 

The change in title can be viewed as indicative of the vast difference in the European 

experience of the Second World War – occupation, bombing, near annihilation – to the 

American experience. After all, existence in Europe had been for six years a literal 

‘matter of life and death’ whereas the American public at large had not experienced the 

trauma and devastation of war first-hand. Philip Horne noted the use of the word ‘and’ 

in the title rather than ‘or’. He explained:  

 
the matter of this film is life and death, and we might see some tact 
in the choice of word. … It is life and death, therefore, because that 
is what the War has been a matter of, and because the film concerns 
in various ways the relations between the living and the dead.220  

 

The historical context of AMOLAD is compared by Horne to Frank Capra’s 1946 film 

It’s A Wonderful Life:  

 
Both are set carefully in terms of dating, at the very end of the War 
(in a sense their common theme): It’s a Wonderful Life reaches its 
climax on Christmas Eve 1945; A Matter of Life and Death seems to 
go from 2 May 1945 to (although it’s not specified) VE Day, 8 May 
1945 (hence ‘We won’ – ‘I know, darling.’)221  

 

The film’s temporal setting, unambiguously revealed from the outset with the 

introduction of Peter in his burning plane, indicated the filmmakers’ concern with the 

liminal space between war and peace. The change of title and its reminder that the 

American masses had experienced a rather different war from the British was inimical 

to the very crux of the film, namely a reconciliation of both the British and Americans 

to a continuation of their ‘special relationship’ forged through wartime solidarity.  

 

The American ‘other’, however, was not solely a concept defined in political terms. If, 

in 1924, there were fears of America ‘swamping the world’222 voiced in debates over 

                                                 
219 Powell, A Life in Movies, pp.486-487. 
220 Horne, ‘Life and Death in A Matter of Life and Death’, pp.1-2. 
221 Ibid. p.8. 
222 Boyle Lawrence, The Morning Post, 1924, quoted in ‘The Industry in Grave Peril; Its Preservation a 
National Necessity’, reproduced in Motion Picture Studio, 9 February 1924, pp.8-9, cited by Andrew 
Higson, Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1995, 
p.18.  



 139

Britain’s national film industry, the influx of American GIs during the war must have 

seemed to some like a literal embodiment of the cultural invasion of British national 

‘space’. Indeed, Robert Murphy contended that the immediate attraction of British 

women to GIs – at the expense of British soldiers – was their association of Americans 

with Hollywood films!223 Perhaps wary of such popular fears, Britain’s wartime cinema 

was ‘diplomatically positive’224 about relationships between British women and 

American servicemen. Murphy observed that  

 
GIs are also shown as acceptable partners for respectable English 
women in I Live in Grosvenor Square and The Way to the Stars, but 
in both cases they are fliers whose planes are shot down, enabling 
them to die heroic deaths before any cross-cultural complications set 
in.225  

 

A convenient cinematic death was one way to avoid cultural antagonism in reality; 

another approach was for films to stress ‘friendship rather than passion between foreign 

men and British women’.226 The asexual relationship between the American GI and the 

British land girl in Powell and Pressburger’s A Canterbury Tale may have been 

culturally sensitive in 1943,227 but in 1946 British masculinity was further cushioned 

from postwar threats by turning the tables and portraying a British officer romantically 

involved with an American girl. In an interesting aside, casting Peter’s American love 

interest was also viewed as an opportunity to salvage British prestige. Powell and 

Pressburger ‘realized that they could drum up a good bit of advance publicity for the 

film, and for themselves, by launching a Scarlet O’Hara-style ‘star search’ – only this 

time they would steal an American girl.’228    
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The relationship between Peter and June, however, is more telling about preoccupations 

within postwar British society than about Anglo-American relations. Given that ‘most 

scholars have argued that nations are constructed as fraternities and are characterised by 

male bonds, largely because of the significance of war (that most gendered of activities 

in which states engage) to their development’,229 how can we read the film’s 

prioritisation of the heterosexual relationship? Andrew Spicer’s key work on the 

representation of masculinity in postwar British cinema offered an excellent foundation 

for an analysis of gender relationships in AMOLAD. In Spicer’s own words, his work  

 
explores extensively the relations between men, using Eve 
Sedgwick’s invaluable concept of ‘homosociality’ to describe British 
culture’s marked preoccupation with the bonds between men that are 
not necessarily overtly homosexual.230  

 

The centrality of ‘homosociality’ in wartime is supported by the film and yet the 

desirability of an alternative in peacetime is certainly suggested. Spicer noted that  

 

A Matter of Life and Death (1946) explicitly celebrated The Archers’ 
ideal man. Debonair Squadron Leader Peter Carter (David Niven) 
fuses the twin selves of The First of the Few [the Spitfire’s inventor, 
a romantic dreamer, and the squadron leader (also played by David 
Niven) who flies the weapon which will win the war], both ‘head and 
hands’, artist and warrior, conscious that his world is changing.231  

 

Peter’s class identity contains a gendered component, as gentlemanliness was often an 

ideal ‘promoted by the public schools whose all-male communities … fostered the 

development of intense emotional relationships between men.’232 The close relationship 

between Peter and his equally upper-class gunner, Trubshaw, can certainly be viewed in 

this context. So too, the ease with which Peter and Reeves form a tight bond has been 

noted by recent commentators:   

 
the intensity of the relationship between the two men [Peter and 
Reeves in AMOLAD] is such that there is no jealousy between them 
[for the love of one woman]. … Powell and Pressburger’s sensitivity 
to the deep undercurrents of strong male bonding mark them out 
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from most of their cinematic (or even artistic) contemporaries on the 
British scene.233  

 

Yet the relationships between men, culturally privileged in wartime, are shown to be 

usurped by the heterosexual bond. Trubshaw, Reeves and Conductor 71 – who used 

their respective masculine wiles of camaraderie, metaphysical musings and the 

stimulation of chess – are no longer privileged in the postwar world. Indeed there is no 

place for such relationships in this world at all – each of Peter’s male partners is 

relegated to the ‘other’ realm.234  

 

The love which ‘conquers all’ on earth, suggests the film, must – in the postwar world – 

be conceived in romantic terms.235 There was, after all, an official emphasis on the need 

for women to bear children in the postwar world: ‘At least eight works on the dangers 

of British depopulation were published or republished in 1945.’236 Reconstruction, in 

the eyes of the state, involved repopulation. Family stability had not only been shattered 

by the war but was often the casualty of changing social practices. Divorce was a 

growing trend at the time of the film’s creation and reception, and reached a peak of  

60 000 in 1947;237 and official expectations that married women would return to the 

home did not take place. In fact, the transition from war to peace saw no decline in the 

percentage of married women who earned wages. Despite the chasm between official 

thinking and social ‘reality’, the Labour government did place the family as the 
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‘cornerstone of social reconstruction’.238 If re-building the family was considered a 

priority in peacetime – and was represented on the screen as such239 – it could only be 

achieved by reconsidering the wartime focus on the relationships between men. Just as 

This Happy Breed (1944), which addressed ‘its audience in 1944, with the end of the 

war in sight’,240 emphasised the family as the heart of the nation, AMOLAD emphasised 

the heterosexual couple. AMOLAD was not alone in its commentary on postwar needs. 

Janet Thumim argued that ‘Mildred Pierce (1945), It Always Rains on Sunday (1947), 

and Gilda (1946), for example, all demonstrate that women cannot be permitted to act 

autonomously but must be secured within the heterosexual couple, the prelude to the 

nuclear familial unit, for their own protection.’241  

 

Tony Williams, in his examination of the ‘structures of desire’ contained within British 

postwar cinematic representations, noted that ‘the final sequence reveals Peter 

awakening from his operation and expressing a utopian victory with male and female as 

allied partners in the fulfilment of desire.’242 However, even in the immediate postwar 

period an ambivalence regarding the ‘partnership’ between the sexes was voiced. For 

example, in AMOLAD women are shown in uniform, yet they remain separated in the 

celestial amphitheatre. Powell jotted a note on a shooting script that asked: ‘Is the 

WAAF officer with Bob? Do we mix the sexes? Can they be on opposite sides of the 

gangway?’243 One could argue that the film reflects a concern with the place of women 

even within the heterosexual couple! By and large, however, AMOLAD is a precursor to 

the restructuring process of the late 1940s and early 1950s that sought to ‘reconstruct 

and resituate dominant notions of female sexuality’.244 Although AMOLAD was 

recognised to have represented the heterosexual union optimistically, future Archers 
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productions expressed a growing concern with ‘powerful obstacles’ in postwar society 

which prevented ‘positive resolutions of desire’.245  

 

The film’s representations of hopes for postwar Britain, however, are not expressed 

solely in terms of relations between the sexes. Rather, one can interpret the film as a 

vision of a ‘brave new Britain’ constructed on improved relations between citizen and 

state. A contemporary reviewer for the political magazine the Spectator described the 

film’s thematic concerns as the ‘battle of the individual against the system’.246 Political 

theorists have noted that ‘the exigencies and rhetoric of the Second World War brought 

the relationship between national identity and citizenship into sharper focus.’ This new 

focus manifested itself in 1940s Britain as an ‘assumption (whether in regret or 

celebration) that an active and critical citizenship was the backbone to a new Britain.’247 

In many respects, one could argue, Peter Carter embodied John Citizen. Peter did not, 

after all, acquiesce to the demands of the Heavenly bureaucracy. When the effeminate 

French Conductor 71 arrived on technicolor earth, announced his error, and demanded 

that Peter take his rightful place in the other world, Peter refused. Peter’s appeal to the 

highest court, on ethical and philosophical grounds, can be viewed as an example of the 

‘active and critical citizenship’ that, it was hoped, would result from the full 

mobilization of the nation in wartime. Such optimism in the imagining of national 

identity may have been possible in the immediate postwar era; the next filmic case 

study, however, will demonstrate that with the ever-increasing involvement of ‘the 

system’ in the personal lives of British citizens, the representation of the nation in such 

terms became increasingly problematic. 

  

Britain’s orthodox critical establishment might not have recognised the British ‘self’ 

reflected in Powell and Pressburger’s ‘sympathetic mirror’, but this does not diminish 

the film’s value as a commentary on British postwar national identity. The film revealed 

concerns regarding Britain’s role in the postwar world and questioned the political, 

                                                 
245 Williams, Structures of Desire, p.130.  The Red Shoes, for example, with its message that the 
conflicted demands of family and career are not easily reconciled for postwar women, can be understood 
to have taken up this theme and addressed the ‘concerns about the position of women, and men, in post-
war Britain’. Tessa Perkins, ‘Two Weddings and Two Funerals: The Problem of the Post-War Woman’, 
in Christine Gledhill and Gillian Swanson (eds), Nationalising Femininity: Culture, Sexuality and British 

Cinema in the Second World War, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1996, p.264. 
246 Alexander Shaw, ‘Review’, The Spectator, 8 November 1946, A Matter of Life and Death Press 
Clippings, BFI, London.  
247 Stephen Brooke, ‘Review Article: Identities in Twentieth-Century Britain’, Journal of British Studies, 
vol.40, 2001, p.153. For an analysis of citizenship and the Second World War see Weight and Beach, The 

Right to Belong.  
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social and cultural ramifications of Britain’s involvement in the war – a time which had 

been a literal matter of life and death for the British soldier and civilian alike. Both the 

content and form of AMOLAD challenged dominant wartime understandings of the 

nation and have been the subjects of conflicted readings of the film. Given that national 

identities are inherently fluid and ambiguous, it seems appropriate that postwar 

Britishness should be studied in reference to a film fraught with paradox: reviled by 

critics yet honoured by the state; proposed to improve Anglo-American relations and 

yet accused of ‘creating mischief’ between Britain and her wartime ally; lauded as ‘too 

British’248 for American tastes but created by an Archers team renowned for its 

continental influences; popular with postwar audiences yet rife with ‘high’ literary and 

cultural references. This study has sought to examine these paradoxes, each of which 

demonstrates how cultural texts can produce more than one reading – and, in this case, 

more than one understanding of ‘Britishness’.   

                                                 
248 Powell, A Life in Movies, p.661. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Paper Empire: National Identity and Passport to Pimlico (1949) 

 

We try to devise amusing everyday stories about everyday people … The humour must 

not be too absurd. We keep one little toe on the ground. 

T. E. B. Clarke, no reference, cited by Dennis 
John Hall, ‘Balcon’s Britain’, Part Two, Films, 
vol.1, no.4, 1981, p.30. 

 

Ealing Studios firmly announced its intentions of creating an indigenous film product: 

that one toe, planted firmly on British soil, allowed its films to do just that.1 The desire 

of its filmmakers to reflect the ‘spirit of the country’2 created cinematic texts that not 

only portrayed the national character and reflected the ‘mood of the British people’,3 but 

inherently explored what it meant to be ‘British’ in the postwar world. An analysis of 

Ealing’s 1949 comedy Passport to Pimlico (hereafter Pimlico) – contextualised by its 

production background and the historical milieu of its creation and reception – gives 

insight into how the national ‘self’ was conceived, and evidences who constituted either 

an internal or external threat. The characters in the film embody popular myths of the 

‘wartime community’, the harmless ‘eccentric’, and the ‘common sense’ 

resourcefulness of the amateur. In contrast, images of the ‘machine men’,4 the postwar 

‘spiv’5 and the unruly crowd compose a snapshot of the negative forces active in Labour 

Britain. The following study is also a reading of the film as a dialogue between a ‘little 

England’ identity and an uncertain imperial identity. It asks: was there a postwar shift in 

balance between a ‘British’ identity, with its emphasis on Britain’s status as a world 

leader and imperial power, to what will henceforth be termed a ‘homefront’ identity – 

                                                 
1 After the studio was sold to the BBC in 1955 Balcon had a plaque erected to ‘record’ the work of the 
Ealing Studios. The plaque read: ‘Here during a quarter of a century many films were made projecting 
Britain and the British character.’ Michael Balcon, Michael Balcon Presents … A Lifetime of Films, 
Hutchinson, London, 1969, p.185. 
2 Michael Balcon, Lecture to the City of London, 13 August 1943, p.1, F51, The Aileen and Michael 
Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London.   
3 Dennis John Hall, ‘Balcon’s Britain’, Part One, Films, vol.1, no.3, 1981, p.40.  
4 Term used by J. B. Priestley in his 1940 broadcasts on the BBC Postscripts programme, no reference, 
Malcolm Smith, Britain and 1940: History, Myth and Popular Memory, Routledge, London, 2000, p.49.  
5 Brian McFarlane noted that the Concise English Dictionary defined the postwar slang term as ‘Shady 
character who avoids honest work and lives by his wits esp. in black-market traffic (orig. unkn.).’ Brian 
McFarlane, ‘Losing the Peace: Some British Films of Postwar Adjustment’, in Tony Barta (ed.), 
Screening the Past: Film and the Representation of History, Praeger, London, 1998, p.106. A social 
history of the 1940s and 1950s, on the other hand, stated that contemporary debate over the word’s 
origins – in Parliament and in the press – concluded that it originated among ‘race-horse gangs’ in the 
1890s. Harry Hopkins, The New Look: A Brief History of the Forties and Fifties in Britain, Secker and 
Warburg, London, 1963, p.98.  
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an identity turned inwards, focused on England and a national character forged under 

wartime conditions? National and imperial elements of British identity have long jostled 

for ascendancy, with one assuming the position of dominant signifier under certain 

social, political and economic conditions. The comic exclamation of the policeman – 

‘Blimey, I’m a foreigner!’ – encapsulates the central concerns of the film. Who are the 

‘English’? And on what foundations is ‘Britishness’ to be reconstructed in the 

uncertainty of the postwar world? 

 

The film opens with a dedication to the memory of rationing, superficially an appeal to 

the weary British public. The burdensome nature of rationing and restrictions is 

portrayed when, in the middle of a London heat wave, Mollie (Jane Hylton), a fish and 

chips shop-assistant, wishes to buy a summer blouse but does not have enough clothing 

vouchers. She attempts to wheedle the dressmaker into making an exception but she 

storms out of the shop in frustration when the local policeman, P. C. Spiller (Philip 

Stainton), appears. Spiller is visiting all members of the Pimlico neighbourhood to warn 

that an unexploded bomb, believed to be London’s last, is to be detonated the next day.  

The bomb, however, is accidentally exploded by a group of boys playing in the vacant 

lot of the bombsite, as seen from the council-house window by Arthur Pemberton 

(Stanley Holloway), a local shopkeeper. Pemberton, at the time of the accident, had 

been forwarding a proposal to the council to turn the vacant lot into a park for the local 

children. Pemberton’s idea is rejected, however, as the council wishes to make a profit 

from the sale of the land as a factory site. The entire neighbourhood runs to the smoky 

lot and crowds around the bomb crater to see if anyone has been injured. Pemberton, 

peering over the edge, loses his footing and falls into the deep crater. As Pemberton is 

pulled to safety, and with loose rocks raining on his head, he thinks he sees something 

at the bottom of the hole. After returning later that evening, Pemberton and his daughter 

Shirley (Barbara Murray), discover some long-lost treasure.  

  

The most important finding from this discovery of treasure is that it once belonged to 

the Duke of Burgundy: Pimlico, declare its inhabitants, is thus a province of Burgundy. 

The local residents soon conclude that the restrictions of postwar Britain no longer 

applied to them: ‘Ration books?! This is Burgundy! … Coupon books?! This is 

Burgundy! … No licensing laws here, mate, this is Burgundy!’ The delight over 

technically escaping postwar restrictions is short lived, however, as hoards of 

Londoners flock to the area to take advantage of the end of goods tax and ration 
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coupons. The neighbourhood is soon flooded with dishonest salesmen and undesirable 

merrymakers, over whom the local policeman is powerless. Before Whitehall can 

determine a response to this unusual situation, the people of Pimlico are directed to 

form a representative committee, appointed by the ancient electoral laws of Burgundy. 

Fortunately, a stranger (Paul Dupuis) steps forward to announce that he is, indeed, a 

direct heir to the Duke of Burgundy and proceeds to install a committee, with Arthur 

Pemberton as Prime Minister. 

 

Matters take a turn for the worse, however, when Whitehall implements a policy that 

treats the borough of Pimlico as foreign soil. As customs and immigration restrictions 

are imposed upon the inhabitants of the neighbourhood, the locals retaliate by enforcing 

their own Burgundian policies: ‘We’ll fight them in the tram-lines, we’ll fight them in 

the locals.’ A deadlock is reached and the frontier closed by Whitehall – with an 

evacuation offer extended to the inhabitants. However, Whitehall’s offer is met with the 

indignation of the Burgundians:  

 
‘If the Nazis couldn’t drive me out of my home with all their bombs and rockets 
and doodlebugs, you don’t catch me packing up now!’ … 
‘You can’t push English people around like sacks of potatoes!’ 
‘English?’ 
‘Don’t you come that stuff, Jim Garland, we always were English 
and we’ll always be English. And it’s just because we are English 
that we’re sticking up for our right to be Burgundians!’ 

 

As the children are evacuated, the Burgundians rouse themselves, in the face of no 

electricity, telephone or water, with a stoic ‘We’ll show ’em’ attitude.  

 

The tale of Burgundy has meanwhile become a matter of national interest and a movie 

theatre is screening the Gaumont British News production of the ‘Siege of Burgundy’. 

The commentator, describing the ‘self-imposed iron curtain’ brought down around 

Burgundy, states:  

 
For the first time since World War Two, Britain’s party politics have 
been forgotten. The nation’s leaders have come together to seek a 
solution to this unprecedented crisis. 

 

 The hardships of Burgundian independence are now revealed: ‘Rationing is severe … 

communal feeding has been introduced … Britain’s drought is a serious threat to 

Burgundy’s independence.’ The commentator, however, recounts the perseverance of 
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the Burgundians:  ‘… water is cut off but liquor makes do … so Burgundy washes up in 

a pint of bitter and makes tea with a kettle of boiling gin.’ The newspapers, too, have 

taken up the story of Burgundy’s struggle with headlines reading: ‘World Sympathy for 

Crushed Cockneys … Burgundy Bullied into Submission … Women Weep as 

Burgundy Totters’.  

 

After outsmarting Whitehall and obtaining enough water to survive the siege, the 

Burgundians suffer a setback in the destruction of their food stores. Matters appear 

bleak and white flags have been hung from the shutters of local shops and houses. 

Public opinion is, however, united in favour of the plight of Burgundy and the London 

community rallies its support. Crowds hurry to the frontier to throw food to the hungry 

Burgundians. A newspaper headline heralding that the ‘Burgundy Issue Has Split 

Britain’ is quickly followed with the announcement that ‘The Government Yields to 

Public Pressure’. Anglo-Burgundian talks begin and a just settlement is achieved. A 

great feast is prepared for the historic reunion of Pimlico with the United Kingdom and 

ration books are handed out once again. All conflict is resolved and the Pimlico 

neighbourhood celebrates: ‘We’re back in England!’ The film concludes with a long 

anticipated downpour, the drought has broken and the temperature falls. 

 

If, as Balcon stated, ‘Ealing Studios has come closer to the heart and nature of the life 

and people of this country than anybody else’,6 then one must ask whose vision of the 

British ‘heart and nature’ is projected in its films. T. E. B. Clarke, author of the original 

screenplay, read an article about a Canadian law that allowed a maternity ward to be 

declared Dutch soil so that while Princess Juliana of Holland was exiled in Canada 

during the war, her baby could be legally Dutch by birth. Clarke investigated the issue 

of extra-territorial rights and discovered that the parade ground at Edinburgh Castle was 

legally Newfoundland soil, British war graves in France were British soil and 

Embassies and Consulates are regarded as being extensions of their respective 

countries.7 Clarke’s musings on this matter became a ‘native comedy’8 that, critics 

assured audiences, portrayed ‘actual types you meet everyday’.9 ‘Tibby’ Clarke was a 

long-standing Ealing team member and worked under contract from 1943 to 1957. Born 

                                                 
6 Stephen Watts, ‘It’s Great Fun – and it’s Us’, publication unknown, date unknown, Passport to Pimlico 

Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
7 Anon., ‘Background to the Film’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London. 
8 Fred Majdalany, ‘At the Cinema’, Daily Mail, 29 May 1949, Passport to Pimlico Press Clippings, BFI, 
London. 
9 Anon., Daily Express, 29 April 1949, Passport to Pimlico Press Clippings, BFI, London.  
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in Watford and educated at Charterhouse and Cambridge, Clarke was a typical member 

of the creative group dubbed ‘Mr. Balcon’s young gentlemen’,10 so named because of 

their middle-class backgrounds and conventional educations. Clarke had only turned his 

hand to film scenario writing in 1943, coming from a career as a journalist and author. 

The Daily Graphic described Clarke’s Pimlico treatment as ‘one of the brightest scripts 

a British film has ever had’11 – a standard of quality maintained over his long career at 

Ealing which earned him, in the opinion of film historian Charles Barr, the status of the 

‘most influential Ealing writer’.12 

 

Although a recent critic applauded the fact that ‘[n]o director or actor parades his 

personality through [Ealing films]’,13 Barr attributed differences within the Ealing genre 

to the directors and noted that ‘Dearden and Crichton represent an Ealing norm, Frend is 

close to it, Hamer and Mackendrick preserve a critical distance.’14 Tony Williams 

disagreed with the identification of a binary opposition between Ealing ‘camps’, as he 

believed it overlooked the ‘diffuse and interrelated’15 nature of Ealing’s creative output; 

nonetheless he too acknowledged the ‘authorship’ of directors and writers. Pimlico was 

directed by Henry Cornelius, who was raised in Cape Province, South Africa. 

Travelling to Berlin, Cornelius became a pupil of Max Reinhardt and gained experience 

working as a stage director, film floor assistant and film editor, in both Berlin and Paris, 

before arriving in England. Cornelius returned to South Africa before the war but 

arrived back in England and joined Ealing Studios in 1943.16 He worked in the capacity 

of associate producer for both Hue and Cry (1947) and It Always Rains on Sunday 

(1947) (each set in London) before being given his first opportunity at feature film 

direction at Ealing. By this time Cornelius had a reputation as ‘the man who specialises 

in making films about London’17 and was seen as responsible for ‘putting London on 

                                                 
10 Vincent Porter, ‘The Context of Creativity: Ealing Studios and Hammer Films’, in James Curran and 
Vincent Porter (eds), British Cinema History, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1983, p.184. 
11 Elspeth Grant, Daily Graphic, 29 April 1949, Passport to Pimlico Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
12 Charles Barr, ‘Projecting Britain and the British Character: Ealing Studios, Part I’, Screen, vol.15, no.1, 
Spring 1974, p.110. Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards identified two distinct groups: those based on 
the scripts of Clarke and the subversive, un-English films by Hamer and Mackendrick. Anthony Aldgate 
and Jeffrey Richards, Best of British: Cinema and Society from 1930 to the Present Day, Tauris, London, 
1999, p.105. 
13 Charles Moore, ‘In the Best Possible Taste’, Daily Telegraph, 4 March 1989, p.15. 
14 Barr, ‘Projecting Britain’, p.108. 
15 Tony Williams, ‘The Repressed Fantastic in Passport to Pimlico’, in Wheeler Winston Dixon (ed.), Re-

viewing British Cinema 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, State University of New York Press, Albany, 
1994, p.97. 
16 Balcon recalled that Cornelius returned to South Africa ‘with an ambition to make South African films. 
He found much frustration in trying to get his project going and when the war broke out and he was unfit 
for military service he determined to get back to England’. Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.163. 
17 Anon., ‘Henry Cornelius’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London. 
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the map’,18 the relevance of which will be explored at a later point. Once again it is 

interesting to note that a foreign perspective is used to portray Britain to the British! 

Film historians have implied that budgetary infractions on this production may have 

resulted in a short-lived career for Cornelius at Ealing19 – he never directed another 

Ealing film. Barr gave an alternative explanation, namely that Cornelius ‘left to work 

independently’20 and was not taken back by Balcon when he proposed filming 

Genevieve
21

 at Ealing as it ‘would mean displacing another director’.22 Reviews at the 

time of release were not always kind to Cornelius: Daily Graphic reported that ‘[t]he 

story is fantastic, and one does occasionally wish that the direction had been a little 

more so.’23 Yet the shortcomings of direction were generally attributed to Cornelius’ 

lack of experience and do not appear to have diminished critical praise for the project. 

 

It would also serve to consider the effects of other artistic personalities on the film’s 

reception. Audiences bring with them preconceived expectations based on the screen 

personality of popular actors. Although unrelated to Pimlico, the extent to which actors 

become strongly identified with particular genres, production companies and roles is 

supported by the revelation in Balcon’s autobiography that a twinge of jealousy was 

aroused by the Ealing films being popularly referred to as ‘Guinness comedies’ in 

America.24 Pimlico, however, capitalises on the stereotypes of other key British actors: 

casting Margaret Rutherford as a delightful eccentric; the comedy pairing of Basil 

Radford with Naunton Wayne in the ‘type of roles in which they excel – harassing one 

another, each trying to make the other hold the baby’;25 and Stanley Holloway, familiar 

to audiences from ‘character comedy roles in such pictures as Nicholas Nickleby, One 

Night With You, Another Shore and Hamlet’.26 In the case of Margaret Rutherford, 

audiences across the Atlantic shared British sentiments: the Balcon archives contained a 

report which declared that audience members at each preview in America applauded 

                                                 
18 Anon, ‘Press Stories’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London. 
19 Porter, ‘The Context of Creativity’, p.191. 
20 Barr, ‘Projecting Britain’, p.92. 
21 Genevieve was subsequently made for Rank at Pinewood Studios and released in 1953. 
22 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.168, cited by Barr, ‘Projecting Britain’, p.92.  
23 Grant, Daily Graphic, 29 April 1949.  
24 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.x. Alec Guinness played all eight members of the D’Ascoyne family in 
Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949), and also appeared in A Run for Your Money (1949), The Lavender Hill 

Mob (1951), The Man in the White Suit (1951), and The Ladykillers (1955). 
25 Anon., ‘Basil Radford and Naunton Wayne’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London. 
26 Anon., ‘Stanley Holloway and Betty Warren’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London. 
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when she made her screen entrance.27 Of course, the same report noted that, in an 

attempt to ‘learn centuries of cultural heritage quickly, … [American audiences] like 

typically British films because they feel they give them an authentic view of the British 

character at first hand, which they know cannot be reproduced in Hollywood’,28 causing 

one to wonder if the average American believed Rutherford embodied an ‘authentic’ 

British character!  

 

Barr noted that ‘[t]he films at least project their makers’ picture of Britain and the 

British character [and can be interpreted] … as evidence of what the producers thought 

would mean something to the audience or of what meant something to the producers 

themselves.’29
 When a film’s auteur is identified it is usually the film’s director. The 

auteur approach, however, has been described as a generally fuzzy concept developed in 

relation to literature and the fine arts which ‘when grafted onto the study of cinema … 

becomes particularly slippery.’30 Ealing Studio films are a striking example of the 

slippery nature of this approach as they are often considered the creative products of 

studio head Michael Balcon. This may be a reasonable assumption given that Ealing 

posters prominently featured Balcon’s name, frequently in larger print than either the 

director or writer and, in several cases, advertising Balcon’s role to the complete 

exclusion of anyone else!31  This unusual situation is believed to have been created by 

the organisation of the studio along the lines of a ‘family business’ – ‘characterised by 

its cottage in a garden on a village green’.32 Balcon was thereby able to assume a 

patriarchal role and to ‘devise a system of production at Ealing which inspired the 

creative talents around him to work on ideas that were acceptable to him in order to 

make films that were consistent in tone yet individually different.’33 Balcon, of course, 

never prepared an original script or shot a single scene; his dynamic personality and 

personal vision must not obliterate the significance of directors, writers and actors.  

 

                                                 
27 Michael Truman, ‘Report by Michael Truman on American Reaction to Ealing Pictures’, (Labelled 
‘Private and Confidential’), 3 October 1949, p.3, G83, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special 
Collection, BFI, London. 
28 Ibid., p.1. 
29 Charles Barr, Ealing Studios, second edition, Studio Vista, London, 1993, originally published 1977, 
p.8. 
30 Ibid., p.132. 
31 See, for example, the poster for For Those in Peril (1943) and The Captive Heart (1946). The Passport 

to Pimlico poster advertises ‘A Michael Balcon production’ above the names of both Cornelius and 
Clarke and is in a font at least twice the size. Bevis Hillier, ‘Introduction’, in David Wilson (ed.), 
Projecting Britain: Ealing Studios Film Posters, BFI, London, 1982, p.x. 
32 Barr, Ealing Studios, p.7. 
33 Porter, ‘The Context of Creativity’, p.182. 
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How did Balcon come to believe, in the words of one commentator, ‘that he had a 

mandate to create an indigenous cinema?’34 Balcon was born in 1896 in Birmingham to 

Jewish immigrant parents: a heritage which prompted Balcon to describe Britain as ‘the 

country which in the last century had provided sanctuary for [his] forebears’.35 Balcon 

entered the film industry as a distributor, and joined Victory Motion Pictures as a 

salesman after the First World War. Before he moved to London, Balcon had made 

advertising films, a practice which served him in good stead when he later made feature 

films for the war effort. Balcon’s first film, Woman to Woman (1923), was a hit and his 

production company, Gainsborough Pictures, achieved considerable success. Despite a 

prosperous career producing films under the banners of both Gainsborough and 

Gaumont-British – not to mention his role as Head of MGM-British between 1936 and 

1938 – Balcon made his greatest contribution to the British film industry, particularly 

the comedy genre, after being invited to join Ealing Studios in 1938. Although Balcon’s 

name quickly became synonymous with Ealing Studios, the studios had actually been 

built in 1931 as a base for Basil Dean’s production company Associated Talking 

Pictures Ltd (ATP). ATP was founded in 1929, marking a shift in Dean’s career from 

theatre direction to film production. Despite Dean’s withdrawal from the Studios in 

1938, with Balcon’s Ealing Studios taking over production from ATP the following 

year, Dean had created a working environment and ‘team spirit’36 – a combination of 

‘efficiency with “intimacy”’37 – continued under Balcon’s leadership and cemented by 

wartime conditions.      

 

A system of ‘round table’38 meetings, wherein Balcon could guide the creative talent of 

the ‘fluctuating roster of writers, producers and directors’39 whilst still allowing staff to 

‘follow through their own projects within a broadly agreed programme’,40 produced an 

Ealing ‘genre’. It was this ‘broadly agreed programme’ and ambition to project the 

British character that allowed Balcon’s personality to be (utilising the terminology of 

authorship theory) ‘consistently stamped’ on Ealing films. A biographer of Balcon 

noted that his zeal for Britain, as a first-generation Englishman, ‘bears comparison to 

                                                 
34 Adrienne Mancia, ‘Introduction’, in Geoff Brown and Laurence Kardish (ed.), Michael Balcon: The 

Pursuit of British Cinema, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1984, p.15. 
35 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.53. 
36 The slogans: ‘Co-operation’ and ‘The Studio with the Team Spirit’ emblazoned on the walls of Ealing 
was a legacy inherited from Dean.  
37 Conversation between Michael Balcon and Charles Barr, cited in Barr, ‘Projecting Britain’, p.94. 
38 Barr noted that ‘… the symbol of the Ealing system became the Round Table at which, every week, 
producers, writers and directors consulted freely together.’ Barr, Ealing Studios, p.6. 
39 Jonathan Coe, ‘Political Comedy at its Best’, New Statesman, vol.126, no.4348, 22 August 1997, p.40. 
40 Barr, Ealing Studios, p.7. 
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the sentiments of first-generation North American film executives Harry Cohn, Marcus 

Loew, David O. Selznick, and the Warner brothers’.41 Balcon’s faith in Britain 

manifested itself in his primary objective of establishing a recognisable British industry, 

believing ‘that a film, to be international, must be thoroughly national in the first 

instance, and that there was nothing wrong with a degree of cultural chauvinism’.42 In 

his autobiography Balcon repeatedly stated his passion for ‘the building up of a native 

industry with its roots firmly planted in the soil of this country’,43 and yet by his own 

admission he had not always pursued the goal of creating a distinctly British cinematic 

product.  

 

The internationalist strategy of Gaumont-British under Balcon’s lead – an attempt to 

compete with Hollywood in the world market – is explored in detail by John Sedgwick, 

who described this policy as an ‘intriguing contrast’ to Balcon’s later commitment to a 

British national cinema.44 Andrew Higson used the term ‘product differentiation’ to 

describe one of the measures of the British film industry to ‘come to terms with the 

greater market control of the American film industry.’45 Balcon, however, ‘did not for a 

time see the error’46 of adopting an American style in order to succeed. During a debate 

with critics, published in the Conservative Listener in 1932, Balcon and Bruce Woolf – 

representative of Gaumont British, and producer of British International Films 

respectively – were asked why British films were unable to ‘get the atmosphere of a 

country into those entertainment films … to get a national quality’.47 Balcon responded 

defensively: ‘The only representative life that America shows us to any real extent is the 

life of the gangster. Do you want us to give you bigger and better English crime 

pictures?’48 By 1933 Balcon appeared to have given the issue further thought and it was 

reported in The Saturday Evening Post that ‘Michael Balcon … admitted that the 

Englishmen have spent years aping the Hollywood product without acquiring equal 

                                                 
41 Brown and Kardish (eds), Michael Balcon, p.44. 
42 Ibid., p.61. 
43 Ibid., p.48. 
44 John Sedgwick, ‘Michael Balcon’s Close Encounter with the American Market, 1934-1936’, Historical 

Journal of Film, Radio and Television, vol.16, no.3, August 1996, p.333. 
45 Andrew Higson, Waving the Flag: Constructing a National Cinema in Britain, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1995, p.9. 
46 ‘The Cruel Sea’, 7 November 1952, H22, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, H22, 
BFI, London.  
47 William Foss, Film Critic of The Morning Post, in conjunction with C. A. Lejeune, Film Critic of The 

Observer, addressing Michael Balcon and Bruce Woolfe in ‘Putting Britain on the Screen: Part of a 
Discussion between British Film Producers and their Critics’, The Listener, 13 July 1932, pp.55-56, B47, 
The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
48 Michael Balcon in Ibid.  
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talent.’49 Balcon’s plan for attracting Britain’s ‘man in the street’ – which he considered 

his ultimate judge50 – was established by the time he moved to Ealing and further 

consolidated by the war; he dedicated himself to creating films projecting ‘the British 

way of life, British standards and British ideals.’51  

 

If it took Balcon some years to develop his approach, he pursued it with fervour; 

Ealing’s postwar period reinforced its burgeoning wartime reputation for putting film 

‘to work in the national interest’.52 The quick succession of Pimlico, Whisky Galore and 

Kind Hearts and Coronets in 1949 forever sealed the popular view of Ealing as a studio 

producing nationally specific comedies that captured the mood of Britain.53 The claim 

that The Demi-Paradise (1943) assumed British national identity ‘apparently 

unproblematically to be English national identity’54 could also be levelled at Pimlico 

and, indeed, a large proportion of the output of the ‘British’ film industry. The use of 

the term ‘English’ throughout the film, one could conjecture, would not have 

diminished the filmmakers’ belief that they were, in fact, projecting ‘Britain’. The terms 

‘English’ and ‘British’ have often been used interchangeably in cultural and political 

contexts; films such as Whisky Galore and The Overlanders (1946) ‘extended Ealing’s 

view of Britain’ to include both its ‘internal colonies’ and ‘the far-flung corners of the 

Empire’.55  

 

Many commentators have wondered how Ealing was able to produce films that ‘spoke’ 

for Britain56 and often concluded that it could be attributed to Balcon’s own 

embodiment of the national character. According to one such commentator, Balcon  

                                                 
49 Ruth Biery and Eleanor Packer, ‘England Challenges Hollywood’, The Saturday Evening Post, 29 July 
1933, pp.12-13, B45, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
50 Michael Balcon, ‘The Trials of a Producer’s Life’, undated, B47, The Aileen and Michael Balcon 
Special Collection, BFI, London. 
51 Cinematograph Films Act Committee Report to Executive Council, (Committee consisted of G. 
Archibald, F. W. Baker, Major R. P. Baker, M. Balcon, Lord Grantley, Commander Sir A. Jarratt and Sir 
A. Korda), ‘Item 6’, 5 June 1946, p.3, G7, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, G7, BFI, 
London. 
52 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.48. 
53 Barr interprets an early Ealing comedy Cheer Boys Cheer (1939) – a film about a family brewery, 
Greenleaf, battling to survive in the face of competition from ‘big business’, a brewery called Ironside – 
as a precursor to its postwar comedies; sharing the same concerns and structure: ‘Greenleaf, England, 
Ealing: the three were almost interchangeable’. Barr, Ealing Studios, p.10.  
54 Neil Rattigan, ‘The Demi-Paradise and Images of Class in British Wartime Film’, in Wheeler Winston 
Dixon (ed.), Re-Viewing British Cinema 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, State University of New 
York Press, Albany, 1994, p.83. 
55 Dennis John Hall, ‘Balcon’s Britain’, Part One, p.41. 
56 Balcon identified Ealing films as products of an English cinema industry which were able to speak on 
behalf of Britain. His usage of the terms ‘English’ and ‘British’ appears uncalculated and may thus be 
considered, as discussed in Chapter One, an example of the confusion inherent in postwar terminology.   
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wasn’t the most gifted; David Lean, Alexander Korda, Carol Reed, 
Michael Powell, and any number of others must scrap over that 
distinction. ‘Mick’ Balcon was simply the most ‘British’; wherever 
he worked, there lay the heart of British films.57  

 

Another noted that ‘if one had to point to one film professional who is quintessentially 

English, Balcon would win hands down. Communicating Britishness was a moral 

responsibility he shouldered’.58 A film critic also shared this perspective and argued that 

the secret of Ealing’s success was ‘that of all our film producers Mickey Balcon is the 

most English, judged by the spirit and style and content of his pictures’.59 Balcon’s 

influence on the film industry, however, was not limited to his cinematic products. His 

opinions were aired on all matters facing the industry from the 1920s. Janet Moat, a 

librarian who catalogued Balcon’s papers held in the BFI, described Balcon’s 

involvement in the industry as a  

 
life-long role as a sort of ‘universal chairman’, involved with such 
bodies as the British Film Academy, the Federation of British 
Filmmakers, the Film Industry Defence Organisation, the National 
Film Finance Corporation, the British Film Institute Experimental 
Film Fund, the British Film Producers’ Association, the Royal 
Academy of Dramatic Art and the Royal College of Arts.60  

 

In recognition of his efforts, Balcon received a knighthood in 1948. His firm belief in 

the British cinema, on many occasions during his career, erupted into newspaper 

debates and fiery personal correspondence – most fervently when he rallied for anti-

monopolist regulations within the British industry, protection of the market from further 

American encroachments, and more opportunities for the distribution of British films to 

foreign markets (most pointedly, the American market).61 Balcon’s impassioned efforts 

                                                 
57 David Puttnam, ‘Preface’, in Geoff Brown and Laurence Kardish (eds), Michael Balcon: The Pursuit of 

British Cinema, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1984, p.7. 
58 Mancia, ‘Introduction’, p.14. 
59 G. Campbell Dixon, no reference, cited by Ibid., p.15. 
60 Janet Moat, ‘The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection: An Introduction to British Cinema 
History, 1929-1960’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television, vol.16, no.4, October 1996, p.565. 
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to improve the reputation of British films both in Britain and abroad caused many 

private, and sometimes very public, disputes; yet he maintained a keen sense of 

humour62 and a wry cynicism about industry politics.63 Even after the demise of Ealing 

Studios in 1958, Balcon continued to produce films independently and engage in 

industry debates, only retiring in 1972. His involvement in the British film industry 

spanned nearly half a century and, in his own words, his adult life ran ‘parallel with and 

[was] interwoven with a substantial and eventful part of the story of British film 

making.’64 Balcon’s frequently proclaimed desire to infuse Ealing films with a distinct 

national style allows the historian to explore the witting65 messages contained within 

these films. This, of course, does not refute the influence of other creative forces on the 

film’s meaning; – film is, after all, a collaborative art-form. Neither does it assume that 

the spectator’s reading of the film coincides completely with the filmmakers’ creative 

intent. Rather, Balcon’s use of the cinema to define and perpetuate a vision of Britain 

within Pimlico remains just that – a single text which, although guided by Balcon’s 

personal views, and those of his creative team, must also be considered within the 

broader context of the national film industry.  

 

The war years have often been viewed as a time when the British cinema found a form 

of national expression: a filmic form distinctive to Britain. This national style has 

largely been attributed to the influence of the documentary movement – an approach 

described as ‘the glory of the British cinema … unique in the world at the time’.66 

British documentary filmmaker and producer Basil Wright noted that ‘[y]ou did get this 

curious blurring of distinctions between documentary and feature during the war’,67 and 

                                                 
62 Balcon’s business papers contained an item entitled, ‘Satire of Applications Received by a Film 
Production Executive’ which contained several examples such as: ‘Category 3: Religious maniacs and 
people with messages to tell the world through the medium of screen. Category 4: Gramophone records 
beginning with ‘WHAT HO MICHAEL! I WILL BE SEEING YOU! Category 5: Hopeless attempts at 
scenarios written illegibly on brown paper. Category 6: Begging letters.’ Michael Balcon, ‘Rough Notes 
for Hugh Gary’s Article’, undated, B47, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, 
London. So too, Moat’s survey of the Balcon archive unearthed a 'Gaumont-British Obituary'; ‘a series of 
mock obits for all the Gaumont-British personnel who had worked with Balcon and who were leaving 
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Sam Eckman’, 28 July 1944, F24, The Aileen and Michael Balcon Special Collection, BFI, London. 
64 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.xiii. 
65 Aldgate and Richards also read Ealing films as ‘consciously projecting something distinctively and 
desirably British’, Aldgate and Richards, Best of British, p.99. 
66 Elizabeth Sussex, The Rise and Fall of the British Documentary: The Story of the Film Movement 

Founded by John Grierson, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1975, p.193. 
67 Basil Wright, no reference, cited by Ibid., p.139. 
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this realist phase, it has been argued, was carried into the postwar industry. John 

Grierson’s brother-in-law, John Taylor, was just one member of the film industry who 

emphasised the degree to which a realist approach was adopted in the films of Ealing 

Studios. Contemporary critics observed that Pimlico contained such realism: a reviewer 

from the Daily Star described the films as ‘Cockney fun played out in very real 

surroundings’.68 Indeed, the film’s realism was actively emphasised by the studio’s 

publicity department. The set was built on an old bomb site in the London 

neighbourhood of Lambeth and was so realistic that it fooled many passers-by. A 

publicity article recounted that  

 
[l]abourers, seeing the houses going up, came over to ask if there 
were any jobs going. One man came up and complained bitterly that 
such old-fashioned buildings should be going up instead of 
something better. One builder strode on to the set in a towering rage, 
complaining at the waste of bricks for a mere movie set when he 
couldn’t get bricks for houses – and could scarcely believe his own 
eyes when shown that the bricks were nothing more than plaster and 
paint. A Colonial clergyman … stood outside the movie-set bank, 
waiting for it to open.69     

 

Philip Stainton, as the film’s policeman, was also deemed by Londoners to be 

particularly authentic as he received numerous requests for directions and assistance. So 

too, the frustrations of postwar privations at the time of filming were apparent when one 

woman complained that she had been stopped from shopping in the market while 

hundreds of others were filling their baskets – only to be informed that the shoppers 

were film extras ‘purchasing’ groceries made from nothing more nutritious than papier-

mache and plaster.70 The film’s producers even went so far as to bring back to the 

screen the well-known newsreel commentator E. V. H. (Ted) Emmett so that ‘once 

again cinemagoers will be able to hear his voice’.71  

 

The realism of postwar cinema was not merely an aesthetic technique but was an 

approach whereby filmmakers believed they could reflect ‘the country’s moods, social 

conditions and aspirations.’72 The film was popularly interpreted by critics as a 

depiction of ‘a slice of London life’73 and the conservative Daily Express published the 
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70 Ibid. 
71 ‘Press Stories: Voice from the Past’, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London.  
72 Balcon, A Lifetime of Films, p.158.  
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opinion that ‘never once do you lose the feel that these accidental Burgundians are 

actually types you meet every day in the Pimlico road’74 – testimony which revealed the 

credence accorded by many critics to Ealing’s version of postwar ‘reality’.75
 Just as 

critics believed This Happy Breed (1944) to be a reflection of ‘knowing ourselves’ with 

‘enhanced fidelity’,76 so too Pimlico was often viewed as a realistic portrayal of the 

national character. These aspects of the ‘reality’ of everyday postwar experience are 

juxtaposed with the fantasy of obtaining ‘joyous freedom’77 from postwar austerity 

measures after finding the ancient charter of Burgundy. The film’s Miramont Place 

inhabitants rejoice in their newfound release, most notably in the public house scene 

where the police inspector is dismissed, identity cards are destroyed, and licensing 

hours are ignored as the Burgundians dance joyously to ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’.  

Alexander Mackendrick, director of Whiskey Galore, noted the popular ‘fantasy’ 

expressed by the film: ‘At the time of Pimlico everybody wanted to share its characters’ 

freedom from rationing and petty restrictions.’78 Public dissatisfaction with rations, 

rules and coupons was even exploited in advertisements for the film. Marketing material 

encouraged the use of ‘teaser lines’ – such as, ‘For a Happy Ration-Free Life - Get a 

Passport to Pimlico’ – to stimulate interest in the film.79  Balcon described the ‘reality’ 

of the postwar era in the following terms:  

 
In the immediate post-war years there was as yet no mood of 
cynicism; the bloodless revolution of 1945 had taken place, but I 
think our first desire was to get rid of as many wartime restrictions as 
possible and get going. The country was tired of regulations and 
regimentation, and there was a mild anarchy in the air. In a sense our 
comedies were a reflection of this mood … a safety valve for our 
more anti-social impulses.80  

                                                 
74 Anon., Daily Express, 29 April 1949, Passport to Pimlico Press Book, BFI, London.  The reviewer of 
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He asked, ‘Who has not wanted to … make the bureaucrat bite the dust?’81 Although 

the film cannot reflect a universal common ‘reality’, but rather conveys only the 

filmmakers’ perception of it, Pimlico has been described as the most pointed example of 

an Ealing film which explores ‘the undercurrents of division and dissatisfaction that 

lurk beneath England’s calm surface’.82 One may question whether Britain’s – or 

England’s – postwar surface was really that calm. Britain was physically reconstructing 

itself; the people were subjected to postwar austerity more restrictive than wartime 

conditions; the new Labour Government was implementing social reform;83 the Empire 

was changing; and world power was shifting. These changes may be classified into two 

broad but interrelated categories: Britain’s postwar ‘homefront’ or domestic conditions 

and, secondly, understandings of Empire and Britain’s position in international affairs.  

 

Let us first consider Britain’s domestic situation and explore the social context which 

informed the audience’s reading of the film at the time of its release. The film’s creators 

saw the film as a ‘safety valve’ for pressures described by George Orwell in 1946 in the 

following terms:  

 
When you listen to the conversations in the fish queue you can 
hardly doubt that the average working-class person is discontented, 
feels that the ending of the war ought to have brought him more 
comfort and amusement, and does not see why our loaves should be 
made smaller or our beer reduced in order to prevent Europe from 
starving.84  

 

Whitehall was not oblivious to such sentiments and consequently 200 000 licenses and 

permits were eliminated in November 1948.85 The volume of society’s persistent 

grumbling only increased as it became obvious that privations in Germany were by no 

means as severe – the left-wing ‘New Statesman unhelpfully pointed out that at any 

medium restaurant in Munich one could now eat better and more copiously than in the 
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best West End restaurants.’86 The film’s advertisers hoped to capitalise on such feelings 

and encouraged ‘dreams of treasure’ stories – whetting the appetite of cinema-goers 

whose consumerist fantasies would be unable to be sated for some time. Of course, just 

as in wartime, business continued ‘as usual’ in postwar Britain. Yet the turbulence and 

uncertainty of the period, with the continued need for sacrifice and stoicism on the part 

of the British people – and what this meant in terms of a national identity – is 

undeniably voiced by the film.  

 

Concern over continued state involvement in the public and private lives of British 

citizens was certainly addressed by this film and one can indeed identify a cultural 

context of engagement with this social issue. Conservative propaganda at the 1947 

‘Trust the People Exhibit’ offered a similar commentary upon Labour’s peacetime 

policies as that in the film. A paid observer for Mass-Observation (M-O) described the 

following scene:  

 
The most popular exhibit is on the first floor – a desk with about a 
dozen telephones. Over the desk is this poster, ‘Listen to the Voice 
of Authority’. You pick up the receiver and listen-in to a 
conversation between Bureaucracy and the ordinary man-in-the-
street showing how he is hedged and hampered on all sides by 
officialdom and Red Tape. Big Business wants a licence, accordingly 
he rings up – what he thinks – is the appropriate dept. But there he’s 
wrong. He’s told by the dept. he’s just ‘phoned that they no longer 
deal with this matter. If he will ring up such-and-such dept. in the 
Ministry of X they might be able to help him. And he does, but at 
this dept. he’s told that the matter has been transferred to X dept. of 
Ministry XYZ. Big business after much difficulty contacts them. 
And so the snowball grows. Big business can get no satisfaction 
whatever and finally drops the matter. It’s really quite funny. Most 
people listening smile. Parts of it ring true. The different men on the 
phone speak in beautifully cultured voices – even minor clerks 
(before they put you on to the big bosses).87 

 

The exhibit’s emphasis on the homogeneous class composition of Britain’s bureaucracy 

and its alienation from the ‘man-in-the-street’ is likewise expressed by the film in the 

notable comical pairing of Radford and Wayne in their roles as Whitehall officials. The 

comedy of the film is founded in statistical fact: the civil service ballooned during the 

war and throughout the 1940s at no time did it fall below 175 per cent of the 1939 
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figure.88 One contemporary commentator understood the film to be an accurate 

expression of peacetime frustrations over the ‘paper tyranny of contemporary English 

life’89 – a justified sentiment given that, ‘whereas the Coalition government had spent 

£1 610 000 on paper in 1945, Labour had budgeted for nearly £6 million in 1946 and 

the Ministry of Works had used 120 tons more paper in 1946 than in 1936.’90 

 

State involvement in the personal lives of the British public, however, was not 

uniformly disparaged. Government measures to physically reconstruct Britain using the 

principles of town-planning – the subject of Paul Rotha’s 1945 documentary Land of 

Promise
91

 – was  

 
the one form of ‘planning’ which people had already come across: 
and it was the one which, at least in this period still, had an unsullied 
reputation for making things better.92  

 

Wartime ‘peace aims’ for the reconstruction of Britain elicited widespread public 

support; the manner of its implementation by the Labour Government, alas, was not so 

warmly received. Pimlico reflects the optimism that a ‘new’ Britain could emerge from 

the rubble, and yet it also offers a critique of the forces within Britain that, by 1949, had 

largely thwarted the people’s dreams. An early scene in the film establishes the conflict 

between Pemberton and the board members of the local council. Postwar audiences, 

familiar with documentary campaigns in which ‘[p]ipe stems (much more humane than 

pointers) waved away whole districts of towns as being below par and then moved to 

large architectural models of buildings, districts, even whole towns … being shown in 

model form as the New Jerusalem,’93 must surely have perceived the film’s Pemberton 

character in this light. Pemberton’s desire to see the council build a playground on the 

neighbourhood bomb-site is rejected in favour of selling the land to private industry. 

Britain’s wartime community spirit, suggests the film, has been replaced by postwar 

materialism and selfish individualism. The unexploded bomb, however, acts as a 

narrative device whereby ‘reality’ is disrupted and the plot takes a fantastical turn. The 

film acts as a liminal space between the ‘actual’ context of its creation and reception, 
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namely Britain in the late 1940s, and the possibilities for its future – as perceived by its 

filmmakers – if British society were to re-embrace its wartime ideals.      

 

A review in the News Chronicle described the film as a ‘satiric fantasy’94 and it is these 

two words that have been the focus of subsequent readings of the film. Barr’s study 

Ealing Studios, originally published in 1977, contains perhaps the best known 

interpretation of the ‘curious nature of release’95 offered by Pimlico. Barr concluded 

that: 

 
Burgundy found true self-fulfilment with the replay of all the 
privations of wartime; by analogy, Britain is most itself when still 
‘defined’ – in the literal sense, limited – by what is left by these 
privations: by these ‘lovely things’ [referring to a siege economy and 
state direction] … The real sadness in a wider perspective is the 
extent of the polarisation – between recreated past and threatening 
future, between the dynamism of acquisitiveness and the static nature 
of the community which the film romanticises. Put it another way: 
the sadness is that there should be so deep a compulsion to dream of 
consensus, to shy away from the conflicts that come up in an ‘open’ 
society rather than to follow them through clear-sightedly.96  

 

The film is read as a ‘daydream’ which provides an escape into wartime myths rather 

than an analysis of postwar problems. A slightly different take on the film’s wish-

fulfilment and fantastical dimensions is offered by Tom Sobchak. Sobchak explored 

Pimlico in terms of Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the ‘carnivalesque’ – a celebration 

embodying a temporary suspension of the status quo – and showing ‘traces of the 

utopian ideal of a democratic society that lies at the heart of the urge to ridicule 

authority, even when literally no chance of unsettling such authority exists’.97 Yet 

Sobchak arrived at the same conclusion as Barr, namely that fantasy masks a repression 

of desire.98 The very act of celebrating liberation from dominant powers, at the same 

time as registering social dissatisfaction, is also an ‘idle daydream’99 that, by definition, 

fails to last. An interpretation of carnivalesque, whereby ‘[r]uling conventions allow 

themselves to be mocked due to a full confidence in their own power to emerge still 
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more fully entrenched the following morning’,100 is an interesting way of viewing the 

venting of postwar social pressures. Balcon described the ‘mild revolution’ of voting 

Labour for the first time in 1945,101 and the film has also been interpreted as ‘the arch-

Labour film pointing to the evils of a blanket removal of restrictions and seeking to 

reconcile the public to its lot’.102 The Ealing creative elite had similar public school 

‘conventional educations’ to the government officials parodied in this film and the 

studio was considered   

 
the one part of the British film industry which fitted into the 
prevailing tradition of left-of-centre, middle-class cultural 
earnestness that was then apparent in such institutions as Penguin 
Books; Picture Post; much of the BBC and especially William 
Haley’s brave creation of 1946, the Third Programme; the 
Manchester Guardian, as it was still known; London Transport’s 
publicity department; the News Chronicle; and, perhaps its largest 
but least enduring manifestation, the Festival of Britain. This trait 
can be called Balconry, for want of a better term.103 

 

The film, therefore, can be read as a middle-class (albeit a pro-Labour section of the 

middle-class) attempt to harmlessly release social hostility to measures necessary for the 

implementation of a ‘brave new world’.   

 

Sobchak questioned whether comic release from ‘hierarchical structures’104 – like that 

of Pimlico – is harmless or if it might facilitate social change. He pointed out that 

‘comedies satirising the authorities faded from production when the rebellious youth of 

the sixties came onto the scene’ and asked, ‘Could these young people have in some 

way been a product of the attitudes against authority represented in the comedies that 

they may have barely experienced as children?’105 Can the experience of temporary 

freedom from the status quo, afforded by popular comedy, stimulate political and social 

changes? Sobchak recognised the difficulty of measuring the extent to which forms of 

the ‘carnivalesque’, such as popular cinema, were responsible for encouraging reform, 

though it is nevertheless an interesting conjecture. John West pursued a similar line of 
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105 Ibid., p.187. 
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enquiry and viewed the film as a ‘subversive’ comedy which revealed that ‘Englishness 

is an invention and therefore capable of reinvention’.106 West also focused on aspects of 

the fantastical, and cited the ‘un-English’ heatwave of the film’s opening scenes as a 

playful manipulation of the audience’s expectations of Englishness and ‘otherness’: 

 
To the accompaniment of ‘exotic’ Latin music, a man in a white suit 
stands by a fan mopping his brow with a handkerchief as if 
incarcerated in some distant colonial outpost … The camera pans 
outside to take in a woman lounging on a sun bed removing her 
South American-style sun hat …107  

 

The film being set in an uncharacteristic heatwave – reminiscent of the heatwave of 

1947 – might also have reminded viewers of David Lean’s Brief Encounter (1945) 

where Celia Johnson’s character comments: ‘I believe we’d all be different if we lived 

in a warm and sunny climate.’ The portrayal of ‘what it is like not to be English’, with 

its resultant ‘yearning to escape’108 from the postwar experience of Englishness, set the 

tone for the main narrative of the film’s ‘wish-fulfilment’ and ‘phantasy’.109 That such 

wish-fulfilment was prevalent in postwar society can hardly be denied after an 

examination of the film’s publicity material. Advertisers suggested that cinema 

managers could promote the film by asking the public to state which aspects of escape 

from postwar Britain to a new life in a French colony would appeal to them most! As 

the promotion stated: ‘There’s something very different about living in a corner of 

France … In all probability the men will covet the relaxation of licensing hours and the 

women the de-rationing of food, etc.’110 Even though the film’s conclusion is a 

recognition that such restrictions are ultimately for the good of the people, the return of 

English weather – the downpour washing out the celebrations – may also be read as a 

‘deflating, limiting manifestation of English reality after the fantasy of the ‘foreign’ 

sunshine’.111 George Perry concurred and described the film’s resolution as ‘a return to 

normal after an excursion into the unfamiliar … a warning that Britons are not ready for 

the delights of continental-style emancipation while there is still work to be done at 

home.’112 They might not have been ready in 1947, when the film was set, or in 1949 
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when the film was screened; however, British society under Conservative rule, after 

1951, demonstrated that they were eager to put ‘English-style’ living aside and to 

embrace a ‘Continental’ lifestyle.113   

  

Restrictive postwar measures are represented in the film as temporary and necessary 

inconveniences that are, in essence, a peacetime consolidation of the values for which 

Britain fought and a continuation of the national character forged in wartime. But what 

characteristics inform this national constitution that enables these Burgundians to 

endure privations and still ‘stand up for their right to be English’? Myths of the recent 

past – Britain’s experience of the war – are used by the filmmakers to explore what it 

meant to be ‘British’ in the postwar world. For example, the whole of London is seen to 

rally to the aid of the Burgundian underdog and to selflessly contribute in a time of 

need. The ‘matter of principle’ which rallies the entire nation is clearly an attempt to 

perpetuate the myths of why Britain entered the war and continued alone after the fall of 

France. Britain, according to postwar simplifications, had fought an ideological and 

moral battle against Nazism, a battle of principle on behalf of Poland. The appeal to the 

audience’s notion of principle, and indignation at bullying, further exploits wartime 

sentiments; one case in point being the film’s reference to the neighbourhood of Pimlico 

as the ‘Cockpit of London’. The Royal Air Force (RAF) was a very powerful wartime 

representation of the British fighting spirit and perseverance against all odds – with 

resolve strengthened by moral superiority and ideological justification. The film 

indisputably attempts to bolster in its audiences a postwar feeling of unity, collective 

endeavour and sense of shared experience initially forged during wartime hardships and 

daily threats.114
 Historians can therefore observe in Pimlico not merely an appeal to long 

past, unambiguously victorious wars for a sense of the British spirit,115 but an attempt to 

mould the public imagination and direct the recent memory of World War Two in order 

to show ‘people what the real [postwar] world … should be like’.116   

 

                                                 
113 Robert Hewison interpreted the growth of the coffee bar as just one indication of a social shift which 
took place in 1950s Britain: ‘The imported Italian espresso coffee machines were only the most obvious 
elements of a décor that suggested a Continental style of living: Italian, French, Spanish – anything, in 
fact, rather than English.’ Robert Hewison, In Anger: British Culture in the Cold War, 1945-60, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1981, p.59. 
114 See John Ramsden, ‘British Society in the Second World War’, pp.15-29, in Philip M. Taylor (ed.), 
Britain and the Cinema in the Second World War, Macmillan Press, London, 1988, for a comprehensive 

study of wartime unity of the British public. 
115 ‘It is no coincidence, however, that historians and publishers, let alone film companies, should be 
looking back to earlier wars for inspiration, looking though not to the painful memories of 1914-18 but to 
earlier epic (and unambiguously successful) struggles.’ Ibid., p.24. 
116 Porter, ‘The Context of Creativity’, p.205. 
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Reminiscent of Britain’s wartime films, it is the character of the group, rather than the 

individual, that is the primary vehicle for the perpetuation of a particular version of the 

British spirit. Although the figure of Pemberton, the community-minded shopkeeper 

turned P. M., embodies the just, egalitarian and gentlemanly ideals often portrayed as 

typically ‘British’, it is the community which collectively demonstrates what it means to 

be British (couched as it is in the term ‘English’). Pimlico portrays the Pimlico residents 

with a fighting spirit, a concern for the community, and a calm stoicism in the face of 

hardship which are reminiscent of so many wartime representations of the British 

public. As one historian noted:  

 
[Ealing] developed a new form of comedy based on mass society, in 
the form of local communities, rather than individual stars. Ealing 
thus converted wartime mass effort into local struggles, retaining the 
same personal and social values.117  

 

These same values have been described by Barr as a ‘very powerful “little England” 

mentality which was very much in keeping with the community nature of the Ealing 

studio itself.’118
 Indeed, the film’s united neighbourhood was even able to absorb the 

foreign ‘other’, the Duke of Burgundy – a gesture which caused one commentator to 

cite the film as an example of the fact that ‘[w]orking-class films have a number of 

characteristics which often recur. Frequently we see the sympathetic stranger being 

incorporated into the community.’119
  

 

On closer inspection, however, the inhabitants of Pimlico are shown as a classless 

‘collective communal’ that consists almost exclusively of shop-owning individuals. The 

film refers to the Burgundians as ‘Cockneys’ and ‘ordinary folk’, and contrasts them to 

the upper-class Whitehall officials – a contradiction that can be explained by the belief 

that there has long existed a characteristic national willingness on the part of the British 

to embrace a working-class identity. This willingness has been seen to 

 
lie in the determination of the early twentieth-century Labour Party, 
not only to underscore the moral  dimensions of being ‘working-
class’, but also to broaden the view of who belonged to the ‘working 
classes’. In nineteenth-century usage the term had often been 

                                                 
117 Anthony Sutcliffe, ‘The Masses in the Feature Film: The USA and the UK, 1930-50’, in Michael J. 
Oliver (ed.), Studies in Economic and Social History: Essays in Honour of Derek J. Aldcroft, Ashgate, 
Aldershot, 2002, p.144. 
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deployed deliberately to exclude both the ‘swells’ and the ‘counter-
skippers’ (shop assistants and the like), but Labour insisted that, 
regardless of their occupation, the great mass of ‘ordinary people’ 
belonged to the ‘working classes’ because they lived by ‘honest 
labour’ (unlike the so-called ‘idle rich’).120

 

 

Those who engage in ‘honest labour’ are contrasted to the upper-class Whitehall 

bureaucrats who spend most of their time comically shuffling the problem of Pimlico’s 

independence from one department to another. The clear distinction between the traits 

of what shall henceforth be termed the ‘working middle-class’, such as practicality and 

resourcefulness, and the impotence of the upper-class, are openly stated in the film. The 

contrast is best exemplified with the Whitehall officials’ proclamation that they ‘have 

no powers to negotiate’.  

 

The film’s portrayal of the upper-class establishment as an internal ‘other’ or ‘enemy 

within’ certainly reflected a popular sentiment within postwar Britain. After all, 

Britain’s wartime enemy is mentioned only once in the course of the film and even then 

it is a reference to the Nazis rather than the Germans. Rather than identify an external 

enemy, the ‘other’ in this scenario refers to the faceless bureaucrats who, it was feared, 

might thwart the people’s liberalisation.121 The 1948 scandal whereby a tribunal was 

appointed by the Prime Minister to investigate claims of corruption against a junior 

minister and government officials would still have been fresh in the minds of audiences:  

 
All in all, the British public felt that a corner had been lifted of the 
hitherto impenetrable curtain, behind which everybody but 
themselves seemed to have access to whisky and nylons and bananas 
and steaks and petrol and foreign travel. … Nothing in the story of 
the Lynskey Tribunal redounded to the credit of capitalism or private 
enterprise, but it had a considerable effect in confirming the 
mounting tide of criticism directed at the world of controls and 
rationing.122  

 

The film makes brief reference to the popular sentiment that officials were able to enjoy 

privileges denied to the people. Admiring the aroma of a cake of soap, one Whitehall 

official asks, ‘Were you issued with this?’ The second replies, ‘No, I pinched it from the 

French Embassy’. Angela Thirkell expressed such sentiments in no uncertain terms in 

her popular postwar novels:  
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England, our beloved country, battled and bullied by THEM, still has 
one source of real comfort in every affliction. THEY have rationed 
it; they have caused it to be made of dust and bits of black straw; 
they allow government offices to glut themselves on it while the 
working housewife with a husband and children hardly knows how 
to last till the end of the week; but as long as a spoonful of tea is to 
be had, England will keep her heart.123  

 

A class identity was certainly attributed to THEM – contrasted as they were to the 

‘working housewife’ – but it was also maintained, within ‘progressive circles’ and in 

the columns of the New Statesman, that  

 
although the old ruling classes had at long last been overthrown by 
the victory of the common people, there was still the danger that the 
victory could be frustrated ‘by the retention in positions of power 
and influence of people who are closely linked, socially and 
psychologically, with the defeated classes’.124  

 

The postwar civil service, it has been argued, was not markedly different from the pre-

war bureaucratic establishment as 

 
[t]he public schools were unaffected by the Education Act of 1944, 
except in so far as middle-class parents were partially relieved of the 
cost of supporting their children at university, which made a public 
school education an even better investment … The emphasis was on 
‘leadership’ and ‘tradition’, virtues which once had maintained a 
territorial Empire.125 

 

Cultural expressions of these sentiments were, however, not unique to Pimlico. In his 

analysis of the masses and the feature film Sutcliffe observed that  

 
running through a number of films was the implied judgement that 
the upper and middle classes’ incompetence or perfidy had let the 
country down in wartime. Ealing’s The Foreman Went to France 
(1941) and Went the Day Well? (1942) included pointed examples of 
unhelpful, pompous and downright traitorous bureaucrats, officers 
and members of the upper class.126  

 

                                                 
123 Angela Thirkell, no reference, cited by Ibid., p.50. Although one cannot tell from which novel 
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It would appear that the upper-class bureaucrat was a recurrent ‘other’ whose cultural 

reproduction reassured the postwar British of their national identity. Historian Angus 

Calder described the Myth of the Blitz in the following terms:  

 
To the element in the Myth which already firmly attributed the 
troubles of the British Expeditionary Force in France and the RAF’s 
shortage of planes to the ‘Guilty Men’ of pre-war Conservative 
governments was now added the notion that the ‘people’, 
improvising bravely and brilliantly, were fighting the Luftwaffe 
without much direction from above. All triumphs of fire-fighting, 
rescue, post-raid feeding and so on belonged to ‘us’, the people; all 
bungling was due to ‘them’ – unpopular ministers, boneheaded 
bureaucrats, gutless local government personnel.127  

 

Naturally, Pemberton was the neighbourhood’s chief air raid warden during the war – a 

fact the filmmakers wanted audiences to ‘get the feeling we half-knew … so obvious a 

choice does he seem’.128  

 

If the upper-class figure of authority was a common cultural symbol in wartime and 

postwar Britain, what can the historian make of the apparent absence of any significant 

lower working-class citizens in the film? After all, the war was not won with the sole 

efforts of publicans, dressmakers and owners of the local fish and chips shop. Where are 

the factory workers and manual labourers in cultural conceptions of postwar Britain? In 

dramatic contrast to William Pitt’s 1794 call to arms addressed exclusively to 

‘gentlemen of wealth and property’ – representative of his belief that it was impolitic to 

incite ‘the people into abstract national endeavour’129 – the Second World War had 

necessitated the participation of even the non-combatant ‘homefront’ masses in the 

national endeavour. Churchill declared in August 1940 that ‘[t]he fronts are everywhere. 

… The front line runs through the factories. The workmen are soldiers with different 

weapons but the same courage.’130
 Had the wartime debt to the humble working-class 

been forgotten already in 1949? One interpretation explaining the representation of the 
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comfortable working middle-class as the pillar of British spirit and courage is that 

middle-class filmmakers were, wittingly or unwittingly, perpetuating middle-class 

revisionism about the British war experience. Neil Rattigan, in his analysis of 1950s 

British cinema, concluded that  

 
[a]rguably, the 1950s war films are concerned with putting the 
‘people’ back into their place … So while the films are involved 
with notions of national identity – bolstering the failing image of 
Britain as a power both at home and abroad – they are also 
concerned with a revisionist history of the war – showing the British 
winning the war without needing to also propagandize the lower 
classes into helping.131  

 

Although Pimlico is a comedy rather than a war film, and therefore does not fall directly 

into the category explored by Rattigan, his observations are still relevant. The lower 

middle-class, implies this film, won the war single-handedly with their just nature and 

determination.  

 

The film was received as a ‘first-class light comedy entertainment for “all-brows.”’132 

The extent to which the filmmakers desired the Burgundians to be perceived by their 

‘all-brow’ audiences as a seemingly classless community can, paradoxically, best be 

seen by what was omitted from the film. A draft script contained references to a shop-

owning character, Miss Pugh, who was identified with ‘elder female gentility’133 rather 

than the working-classes. Miss Pugh declared, ‘I actually had two workmen in this 

week, asking for ‘bread and drip’ … there are plenty of people catering for that class of 

trade, but I am not one of them.’134 At a later stage of the story Miss Pugh once again 

emphasises her class prejudices: ‘Unfortunately,’ says Miss Pugh tartly, ‘the sort of 

people who come all this way to gape at a hole in the ground are not exactly the class I 

cater for.’135 Just as the film omitted the upper-class character originally written into the 

script, the only lower working-class character (aside from two soldiers working on the 

unexploded bomb who appear only briefly in the opening of the film) is effectively 

integrated into the working middle-class – not through wealth or occupation but by a 

display of shared cultural values. The publican’s boy is seen gaining the esteem of the 
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middle-class Burgundians by his piano-playing in the bar – a symbolic act given that the 

piano has been deemed ‘the status symbol most eagerly sought by all classes seeking 

upward mobility’.136  

 

Although the film suggests that no hierarchies exist within the community, its portrayal 

of the urban crowd does indicate a measure of class apprehension. One commentator 

noted that ‘the film treats the community, even as a crowd, not as a menace but as a 

collectivity, and many of the scenes show the crowd as active participants rather than as 

mere spectators.’137 Rather, it could be argued that the initial appeal of independence 

and rebellion from state authority, to the ration-stricken citizens of Pimlico, quickly 

fades as the ‘invasion’ engulfs the law-abiding neighbourhood. Mrs Pemberton (Betty 

Warren), when told that Burgundy no longer warranted police protection, asks, ‘I 

suppose nobody cares if we all get our throats cut’. ‘Menace’ might, in fact, be an 

understatement of how the Burgundians feel about the hoards of frustrated consumers 

and ‘twisters’138 that flood the neighbourhood. A sequence that shows the shoving and 

pushing crowd is followed by an announcement by Mrs Randall that she fears being 

‘murdered in [her] bed’. The crowd is redeemed, however, at a later point in the film. 

The heavy hand of British ‘power politics’ is checked by the spontaneous support of the 

people who, after following the lead of a toddler, throw food packages to the hungry 

Burgundians. Acting selfishly or selflessly, the unpredictability and ferocity of the 

urban crowd is shown to be somewhat difficult to reconcile with the popular imagining 

of Britain as a nation of orderly ‘queue-joiners’.     

 

If Britain’s cities were, in the past, understood to be the sites of degeneration of the 

British character,139 how did they – ‘Darkest London’ in particular – come to embody 

the national spirit in popular wartime and postwar cultural representations? Jeremy 

Paxman’s 1999 popular account of the English character cites the ‘courage of 
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Londoners and other city-dwellers in the Blitz’140 as an enduring myth of the war. 

Although the ‘Myth of the Blitz’ may have originated in London, it soon spread 

throughout Britain: ‘[o]ther cities experienced really heavy bombing only weeks or 

months after reported behaviour in London had fixed a key figure in the Myth, the 

‘Cheerful Cockney’, firmly on a pedestal as a model for others to follow.’141 ‘The basic 

story was scripted,’ stated Calder, ‘and could now be transferred en bloc to any other 

city.’142 The film’s publicity department, in an attempt to harness the power of  myths 

of the Blitz in the collective imagination, encouraged the public to submit stories 

recalling their ‘most interesting bomb story’. The publicity pamphlet advised that  

 
[e]xperience has taught us that people are usually anxious to out-do 
each other with their experiences regarding unexploded bombs, and 
will talk about them on the slightest provocation.143  

 

The public’s recollections of the bravery and excitement of wartime were thereby 

utilised by the cinema managers who hoped that these stories would encourage 

audience enthusiasm and engagement with the film.  

 

The Myth of the Blitz also described an ‘enhanced “neighbourliness”’144 which emerged 

in Britain’s cities as a result of the war and was prominently featured in postwar 

representations of the urban experience. The ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ song in 

Pimlico’s pub scene expressed these sentiments and may, indeed, be described as an 

Ealing favourite. The song featured twice in an earlier film There Ain’t No Justice 

(1939) – again to denote a friendly neighbourhood (or village) atmosphere and 

community values. Representations of a British national identity fostered within its 

metropoles were familiar to British audiences. In 1945, critic Dilys Powell observed 

that  

 
[f]ilms of English character (I speak again of the fiction film) have 
dealt chiefly on urban character … only within the last year or so 
have country character and country scene begun to play a 
considerable part in the entertainment film.145  
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Sutcliffe described the repetition of these urban images and urban characters as 

representative of ‘London’s wartime emergence as a star in its own right.’146 Its star, 

argued Sutcliffe, continued to burn brightly in peacetime. Sutcliffe’s survey of postwar 

British cinema led him to conclude that London was an ‘expression of powerful, mass 

society’.147 Cinematic representations of London certainly were a popular site for 

imagining the nation; an interpretation of the film’s setting as a celebration of mass 

society, however, is somewhat problematic. Rather, this film seems to deny ‘mass 

society’ altogether. Just as Noёl Coward’s This Happy Breed (1944) has been described 

as ‘working with the traditions of a conservative and nostalgic urban pastoral’,148  it 

may be argued that Pimlico is founded on a similar identification of the country village 

‘within’. The essence of Britain’s countryside villages, one may argue, was 

cinematically translated onto the British metropole. The ‘borough’ of Pimlico – 

described in the film as a community of nineteen families – therefore embodies the 

same national traits as an English village. Richards offered a similar conclusion in his 

examination of A Canterbury Tale (1944), The Demi-Paradise and This Happy Breed. 

Richards noted that representations of the British character could be applied consistently 

to ‘the countryman, to the upper-middle class and to the suburban lower-middle class’ 

regardless of a film’s setting in rural countryside, a seaport town, or a suburb of 

London.149    

 

One element of the British character that appears to exist irrespective of class or region 

is the belief in individualism and eccentricity. Ealing Studios repeated this theme 

throughout its films – its centrality was often attributed to Balcon’s belief that the 

British were  

 
individualists who were not averse to joining up with each other to 
battle against [sic] a common cause. He saw a nation tolerant of 
harmless eccentricities, but determinedly opposed to anti-social 
behaviour.150  
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Balcon’s interpretation of the national character echoed an eighteenth-century belief 

that the English had a history of independence of spirit in comparison to the supposed 

imitative conformity of the French:151 

 
[there are] no people acting more from pure, native unrestrained 
impulse than we do, without inquiring about the ways of others; and 
no nation, on the other hand, more tamely submitting to the guidance 
of the mode, in every respect, than the French.152  

 

Pimlico contains many examples of such ‘unrestrained impulse’: Rutherford’s character, 

Miss Hatton-Jones, is described as a ‘freakish’153 professor of medieval history; 

Pemberton stays up all night to build his model of the ‘Pimlico Lido’; a passenger on 

the tube releases a suitcase full of doves during a Burgundian frontier inspection; and a 

‘keep-fit crank’154 power-walks throughout the neighbourhood. What commentary on 

‘Britishness’ do these expressions of ‘harmless eccentricity’ convey? According to one 

commentator on the cinema, ‘[i]t would be difficult to imagine that there was ever a 

more loveable lady eccentric in fiction or in fact than Margaret Rutherford.’155 Indeed, 

philosophical explorations of the national character have been cited in this 

commentator’s attempt to describe the cultural significance of Rutherford: ‘John Stuart 

Mill put it like this: “Eccentricity has always abounded when and where strength of 

character has abounded” – and no one would argue with that.’156 Strength of character, 

explained director Cornelius, was responsible for the inclusion of the keep-fit character 

in the film. Cornelius described the lone power-walker in terms of a personal victory 

over the authority of directors and producers.157 A draft script, however, sheds further 
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light on the significance of the ‘crank’ and reveals that the keep-fit enthusiast has an 

intentional relevance for the expression of national identity. Clarke dictated that  

 
[t]he keep-fit fan should reappear too, walking from the English side 
up to the barbed wire, making a static turn and walk away (if this is 
too much here we might have it at the customs, but there must be a 
second appearance of the man where his progress is interrupted by 
the barbed wire, and a third appearance at the other end of the film 
where his progress is once more uninterrupted. [sic]158 

 

Clarke, one could argue, seemed to suggest that, although it might be fun to imagine the 

exoticism of life in Latin America or the romanticism of the French countryside, the 

true and unimpeded expression of individuality can only take place in Britain – even 

with all its postwar limitations.   

 

The richness of the film’s representation of the domestic character of Britain has meant 

that few cultural historians have asked how ‘Englishness’ or ‘Britishness’ was defined 

against an external ‘other’, in terms of either Empire or Cold War affairs. Did 

contemporary viewers read the film as a commentary on the postwar political climate? 

Balcon had found fault with the national industry of the 1920s and 1930s for failing to 

reflect the times,159 and although authorial intention does not necessarily correspond to 

viewer interpretation, in this case film critics did recognise the film’s engagement with 

contemporary events. One commentator noted that ‘the film has a certain well-informed 

interest in current affairs.’160 Another critic praised the film in the following terms: ‘The 

parallel with real-life affairs, up to and including an air-lift (one helicopter), to relieve 

the siege families, is deftly managed.’161 Opinion varied, however, as to whether the 

film was merely a ‘hearty, good-natured romp’162 or whether it was able to ‘throw out 

an objective comment and draw an ironic parallel.’163 At the time of release, was the 

film understood to be a satire of postwar issues such as national sovereignty and 

international relations; the growing independence of Britain’s Empire; the United 

Nations; and the Berlin blockade? Reactions were mixed. Positive critical opinion 
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published in the conservative Sunday Times likened the film to the work of René 

Clair,164 and saw it as an ‘amiable satire’.165 Others lamented that the film failed to take 

up the opportunity offered by the story-line to comment on international affairs:  

 
the theme of extra-territorality insistently calls for satire, whereas 
what it gets is slapstick and British fun. You simply cannot make 
jokes about a helicopter airlift to Pimlico without relating them to 
other airlifts; you simply must have a comment to make, in terms of 
your felicitously absurd state of Burgundy, on the real world 
outside.166  

 

Another noted that the filmmakers failed to deliver a ‘dryly ironic picture of the 

emergence of a new small independent state.’ ‘Then’, he speculated, ‘all the solemn 

humbug of national sovereignty could have been amusingly pilloried’.167  

 

Issue of extra-territorality and national sovereignty may have been on the political 

agenda in the late 1940s, yet such matters failed to capture the attention of the postwar 

public. Whether indicative of a sense of security or mere complacency, the 1948 

Nationality Act, which clarified postwar definitions of Britishness, ‘aroused little or no 

interest as compared with the Berlin blockade started by the Russians the same 

week’.168 A political analyst noted that ‘[i]n 1948 the United Kingdom, the homeland of 

the British, was itself given a citizenship but was obliged to share it with millions of 

inhabitants of the remaining colonies.’169 A legislative definition of shared citizenship, 

it would appear, did little to shake Britain’s postwar conceptions of the nation. A review 

of the film condenses its narrative conflict into the question: ‘How does one deal, and 

who must deal, with the problem of foreign territory in the heart of London?’170 With 

hindsight, this film may be viewed as a precursor to the issues about to explode in 

Britain in the late 1950s. Within a decade the concern with foreign territory in the heart 

of London, an imagined scenario, was replaced by very literal concerns with foreign 
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identities in the heart of London and Britain – an issue Britain still struggles to address 

today. The colonial ‘other’ within Britain was powerfully expressed with events such as 

the Notting Hill race riot in 1958; issues of race relations subsequently provided 

material for many social commentary films in the 1960s.  

 

Although in 1949 the migration of ex-colonial peoples had not yet begun in earnest, the 

film’s portrayal of London may be read as a form of protest against any imperial 

component in definitions of national identity. One commentator on the film noted that 

the neighbourhood of Pimlico was ‘an area in London near enough to Victoria Station 

to capture occasional whiffs of foreigness [sic]’.171 Britain’s great cities had, in the 

nineteenth century, been viewed as sites which harboured the ‘imperial “without” inside 

the national “within”.’172 In an examination of the metropole, social critics in the 

nineteenth century ‘saw not a comforting image of home but a troubling vision of the 

imperial beyond.’173
 Twentieth century opinion may largely have rejected this hysterical 

view of the metropole in favour of myths of the ‘urban pastoral’, yet in one respect the 

film may have utilised these negative imaginings – in its portrayal of Burgundy as a site 

of unrestricted access by ‘outsiders’. The representation of the neighbourhood as a 

centre of trading, a great bustling marketplace, may be viewed in parallel to nineteenth 

century imaginings of London as an imperial centre. In his study of Englishness and 

Empire, Ian Baucom noted that London had been seen as 

 
the centre of a great national and imperial economy of circulation 
that had written the social cartography of Victorian England as a 
chart for the distributive and redistributive flow of the nation’s and 
the empire’s commodities, texts, and human bodies.174

 

 

London as a site of uncontrolled commerce, suggests the film, was unacceptable: a 

‘Clean up Burgundy’ campaign was required to re-establish the ‘English’ way of life. 

On being informed that the British Police Force had no jurisdiction over Burgundy and 

could offer no protection against the swarming traders and consumers, P.C. Spiller 

adopted a uniform which was synonymous with the British Empire: the khaki pith 

helmet. At the film’s conclusion, once the heatwave has broken and English law and 

order is restored, Spiller abandons his colonial uniform to once again become that 
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quintessential symbol of the nation, the English ‘bobby’. Cultural rejection of an 

imperial identity for Britain can be placed in the context of public opinion at the time. In 

a 1948 survey, 63 per cent of respondents ‘could not name any item of colonial produce 

and its place of origin’.175 It would seem that not only was London no longer regarded 

as the heart of Britain’s Empire,176 even an acknowledgement of Britain’s imperial trade 

relations was unable to breach the dominant ‘homefront’ national imagination.     

 

Given that such competing images of the city were represented – London as both a 

negative space of bustling uninvited outsiders and a positive site for the orderly urban 

village – could the film’s portrayal of Whitehall also have dual meaning for postwar 

audiences?177 Can the venting of social frustrations towards Whitehall be read as 

dissatisfaction with both the domestic policies of Whitehall and also its continued 

diversion of resources to Britain’s overseas commitments? If London could be 

interpreted using both negative imperial images and affirming wartime myths, 

Whitehall could be read as both the administrators of foreign, and imperial, policy and 

as civil servants. The bungling Whitehall bureaucrats may therefore be viewed as a 

force dragging an exhausted British people back into world affairs. Indeed, Tony 

Williams interpreted the film as a portrayal of postwar desires for ‘conservative 

isolation’178 and observed that ‘[r]ather than expressing a rational desire for 

independence, the Pimlico declaration has overtones of interwar isolationism.’179 The 

film, one can argue, reflects a social mood of hesitation which many believed was rife 

in postwar Britain:  

 
If Britain emerged in the years after 1945 as ‘one nation’, it was a 
feeling reached not only in accepted social collectivism at home but 
also in a spirit of complacent nationalism towards a wider world.180  
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Historians have certainly been able to identify many taxing postwar commitments that a 

war-weary British public were eager to shed. For instance, Howarth noted that 

 
the scale of military commitment in the aftermath of war remained 
formidable. It included, in particular, the control of twenty-four 
million demobilized Germans in the British zone, to say nothing of 
the thirty-nine colonies Britain still possessed in 1950. Thus in 1947 
there were still a million members of the armed forces, one-fifth of 
the number at the end of the war two years earlier.  Every year 
between 150 000 and 170 000 National Service recruits reported to 
inhospitable barracks …181  

 

So too, Williams observed that  

 
Britain’s growing dependence on American aid involved increasing 
defence expenditure, involvement in NATO, and eventual 
involvement in the Cold War philosophy leading to participation in 
the Korean War.182

  

 

Spectacularly unsuccessful overseas projects such as the groundnuts scheme183 could 

only have reinforced the belief that the homeland of the British did not always benefit 

from bureaucratic ambitions for its colonies.184 The efforts of Whitehall to ensure that 

Britain was not reduced to a ‘second rate’ player on the world stage must have been the 

cause of some resentment by a population still suffering the effects of their last foray 

into world affairs. In this context Burgundy’s ‘self-imposed iron curtain’, as the film’s 

mock headlines read, may be viewed as a reflection of alienation between national 

isolation and international involvement rather than between the USSR and the West. 

 

Like the venting of social frustrations about austerity, however, the status quo regarding 

British involvement with other nations is reasserted by the film’s conclusion. The 

rejection of state policy is resoundingly condemned by the end of the film and the 
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postwar privations, in the face of ‘complete isolation’, are represented as not only 

necessary but also welcome: ‘You never know when you’re well off ‘till you aren’t’. 

Initially ‘delight[ing] in rebellion’,185 Pimlico finally celebrates both the system and 

existing British values. The isolationism of Pimlico’s independence necessarily gives 

way to postwar reality; and while the film suggests it may be hard to continue – whether 

‘reality’ refers to either consumer restrictions (George Perry recalled a slogan plastered 

up in Piccadilly Circus which ‘proclaimed: ‘Export or Die’!)186 or continued overseas 

obligations – it also reaffirms the popular conception that the British character, proven 

in wartime, has the strength to ‘stick it out’. The sense that Britain had to carry on alone 

in their financial struggles was emphasised in an interesting parallel to the plot of the 

film: Britain’s own ‘national treasure’ had only recently been threatened. Just as 

Burgundy’s treasure was desired by Whitehall officials for Britain’s coffer, American 

Congressman Short expressed the view that ‘not a dollar should go to Britain as long as 

the crown jewels were in London’!187 

 

How did Pimlico represent the ideals of Britain, and use the cinema ‘to achieve friends 

for this country’,188 given that by 1949 the world seemed divided between the 

conflicting ideologies of the USSR and the United States? The portrayal of a helicopter 

airlift – comic as it was with its porcine cargo – may be interpreted as a commentary on 

both national and Allied unity engendered by the Berlin crisis. Despite the ill-will 

created by the American insistence that Britain return to the gold standard – which 

resulted in the Convertibility Crisis of 1947 – and the criticism levelled at Britain’s 

postwar foreign policy, particularly in the case of Palestine, the former allies continued 

to work closely on international matters; ‘especially when once again, during the Berlin 

Airlift, Korea and the Cold War, they had a common enemy to drive them into each 

other’s arms.’189 Indeed, immediate postwar ambitions for Britain were high: one 

minister voiced hopes that ‘Britain’s moral and, let it be said, spiritual leadership of the 

world will once more be forthcoming’.190 Historians have noted that  
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for a year or two after the war the feeling persisted that since we had 
been on the winning side and indeed had stood alone against the 
enemy in 1940, there must still be some sort of star part for us to 
play on the world stage. … The most favoured idea was that we 
should somehow assume the moral leadership of the world. By that 
and various other means we might perhaps act as a third force 
mediating between the USA and the USSR.191 

 

Anthony Eden too ‘saw Britain as a Third Force intermediary between East and West 

and between America and Europe.’192 West offered an insightful analysis of postwar 

ideological issues in his reading of the film as a projection of ‘English ambivalence to 

both socialism and free-market capitalism – the two forces which would battle for the 

hearts and minds of postwar Britain’.193 Pemberton refers to the invading Londoners as 

‘spivs’ – a term that some commentators have argued was imported directly from 

Hollywood films of the 1930s.194 The fear of the masses, particularly given the 

association with Hollywood gangster style, can also be read as a rejection of the 

consumerist desires of the people who are shown clamouring for goods unavailable 

since before the war and desperately required for export. Redemption from selfish 

individualism, suggest the filmmakers, is possible. The spiv character accused of 

fraudulently substituting Irish eel for Danish eel is accepted by the siege community 

when it is learnt that he was born in Pimlico. The film’s creators suggest that the ‘man 

at a loss in the peacetime world’195 – described by McFarlane as a recurring motif in 

postwar films – finds purpose again in the war against materialism and in fighting for a 

British third way between Soviet communism and the unbridled capitalism of America. 

Pimlico can therefore be considered an early example of ‘Ealing’s characteristic and 

increasingly pronounced opposition to commercialisation,’ as John Hill described 

Dearden’s Cage of Gold (1950).196 Indeed, Ealing Studios itself found it difficult to 

respond to a growing materialism and its films offered ‘a brief reassurance that “this 

funny old island” still existed, but the reassurance grew increasingly weaker.’197  
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Exemplified by the decline of Ealing Studios in the 1950s, the early optimism that 

myths of class solidarity and national unity could be a continuing reality in the ‘new 

Britain’ quickly faded in postwar conditions. The context of economic dependence on 

the United States, growing consumerism and individualism, and disillusionment with 

Labour resulted in a reappraisal of the myths and memories of the war inherent in 

Pimlico. Just as the Free Cinema was a ‘reaction against the Ealing tradition that films 

were made in a “school”’,198 this new manifestation of national cinema shook the very 

foundations of British identity that had been constructed by Balcon and his team. The 

representation of Britain as a unified nation of harmless eccentrics and principled 

amateurs looked to the recent war for inspiration – its struggle against the ‘machine 

men’ and ‘spivs’ was a watchful commentary on the state of the nation in the late 1940s.  
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Chapter Five 

 

‘I thought you were the enemy, sir’: British Identity and The Bridge on the River 

Kwai (1957) 

 

The River Kwai in Thailand, where 6,000 Allied prisoners died in building the notorious 

railway to Burma for their Japanese captors, exists only as a trademark [for the Sony 

Corporation]. 

Michael Gillard, ‘The Case of the Film of the 
Book of the Bridge on the River Kwai that 
Doesn’t Exist’, The Observer, 27 July 1997. 

 

The postwar war film has occupied a contested place both in Britain’s cinema history, 

and in critical regard. The genre has been described as having served a ‘crucial social 

function’1 but has also been deemed ‘archaic memories of a self-deluding era’.2 The 

popularity of these films in the postwar 1940s and 1950s warrants historical attention; 

admire these films or despise them – they cannot be ignored. David Lean’s 1957 box-

office hit The Bridge on the River Kwai (hereafter Kwai), shares many characteristics 

with its wartime and mid-1950s cultural counterparts; it also, however, exhibits 

significant differences. The unique context of its creation and consumption reveals the 

state of Britain’s national cinema – in both cultural and industrial terms – and provides 

an ‘extranarrative’ foundation for its critical analysis. Kwai, known to young and old for 

its whistled military march, is perhaps best described as a film of contradictions. Kwai 

was celebrated as one of the finest ‘culturally British’3 films of the 20th century and yet 

its national credentials have been loudly questioned since its release. The film was 

denied the support of the War Office in its making and yet was privately screened, to 

the Queen’s delight, by former Supreme Commander Earl Mountbatten.4 The film’s 
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protagonist Colonel Nicholson and the Japanese Commander Saito – prisoner and 

captor – share a military code of honour. In contrast, the motivations of Britain’s ally, 

the American Shears, are alien to Nicholson. One can understand why some critics 

proclaimed it one of the most poignant anti-war films of the period, while others viewed 

the film as ‘straight war adventure, conventionally developed’,5 and others still were 

simply confused.  

 

If, in spite of such contradictions, Britain’s postwar audiences regarded the film an 

example of popular British culture, what does this tell us about how the British 

understood the national ‘self’ in the postwar era? And who or what was ‘Britishness’ 

defined against? An account of the film’s production history will demonstrate how the 

film’s representations of the British nation and national character have been deemed 

problematic and will ask: in what ways does the film betray foreign involvement and 

what impact did such influences have on the film’s portrayal of the war? If the depiction 

of past events is a ‘function of the present condition groups find themselves in’,6 the re-

presentation of Britain’s war experience in this case indicates the shifting balance of 

power in the postwar world, the changes within Britain, and the ever-shifting nuances of 

British identity.  

 

Before undertaking an analysis, a brief synopsis of the plot will refresh the memory of 

those who may not have seen the film for many years. The opening shot of a hawk 

gliding in the blue sky progresses to a birds-eye view of the jungle before moving 

through the jungle undergrowth and lingering over crosses marking graves, peppered 

alongside the railway tracks. A train carrying prisoners and guarded by a Japanese 

soldier stops at the end of the track and the prisoners dismount amongst the prisoners of 

war (POWs) already working on the railway. The dishevelled troops make their way 

through the jungle to the prison camp and the audience sees Shears (William Holden) 

working in the graveyard and bribing a guard to put his name on the sick list. Colonel 

Saito (Sessue Hayakawa), wearing traditional Japanese dress, is informed of the arrival 

of the troops as they whistle a popular World War Two tune, ‘Colonel Bogey’, in 

unison – a joke shared by British audiences due to its well-known ribald lyrics 
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regarding Hitler and the German leadership.7 With both Saito and the Commanding 

Officer of the new arrivals, Colonel Nicholson (Alec Guinness), observing the 

formation of the troops, the scene is set for the drama about to unfold between the two 

men over the use of officers in the building of the bridge over the River Kwai, a crucial 

component in the railway connecting Bangkok to Rangoon.  

 

The battle of wills that ensues is interspersed with the story of Shears’ escape from the 

camp into the jungle, his assistance by the Siamese and his eventual arrival in a military 

hospital in Ceylon. With Nicholson’s moral triumph over Saito, and the points of the 

Geneva Convention upheld to the letter, Nicholson goes on to build a bridge believed 

better than any the Japanese were capable of building for themselves: an exercise to 

prove British superiority and maintain the morale of his men. The forces of creation and 

destruction run concurrently throughout the film, as the progress of the bridge is 

juxtaposed with the mounting of a Commando raid – consisting primarily of Shears, 

Major Warden (Jack Hawkins), a Cambridge don and explosives expert, and an eager 

young Canadian, Joyce (Geoffrey Horne) – to blow up the bridge with the inaugural 

passage of a Japanese train. When the river unexpectedly drops overnight, revealing the 

charges placed on the bridge piles, it is Nicholson who warns the Japanese and leads 

Saito towards Joyce and the detonator. Concluding with a scene that has sparked many 

debates, Nicholson is injured by a mortar fired by Warden and falls, mortally wounded, 

on the plunger. The bridge is destroyed in a spectacular explosion, the train plunges into 

the river and Major Clipton (James Donald) utters that memorable line, ‘Madness! 

Madness!’ The plaque proclaiming the design and building of the bridge by British 

soldiers, proudly nailed by Nicholson onto the bridge, is seen floating in the river. A full 

circle is completed when the camera moves away from the scene of destruction and 

once again provides a bird’s eye view of the jungle. The film closes with a hawk, 

soaring in the clear sky. 

 

Like the films of the previous case-study chapters, David Lean’s epic satisfied 

legislative criteria for classification as a British film. The limitations of defining a 
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national cinema in technical terms have, however, been previously noted. On what other 

foundations might Kwai have been judged an example of British cinema? An 

examination of the film’s production history will illustrate, in both commercial and 

political contexts, why the national credentials of this particular film are considered 

problematic. It is a truism to note that foundations for the film’s classification as British 

were somewhat precarious: Kwai was based on a French novel by Pierre Boulle; the 

screenplay was written by blacklisted Hollywood writers; it was produced by Sam 

Spiegel, funded with American dollars; starred one of Hollywood’s hottest actors, 

William Holden; and was filmed in Ceylon. If, as Mette Hjort8 suggested, social and 

cultural factors also contribute to definitions of a national cinema, might Kwai be 

deemed culturally British rather than just technically British? And if so, what influence 

might the context of the film’s production have had on its reception as ‘thematically’ 

British? Before looking to the film to answer such questions, let us first examine how 

the film came to be produced. 

 

It has been rumoured that the head of London Pictures, Hungarian Anglophile 

Alexander Korda, considered producing the film before Sam Spiegel did. Korda has 

been described as a ‘confirmed Anglophile who saw the Empire builders as the 

embodiment of all the most noble traits in the English character and spirit.’9 Korda’s 

Imperial vision and his belief in Britain’s national values were communicated to 

audiences through his popular Empire films such as: Sanders of the River (1935), The 

Drum (1938) and The Four Feathers (1939). Films in Review proclaimed that ‘[a]fter 

Kwai was published in ’52 Henri-Georges Clouzot took an option on the screen rights, 

which subsequently passed to Foreman, who wrote a script and interested Alexander 

Korda in producing. But Korda couldn’t raise the money’.10 Other sources, however, 

argue that Korda passed on the opportunity to produce the film for very different 

reasons. It has been claimed that he originally owned the rights to the novel, but 

considered the work too ambiguous to make good cinema.11 Lean’s biographer, Kevin 

Brownlow, on the other hand, reported that while working for Korda’s London Films, 

                                                 
8 Mette Hjort, ‘Danish Cinema and the Politics of Recognition’, in David Bordwell and Noel Carroll 
(eds), Post Theory. Reconstructing Film Studies, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison (WI), 1996, 
pp.520-532, cited by Tom Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, Sage, London, 2001, p.9. 
9 Karol Kulik, Alexander Korda: The Man Who Could Work Miracles, W. H. Allen, London, 1975, p.136, 
cited by Jeffrey Richards, ‘Korda’s Empire: Politics and Film in Sanders of the River, The Drum and The 

Four Feathers’, Australian Journal of Screen Theory, vol.5-6, 1978,  p.124. 
10 Anon., ‘Hors D’oeuvre’, Films in Review, vol.9, no.4, April 1958, p.193. 
11 Geoffrey Macnab, ‘Burning Bridges’, Time Out, 23 August 1995, p.148, The Bridge on the River Kwai 

Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
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Foreman optioned Boulle’s novel and Alexander Korda’s brother, Zoltan Korda, 

thought he might direct it. According to Brownlow, however, Alexander Korda called a 

meeting and told them that Colonel Nicholson ‘was either a lunatic or a traitor, and the 

portrayal of British POWs helping their enemies was a thoroughly anti-British idea’.12 

Whether Korda passed up the opportunity to produce the film for reasons of funding, 

aesthetics or pro-British sentiments, conditions within the industry facilitated Spiegel’s 

involvement and secured American financial backing, primarily through America’s 

Columbia Pictures.13  

 

Such hesitance over the film’s production was echoed when it came to its direction. 

Before approaching David Lean, Spiegel offered the project to William Wyler, Howard 

Hawks, John Ford and Fred Zinnemann.14 Lean attributed Spiegel’s difficulties in 

finding a director in Hollywood to the ‘lousy script’ and recounted: 

 
‘I told Sam I would do The Bridge on the River Kwai on the 
condition that he threw out this terrible script he had by Carl 
Foreman,’ says Lean, who takes issue with the awarding of a 1985 
posthumous Oscar to the writer for his contribution to the Kwai 
screenplay. ‘There isn’t a single word of Foreman’s in the picture,’ 
says Lean. … In his adaptation, Foreman downplayed Boulle’s 
protagonist, the blimpish Colonel Nicholson, in favour of a rascally 
American he added to the story. It was Foreman’s desire that 
Humphrey Bogart play the Yank and that Carol Reed direct.15 

 

Decades later, recalling the film’s early beginnings, Lean again says of the script:  

 
… the whole film when I read it started in an American submarine; 
the thing was depth-charged. It really was not very good. So we 
started all over again, and, one writer, two writers, three writers, and 
including me, four writers worked on it and we finally did it.16  

                                                 
12 Kevin Brownlow, ‘The Making of David Lean’s Film of The Bridge on the River Kwai’, Cineaste, New 
York, vol.22, no.2, 1996, p.10. 
13 Anderegg noted that ‘[a]lthough Spiegel’s production company, Horizon Pictures, was registered in 
Great Britain, his financial backing came primarily from Columbia’. Michael A. Anderegg, David Lean, 
Twayne Publishers, Boston, 1984, p.91. Spiegel had a conflicted relationship with his adopted homeland 
of America and its studio system. See Andrew Sinclair, Spiegel: The Man Behind the Pictures, Little 
Brown, Boston, 1987. Sinclair noted that ‘the breakdown of the American studio system [in the 1950s] 
gave [Spiegel] the chance to become an independent producer based in Europe.’ Ibid., p.74. Spiegel was 
known to advise associates to ‘[n]ever stay in Hollywood more than five days’, and voiced that he had no 
American roots, ‘only permanent refugee status’. Sam Spiegel, no reference given, cited by Sinclair, Ibid. 
Indeed, Spiegel’s main residence, partly as a means to avoid taxes, was a yacht in the Mediterranean! 
14 Howard Maxford, David Lean, BT Batsford, London, 2000, p.94. 
15 David Lean, no citation, by Stephen M. Silverman, David Lean, Harry N. Abrams, New York, 1992, 
p.118. 
16 Interview with David Lean, in Steven Ross, ‘In Defence of David Lean’, Take One, July-Aug 1972, 
p.14. 
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Foreman interpreted Lean’s dislike of the original Kwai script as ‘the somewhat in-built 

antipathy to Americans that you find in some Britons,’17 but, according to Lean’s 

biographer, ‘David liked Americans; he merely had an antipathy to this one.’18 The 

contested nature of Lean’s involvement in the re-writing of the screenplay has come to 

dominate accounts of Kwai in the many biographical studies of Lean.19 Even if one 

were to downplay Lean’s influence on the screenplay, commentators have noted that in 

his role as director ‘his film sense was so total that it has the weight of an authorial 

presence.’20 One can only conjecture how different the film might have been if created 

by a Hollywood director from the original Foreman script.21  

    

Setting aside the issue of birthright, was Lean a ‘British’ director? His early work as a 

director, after a successful career as a film editor, is certainly grounded in Britain’s 

national culture. Lean launched himself into the annals of the British cinema as co-

director, with Noël Coward, of the 1942 hit In Which We Serve. Shortly after his (co-) 

directorial debut, Lean had a string of successes with three adaptations of Coward’s 

theatrical works: This Happy Breed (1944), Blithe Spirit (1945) and Brief Encounter 

(1945). In a progression from British stage successes to its literary classics, Lean’s first 

postwar works were Dickens adaptations: Great Expectations (1946) and Oliver Twist 

(1948). Indeed, commentators observed that ‘prior to The Passionate Friends [1949] all 

of Lean’s films were set in England, and even then it was not until Summer Madness 

[1955] that a film had a character who was not English.’22 In retrospect, Lean’s 

involvement with Kwai – an internationally marketed epic adventure set in the exotic 

                                                 
17 Carl Foreman to Adrian Turner, 1 November 1982, cited by Kevin Brownlow, David Lean: A 

Biography, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1997, p.352. 
18 Brownlow, David Lean, p.352. 
19 See Maxford, David Lean, pp.96-97 for an account of the writing of the screenplay – an act which 
involved no less than five people and was attributed to a sixth, Boulle, who had not written a single word 
of the treatment! Lean’s vehement dismissal of Foreman’s influence on the final script was considered 
unfounded by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Science’s board of governors and Foreman was 
awarded a posthumous Oscar in 1985 for his contribution (as was Michael Wilson). 
20 Charles Drazin, The Finest Years: British Cinema of the 1940s, Andre Deutsch, London, 1998, p.56. 
Although the script controversy continues today, Lean’s influence on the film’s dialogue can be detected 
throughout the film. As just one example, Lean’s personal experience as an accounts clerk was manifest 
in the Joyce character, who exclaimed of his peacetime occupation: ‘I just checked columns and columns 
of figures which three or four people checked before me. And there were other people who checked them 
after I had checked them!’. This sentiment was previously expressed through the L’Angelier character – 
also a clerk – in his 1949 film Madeleine. Lean commented on this specific example in an interview with 
Kevin Brownlowe: ‘I used to check and recheck figures that had been checked before and would be 
checked again. It was as boring as hell. I put this in Kwai, actually.’ Brownlow, David Lean, p.45. 
21 Foreman’s 1956 script is held at the University of California along with the Michael Wilson papers – a 
collection including a letter from Boulle with notes on the screenplay (dated 26 November 1956), and 
letters between Spiegel and Wilson.  
22 Louis P. Castelli and Caryn Lynn Cleeland, David Lean: A Guide to References and Resources, G. K. 
Hall and Co., Boston (MA), 1980, p.37.  
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East – represented a turning point in Lean’s career23 and paved the way for such films as 

Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and A Passage to India (1984). Was Lean perceived as a 

British director at the time of Kwai’s creation? Foreman voiced a popular perception of 

Lean and berated him in the following terms: ‘You have only made small British films. 

You have no experience of the international market’.24 Lean was certainly considered 

by Spiegel and Foreman to be influenced by his nationality as they both regarded 

‘Colonel Bogey’ to be a ‘limey song’ and ‘suggested that David’s fondness for it 

showed just how parochial the British were.’25 The degree to which Lean, as both a man 

and a British film-maker, identified with the sentiments embodied by this ‘limey’ tune 

was expressed with its rendition at his funeral.26 In contrast, one of his own colleagues 

publicly rejected the classification of Kwai as a British film, and implied that Lean was 

one of several British producers who ‘were more interested in their own international 

careers than in the welfare of the technicians and craftsmen who worked under them.’27
 

  

Interpreting Lean’s cinematic vision in terms of his nationality is also complicated by 

the contradictory understandings of his portrayal of both the national past and the 

national character. In the opinion of one biographer, Lean’s ‘spirit as an artist is not a 

result of nationality; but his awareness of class consciousness does come from being 

English, and in telling stories of mostly British people rooted in their community and 

class standards.’28 So too, Lean’s work has been viewed as deeply rooted in his 

conceptions of the British nation and, in This Happy Breed, he endeavoured to 

reconstruct Britain’s past in an ‘attempt to pull the nation back together as a war was 

drawing to its conclusion, to restate the vision of Empire as a reassuring constant in a 

world that had been utterly changed by the events of the preceding decade.’ 29 Not all, 

however, agreed that Lean used the cinema to represent the nation to itself. Biographer 

Howard Maxford listed Kwai as just one example of the ‘hints of anti-Britishness’ 

contained in Lean’s films – present also in Lawrence of Arabia and A Passage to India, 

                                                 
23 Anderegg described the Kwai project in the following terms: ‘Lean now turned his back completely on 
the relatively cosy, self-contained, financially modest world of British films and entered the large-scale, 
big-budget arena of international co-production.’ Anderegg, David Lean, p.91. 
24 Carl Foreman, no citation, by Brownlow, ‘The Making of David Lean’s Film’, p.4.  
25 Brownlow, David Lean, p.354. 
26 ‘A final coup de cinema was the band of the Blues and Royals, playing ‘Colonel Bogey’. The St Paul’s 
authorities, only too aware of the unofficial lyrics, would not permit it to be played inside, so Sandra had 
the brainwave of stationing them on the steps.’ Ibid., p.742. 
27 Robert Clark, Executive in Charge of Production at Elstree, paraphrased by Harper and Porter, British 

Cinema of the 1950s, pp.89-90. 
28 Gerald Pratley, The Cinema of David Lean, The Tantivy Press, London, 1974, p.27. 
29 Wheeler Winston Dixon, ‘Introduction: Re-viewing the British Cinema’, in Wheeler Winston Dixon 
(ed.), Re-Viewing British Cinema, 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, State University of New York 
Press, Albany, 1994, p.5. 
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and at its ‘most vehement’ in Ryan’s Daughter (1970).30 Critical commentary at the 

time of Kwai’s release will be examined at a later point and provides valuable 

perspective on Lean’s role as a ‘culturally British’ filmmaker. It compels one to ask: 

was Lean’s ‘author-ity’ sufficient to overcome the ‘international’ influences on the film, 

or was American funding able to buy Lean’s cinematic re-presentation of Britain’s 

recent past? But first, what support did Lean receive from British sources in the making 

of this film, and why?  

   

Norman Spencer, who worked with Lean over a number of years, recounted the unusual 

circumstances under which Kwai was created:  ‘When you make a film about the British 

Army’, stated Spencer, ‘one usually, in this country, gets co-operation from what’s 

called the War Office.’31 But this was not to be the case with Kwai.32 When General 

Percival, who had been in charge in Singapore when it fell to the Japanese and was 

President of the National Federation of Far Eastern Prisoner of War Clubs and 

Associations of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (FEPOW Association), heard about 

the project he asked to read the script. Horrified by the script’s themes, Percival 

consulted with the War Office and assistance was denied. Percival also lamented 

publicly that his organisation was not consulted in the making of the film.33 Not to be 

deterred, however, the filmmakers placed an advertisement in a retired officers’ club in 

London and a General Perowne was employed as an advisor on military matters. ‘So we 

did without the British War Office’, recounted Spencer. 

 

                                                 
30 Maxford, David Lean, p.139. Paradoxically Lean has been called to account for ‘softening’ Forster’s 
view of the British Raj in a film simultaneously understood as containing an anti-British message. Lean 
explained his motivations in a 1982 interview: ‘‘Forster was a bit anti-English, anti-Raj and so on. I 
suppose it’s a tricky thing to say but I’m not so much.’’ David Lean to Derek Malcolm, The Guardian, 23 
January 1983, cited by Brownlow, David Lean, p.653. According to Brownlow, Lean ‘didn’t believe the 
British colonials were a lot of idiots.’ Ibid. 
31 Norman Spencer, interviewed in ‘Exclusive Documentary: The Making of The Bridge on the River 

Kwai’, written, directed and produced by Laurent Bouzereau, The Bridge on the River Kwai (DVD) – 
Special Features, Columbia Pictures, 2000. 
32 Support from the British War Office was not forthcoming despite declarations to the contrary by Anon., 
‘Lean Signed by Horizon Pictures’, The Daily Film Renter, 8 February 1956, p.5. Official disapproval of 
this kind did not happen often but was not without precedence. A similar refusal of support by the War 
Office had taken place during the war, when Powell and Pressburger were filming The Life and Death of 

Colonel Blimp. Powell recounted: ‘… not only could we not have Laurence Olivier to play Blimp, we 
couldn’t have one gun, one rifle, one uniform or one truck. So everything we have on the screen in the 
form of khaki uniforms and trucks is stolen. We could have been shot for it I suppose, but then nobody 
minded about a little thing like that then! It shows how well film prop men had been trained by Korda: 
you know, how do you make a Hungarian omelette … first steal three eggs.’ Michael Powell interviewed 
by David Badder, ‘Powell and Pressburger: The War Years’, Sight and Sound, vol.48, no.1, Winter 1978-
9, p.11.  
33 A. E. Percival, letter to the Daily Telegraph, 2 June 1958, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press 
Clippings, BFI, London. 
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British POWs also voiced dismay at the proposed film’s treatment of Britain’s Pacific 

War experience.34 Ian Watt, a former POW, noted that  

 
[w]hen news of the film came out, Colonel Philip Toosey [the ‘real’ 
Colonel on the River Kwai] and many others protested against its 
insulting distortion of what had actually happened; but they failed 
even to get the name of the river changed.35 

 

Before the film was shown to the public, Percival asked Spiegel to ‘state clearly on the 

screen that the story in the film was fictional. This he found himself unable to do.’36 

Indeed, many survivors – and the families of deceased POWs – expressed fears that 

audiences would believe that the film was based on real events.37 The biographer of 

Colonel Toosey, the senior British officer in command at camp Tamarkan, noted that  

 
[t]he many thousands who knew how Colonel Toosey stood up to 
their Japanese captors at great personal risk were incensed by Alec 
Guinness’s brilliant portrayal of ‘Colonel Nicholson’ …38 

 

Indeed, the hostility of POWs to the portrayal of the British was pre-empted by many of 

the British actors during filming. Lean recalled that ‘James [Donald] had decided I was 

making an anti-British film. He told the rest of the cast, including Alec Guinness, who I 

think went along with it.’39 From such unpromising beginnings one must question how 

this film, on its release, came to be described as a ‘Great British picture’.40 

 

                                                 
34 Boulle emphasised that although inspiration for the story stemmed from his own experiences in the 
Pacific War – Boulle had joined the French Resistance (Free French); he had been a secret agent trained 
by the British organization, Force 136; and he had spent over two years as a POW – he maintained that 
his story was an example of the art of fiction. See Pierre Boulle, My Own River Kwai, (trans. Xan 
Fielding), Vanguard Press, New York, 1967, p.9. His fiction was, however, grounded in certain wartime 
realities. There had been a POW camp – known as Tamarkan – whose inmates were responsible for 
building a bridge (in fact two bridges) to enable the railway line to cross the river Kwai Yai. The Japanese 
Commander of this camp was a Colonel Saito with whom a surprisingly effective working relationship 
had been established with the British officer in charge, Colonel Toosey. The Tamarkan Camp was 
exceptional in many ways: the officers were not required to perform manual labour; the officers were 
responsible only to the Japanese engineers, rather than to the prison guards; and Toosey was able to 
negotiate with Saito to improve conditions for his men. Such negotiations, however, could in no way be 
viewed in the same light as the fictional Nicholson’s collaboration, and after his release Toosey was made 
an OBE for his conduct in the camp.            
35 Ian Watt, ‘The Myth of the River Kwai’, Sunday Times, 1 September 1968, pp.18-26, The Bridge on 

the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
36 Percival, letter to the Daily Telegraph, 2 June 1958. 
37 One woman wrote to the Daily Telegraph in response to Lt. Gen Percival’s letter and declared it 
‘intolerable that such a picture should be shown without explanation.’ Anon., letter to the Daily 

Telegraph, 10 June 1958, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, London.  
38 Davies, The Man Behind the Bridge, p.xi. 
39 David Lean, no reference, cited by Brownlow, ‘The Making of David Lean’s Film’, p.6.  
40 Anon, ‘News for Showmen’, p.17. 
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Before turning to the film’s reception, let us ask: why was the film produced in such a 

manner at this particular historical juncture? As explored in the previous chapter, 

attempts at nurturing an indigenous film industry had been largely unsuccessful since 

Hollywood’s colonisation of the international film market during the First World War.41  

Creating a product that could break into the American market, or at least lure the British 

public from Hollywood fare, was an ambitious project undertaken by many in the 

British film industry, often in conjunction with government initiatives.42 This film can 

therefore be regarded as an example of one of the many different approaches taken by 

British film-makers in their competition with Hollywood: namely, using American 

money to ensure a ‘British’ story is told with the necessary flair and production qualities 

to compete in an international arena. As discussed in Chapter Two, the economic 

context for the cinema industry in the 1950s was a product of many decades of state 

involvement: from foreign trade agreements to taxation arrangements to production 

funding. Although American investment in British film production had also been a 

feature of Britain’s pre-war and wartime industry, the 1948 Anglo-American Film 

Agreement – ending the American embargo of the British market43 – solidly re-

established American involvement. Just as the remittance of earnings from American 

films had been restricted in wartime, the 1948 agreement sought to curb dollar 

expenditure while simultaneously encouraging the investment of blocked earnings into 

the British industry. Somewhat paradoxically, government initiatives such as the Eady 

levy and the National Film Finance Corporation – measures taken to nurture Britain’s 

industry – gave much assistance to Sam Spiegel’s and other American companies, both 

major and independent.44 Tom Ryall even cited Spiegel as an example of the many 

American independents for which Eady money was an incentive for overseas 

production:  

 
a figure such as Sam Spiegel established a substantial reputation 
mainly on the basis of Anglo-US production, including the African 

Queen (1952), The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) and, in the 

                                                 
41 See Marcia Landy, British Genres: Cinema and Society, 1930-1960, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 1991, pp.23-24. The extent of American control over the British film industry and market 
prompted Ernest Betts’s assertion that ‘the most striking fact about the British film industry is that it is 
not British’. Ernest Betts, The Film Business: A History of British Cinema 1896-1972, George Allen & 
Unwin, London, 1973, p.11. 
42 Refer to Chapter Two for an analysis of government measures in the fostering and protection of the 
British film industry. 
43 For further information on the immediate postwar conflict between Hollywood and the British 
Government, see Paul Swann, The Hollywood Feature Film in Postwar Britain, Croom Helm, London, 
1987, pp.81-104. 
44 Thomas H. Guback, The International Film Industry, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1969, 
pp.167-168, cited by Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, p.72. 
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1960s, Suddenly Last Summer (1960) and Lawrence of Arabia 
(1962).45    

 

The British Film Producers’ Association (BFPA) voiced its concern that such films 

could receive state funding, and proposed a revision of the criterion by which a film 

became eligible. By 1960, however, the BFPA had resigned itself to the fact that 

international filmmaking ventures would remain a feature of Britain’s cinema industry 

and accepted that ‘[a]ny film made in the UK or Commonwealth by an American 

company would therefore continue to be registered as British.’46 In 1956 a third of all 

films made in Britain ‘had some form of American involvement’47 and this figure had 

risen to 90 per cent by 1967.48 The economic framework in which the film was realised 

meant that at the time of its release it was often acknowledged to be an ‘Anglo-

American production’.49 A critic from the conservative Evening News emphasised the 

junior nature of Britain’s relationship with America by describing the film’s production 

as an example of Hollywood’s ‘sponsorship’ of British talent.50 Recent commentators 

have seen the film in a similar light: Ryall conceded that Kwai was ‘‘British’ in some 

cultural respects’ but noted that the film bore the hallmarks of its ‘Hollywood genesis in 

terms of grandeur, scale, and the presence of … William Holden.’51 Indeed, Ryall even 

proposed that the film is more closely aligned with ‘the Hollywood versions of British 

history, literature and culture made in the 1930s’.52 Certainly any reading of the film as 

a primary source in the study of British nationhood must necessarily consider the film’s 

‘runaway’53 production context and ask: was this film harvested from the British film 

industry or did the cross-pollination of its international influences breed out its very 

Britishness?  

 

A 1957 press release advertised the cross-cultural nature of the film and described it as a 

‘truly international undertaking’.54 In a similar vein, the venue of the film’s launch, the 

Plaza in London, ‘was gaily decorated with flags of all nations especially for the 

                                                 
45 Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, p.69. 
46 Harper and Porter, British Cinema of the 1950s, p.32. 
47 Statistic published in Kinematograph Weekly, 13 December 1956, p.79, cited by Robert Murphy, 
Sixties British Cinema, BFI, London, 1992, p.257. 
48 James Park, British Cinema: The Lights that Failed, BT Batsford, London, 1990, p.116. 
49 P. H., ‘Entertainment Films’, p.135. 
50 Jympson Harman, title unknown, Evening News, 3 October 1957, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press 
Clippings, BFI, London. 
51 Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, p.73. 
52 Ibid. 
53 The term ‘runaway’ film describes the internationalization of America’s production base due to 
postwar legal, social and economic changes. See Ibid., pp.65-71. 
54 Anon., ‘Up and Down the Street’, Today’s Cinema, London, vol.899, 4 October 1957, p.7. 
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occasion’.55 Despite advertising the exotic location and the international mix of actors 

and technicians, the press release clarified that the film was a ‘British enterprise of 

international power’.56 Commentators praised it as ‘[a] magnificent piece of work of 

which the British film industry should be proud’.57 Likewise, C. A. Lejeune described 

the film in the context of culture as ‘tillage’, ‘something that is indigenous, that is able 

to produce from the soil of every country a harvest that is indigenous, hardy and true’.58 

Stimulated by the elusive nature of ‘Britishness’ within the cinema, both in the past and 

the present, an enquiry was made with the British Film Institute (BFI) to find out how a 

film became eligible for inclusion on the 1999 ‘Best British Films of the Twentieth 

Century’ list. What made Kwai a British film by 1999 standards? The following 

response was received:  

 
Because of the complexities of film financing coming from many 
sources, we wanted the selection to be clearly culturally British 
works, rather than technically British. ‘Culturally British’ is self-
defining in practice – everyone knows what feels like a British film 
to them, and there was very little argument about that.59  
 

It seems that there is a consensus between the views of 1957 and 1999 – a British film, 

even with enormous foreign influences, feels British.60 The same questions could be 

asked by the historian of both 1957 and 1999 – what was it about the popular 

consciousness of the time that allowed audiences to recognise the Britishness of this 

film? Although the film was registered as British with the Board of Trade, theoretical 

definitions for the classification of British films, it has been frequently argued, are by no 

means representative of how Britain’s national cinema was critically, or popularly, 

understood. Certainly the nature of the film’s creation differentiates it from a product of 

Ealing studios, for example, with its specific aim of ‘accurately portraying the British 

nation and her people’.61 What, then, made this film a ‘British enterprise’ and an 

example of Britain’s indigenous culture?  

                                                 
55 Ibid.    
56 (Italics mine) Press Release, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Book, BFI, London. 
57 Anon., title unknown, Truth, 11 October 1957, pages unknown, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press 
Clippings, BFI, London. 
58 C. A. Lejeune, title unknown, The Observer, 12 January 1958, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press 
Clippings, BFI, London. 
59 Personal correspondence between author and Mark Batey, project manager for the 1999 ‘BFI 100’ 
(British Film Institute) survey, December 10, 2001. 
60 Raymond Durgnat also recognises the ‘rather arbitrary and subjective’ nature of classifying films. He 
asks: ‘is it about Britain, about British attitudes, or, if not, does it feel British?’. Raymond Durgnat, A 

Mirror for England: British Movies from Austerity to Affluence, Faber and Faber, London, 1970, p.5.  
61 Charles Barr, ‘Projecting Britain and the British Character: Ealing Studios, Part I’, Screen, vol.15, no.1, 
1974, p.110. 
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Critical reactions – while by no means synonymous with popular understandings of the 

film – give the historian some indication of the issues and preoccupations that informed 

Britain’s postwar social and cultural climate. In this case, critical commentary on the 

film’s national credentials – most stridently voiced in allegations of ‘un-British’ 

influences – offer valuable insight into the cultural construction of postwar national 

identity. Despite great success at the British (and international) box-office, aspects of 

the film that were considered un-British received pointed criticism. One contemporary 

film reviewer described Boulle’s novel as ‘rather anti-British, in a snide sort of French 

way’, and Nicholson’s attempts to prevent the destruction of the bridge as ‘obviously a 

French gibe at those British traits which triumphed at Trafalgar and Waterloo’.62 The 

reviewer complained of how, in the film, ‘the character of the colonel is later switched 

and he is suddenly made to seem a fool’;63 yet he absolved Lean of any wrong-doing 

and firmly laid the blame with Boulle and Spiegel. However, it was not the international 

flavour but specifically the Hollywood influence that was most frequently condemned. 

The two interlocking stories, action adventure and psychological drama, running 

concurrently, is a feature noted by many reviewers: the drama is deemed 

characteristically British while the war adventure story is likened to a Hollywood 

Western.64 The commando story, a ‘vehicle’65 for its Hollywood star, was considered to 

be grafted onto the drama of the ‘Saito/Nicholson conflict’.66 One critic described the 

Shears character as indicative of how ‘Hollywood’s mercantile concepts rule the entire 

show.’67 A member of the British public interviewed in 1947 described such Hollywood 

‘concepts’ in scathing terms: ‘They are definitely nauseating in their childish 

obviousness designed to appeal to the lowest common factor in human intelligence and 

with an eye all the time to the box-office’.68 This sentiment was echoed in direct 

reference to the film in a letter to the Daily Telegraph in 1961: ‘… with its vulgar 

Americanised ‘musical’ opening, [it] is an affront (inadvertent, I am sure) to the many 

dead’.69 The most blatant explanation (and the one most frequently offered at the time 

                                                 
62 Henry Hart, ‘Review of The Bridge on the River Kwai’, Films in Review, vol.9, no.1, 1958, p.23. 
63 Ibid., p.24. 
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65 Anon., ‘News from Location in Ceylon about “The Bridge on the River Kwai”’, p.3, The Bridge on the 

River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
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of release) for the introduction of an American character into the film is attributed to 

American funding and Hollywood values.70 One critic fumed: ‘Next time, if Lean gets 

to direct a film for a Hollywood producer, he better make sure that there are no strings 

attached to his honesty.’71 One may well ask what is meant by honesty in this context – 

loyalty to the original text? Authenticity? Historical accuracy? Or perhaps – and this is 

the question most pertinent to this thesis – faithfulness to national myths?  

 

How did an American influence manifest itself in the film? Kwai was released 

internationally with a wide range of posters: most of which prominently featured 

Holden in top billing. The film’s world-premier in London featured a ‘brilliant front of 

house display’,72 which depicted Holden in centre stage, flanked by Hawkins and 

Guinness. In most references – including the theatrical trailer – Holden’s name was 

listed first. A press release from Horizon Pictures, Ceylon, cited Holden as ‘one of 

Hollywood’s ten biggest boxoffice [sic] attractions’ and went on to describe the film as 

Holden’s ‘41st starring vehicle in 18 years’.73  A 1996 interpretation of the film 

reiterates this stance, citing Holden as the protagonist and going so far as to refer to the 

character as the hyphenated ‘Holden-Shears’ due to the extent to which ‘the character in 

Boulle’s novel is appropriated by the actor’.74 Watt, who spent time working on the 

railway, broadcast his opinions on the film and novel in 1959 and commented that  

 
[t]he world-wide audiences Spiegel and Lean needed if they were to 
make a profit, dictated a great many changes in Boulle’s story. First 
of all; there had to be a big box-office star, William Holden. There 
was no American in the novel, and so an essentially new character 
had to be created for Shears. He had to have a big part, and yet one 
suited to Holden’s established screen personality as a goodhearted 
no-good.75  

 

                                                                                                                                               
of – you can’t expect people to sit in their seats. It won’t hold.’ David Lean cited by Brownlow, ‘The 
Making of David Lean’s film’, p.11. It would seem, then, that the musical opening held to be a 
Hollywood technique, was, in fact, particularly disliked by the American script writer. 
70 C. A. Lejeune, The Observer, 6 October 1957, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, 
London. 
71 Fenin, ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai’, p.16. Fenin might not have been so harsh in his criticism had 
he known that the original script opened in an American submarine being depth-charged. Lean refused to 
be involved in the film’s production until the script was rewritten. Ross, ‘In Defense of David Lean’, 
p.14. 
72 Caption. Pictorial, Today’s Cinema, London, vol.899, 4 October 1957, p.7. 
73 Anon., ‘News from Location in Ceylon’, p.3. 
74 Lucille Becker, Pierre Boulle, Twayne Publishers, New York, 1996, p.54. 
75 Ian Watt, ‘Broadcast Script’, 23 March 1959, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, 
London. 
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Although Lejeune dismissed Holden’s character as being ‘in the way of the main 

development’, she likewise judged that it was ‘presumably to give the film a better 

chance in the world market, and provide some humorous comment on Anglo-American 

relations’.76 Film historians have certainly pointed out that the use of American stars in 

British productions ‘to enhance a film’s international appeal’77 was by no means a novel 

approach. Kwai may be seen as an example of how in the 1950s this method was 

adopted ‘on a much greater scale and it … involve[d] those at the very top of the 

Hollywood lists.’78 

 

The conversion of Boulle’s original Shears, a British ex-Cavalry officer,79 into Holden’s 

character may indeed have been due to considerations of both earning potential and 

comic value. An analysis of the Shears character in terms of national characteristics, 

however, offers a commentary on how the British saw themselves and their external 

other. Holden’s character has been described as a ‘flat, exaggeratedly national’80 figure, 

which prompts one to question which national characteristics are stereotyped and what 

they reflect about postwar Anglo-American relations. Shears’ opening scene, burying an 

Allied soldier,81 paints him as a cynical, unprincipled, and decidedly un-heroic 

character: ‘Here lies … you know Weaver I’ve forgotten who we’ve just buried …’ His 

ignoble disillusionment with the war is expressed in his initial encounters with 

Nicholson:  

 
They died. Of malaria, dysentery, beriberi, gangrene. Other causes of 
death: famine, over-work, bullet wounds, snake bites, Saito, and then 
there were some who just got tired of living … I hope they can 
remain soldiers, Colonel. As for me, I’m just a slave, a living slave.  

 

Shears’ behaviour, explained Nicholson, was a result of his isolation from his unit, and 

in a comic jab at Anglo-American differences, he is described as a ‘queer bird, even for 

                                                 
76 Lejeune, The Observer, 6 October 1957. 
77 Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, pp.69-70. 
78 Ibid., p.70. 
79 Pierre Boulle, The Bridge on the River Kwai, (trans. Xan Fielding), Heinemann, London, 1965 
(translation first published 1954), p.42. 
80 Anon., The Spectator, 11 October 1957, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, London.  
81 The Japanese guard who tells Shears and Weaver to hurry digging the grave uses the term ‘Speedo’. 
This term has a sinister meaning for those who are familiar with the history of the railway: ‘Speedo’ 
defined the period where POWs and Asian labourers were forced to work day and night in order to meet 
construction deadlines. Thousands of lives were lost during this period, many of whom worked on the 
Konyu Cutting – a cutting through solid rock using little modern equipment – better known as Hellfire 
Pass. Although the statistics vary, figures cited by the Hellfire Pass Memorial Museum (an initiative of 
the Office of Australian War Graves) reveal that 20 per cent of the 60,000 Allied POWs who worked on 
the railway died. It is estimated that between 70 000 and 90 000 civilian labourers also died during the 
construction of the railway.  
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an American’. Although the suggestion that all Americans are somewhat queer makes 

light of Shears’ moral disillusionment, this scene clearly sets up a contrast between 

American and British national ideals. The revelation of Shears’ true identity as an 

‘ordinary swab-jockey, second-class’, rather than the officer he had impersonated in the 

Japanese camp and carried on in the military hospital in Ceylon, reinforces the traits of 

self-interest and individualism of the stereotypical American character (as opposed to 

the British trait of individuality and the acceptance of the eccentric). British officers in 

Ceylon describe Shears as ‘ingenious’ when it comes to satisfying his own desires – 

such as the martini made from the hospital’s alcohol supplies, or the woman visiting his 

quarters under the guise of providing medical attention. Shears can be viewed as an 

‘everyman’, a poignant contrast to Nicholson’s embodiment of Britain’s rigid class 

system: a system prescribing one’s role, duties and responsibilities. The film visually 

emphasises this point by contrasting Nicholson and his officers being drenched by the 

rain in order to check on the condition of the men, while Shears malingers in the 

hospital. Humour is employed by the film’s creators to undermine postwar recognitions 

of Anglo-American differences. For example, after mistakenly attacking Shears during 

commando training, Joyce explains: ‘I thought you were the enemy, sir’, to which 

Shears responds, ‘Well, I’m an American if that’s what you mean.’  

 

That the national ideals and characteristics of Britain and America differ is thus firmly 

established. But what national ideologies does the film attribute to Britain’s Atlantic 

‘other’ through the character of Shears? Shears’ values are clearly represented when he 

denounces Warden in a memorable outburst during the commando mission to destroy 

the bridge:  

 
You’d leave your own mother here if the rules called for it … You 
make me sick with your heroics, there’s a stench of death about you. 
You carry it in your pack like the plague. Explosives and L-pills, 
they go well together, don’t they? And with you it’s just one thing or 
the other – destroy a bridge or destroy yourself. This is just a game, 
this war. You and that Colonel Nicholson – you’re two of a kind. 
Crazy with courage – for what? How to die like a gentleman; how to 
die by the rules? When the only important thing is to live like a 
human being. I’m not going to leave you here to die because I don’t 
care about your bridge and I don’t care about your rules. If we go on, 
we go on together.  

 

This passionate humanism, in opposition to military definitions of honour, has been 

noted by many commentators. Anderegg cited Shears’ non-ideological humanism as an 
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example of the film’s reflection of, and engagement with, the historical context of its 

production. Anderegg noted that Shears ‘speaks very much like a 1957 – not a 1943 – 

humanist.’82 While Watt praised the use of Shears’ character to ‘fill out the ideological 

picture by making Shears stand for the forces of life and reason’, he noted that  

 
the criticism of Warden’s muscle-bound militarism in the name of 
‘living like a human being’ surely didn’t come with much authority 
from a character who had previously been shown as a good deal less 
than average in his notions of duty or honour, and one couldn’t take 
it very seriously.83  

 

Derek Hill, reviewing the film in October 1957 asked: ‘But if … [Shears and Clipton] 

are being used to point the film’s loathing of military mentality, why is the American 

loaded with the most blatant commercial clichés?’84 Taken in addition to the reception 

of Shears as a clichéd ‘American gob “who wants to go home”,’85 it would seem that his 

brand of American humanist idealism was not warmly received by British critics. The 

moral righteousness of the Shears character, conflicting with the myth of Britain’s just 

war, may have caused the betrayal felt by critic George Fenin, and prompted his 

accusation that Lean had been over-influenced by his American funding.  

 

National differences are expressed most poignantly when Weaver, an Australian POW, 

comments of Shears: ‘You’re neither an officer nor a gentleman’. Shears is thus firmly 

established as the antithesis to Nicholson, and at a later point in the film, to Warden. 

Traditional British virtues of duty, a stiff upper-lip and honour are taken to their furthest 

extreme with the character of Nicholson, who would rather die than betray his 

principles. Shears, initially at least, exhibits none of the characteristics that the British 

military establishment had finetuned in their role governing the Empire. In the words of 

a 1957 reviewer, Shears had a ‘cheerful disregard for British Army standards’.86 

Stereotypes embodying such standards had been a mainstay of the British cinema (and 

the Hollywood ‘British’ film),87 especially in the imperial films so popular in the 

interwar period. As Jeffrey Richards observed, ‘“Character and spirit” are at the heart of 

Korda’s imperial vision’ and, in particular reference to Korda’s Sanders of the River, 
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Richards noted that ‘… from the outset the heroic individualism of the lone British 

officer is established.’88 In Kwai, once again, ‘the man is the message’.89 What message 

does Nicholson, as the antithesis to Shears, convey? Initially at least, Nicholson can be 

viewed as a characterisation of the way in which postwar Britain defined itself through 

its answer to the question of ‘why we fought’. Nicholson’s belief in the abstract 

principles of the British nation represents the myth of Britain’s ‘just’ war. Chippington, 

a POW at the Tamarkan camp, voiced the popular belief that 

 
[o]nly one nation of all the allies was an active participant from the 
first day the Germans invaded Poland right through to the day on 15th 
August when the Japanese surrendered and the war came to its final 
conclusion – and that nation was Britain.90  

 

The moral vantage point from which some members of the postwar British public 

recalled America’s entry into the war may have been vindicated by a possible reading of 

the Shears character as an embodiment of American national values. Although perhaps 

unintended by the film’s creators, audience members may have interpreted the hesitance 

of Shears to join Force 316 as a parallel with America’s two year avoidance of direct 

involvement in the war. After all, it was not until Shears was left with no alternative that 

he ‘volunteered’ for the mission. A British male interviewed by Mass-Observation 

(M-O) in 1947, voiced a common postwar sentiment about the United States:  

 
[The British and Dominion troops] did all the hard fighting at the 
beginning of the war – and then the Yanks stepped in and wanted the 
credit, just like they did last time. By the way they talk you’d think 
that nobody else fought but them’.91  

 

An awareness of Britain’s displacement within the international arena by America’s 

‘Capitalism’ was voiced – often bitterly – in Conservative public institutions such as the 

Morning Post and Daily Mail.92 It has been noted that such examples of public 

discontent were often expressed in terms of an American ‘insensitivity and ingratitude 
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towards the British’: a failure to acknowledge the ‘debt which most British people felt 

Americans owed them for their part in the war’.93
 

 

The unpublished memoir of Chippington powerfully evokes this sense of national 

resentment over postwar economic disparities between the former allies. Chippington 

argued that ‘America and Russia were content to sit on the sidelines and enjoy the 

spectacle and the financial benefits which inevitably accrue to the spectators under such 

circumstances’.94 His diaries express the postwar confusion over Britain’s reduced 

status in the world arena and echo the views recorded by M-O:  

 
We are all puzzled by the complete anonymity of Britain at this time 
of victory – almost as though Britain had taken no part in the war. … 
[F]or some inconceivable reason, Britain’s contribution appears to 
have been submerged by the welter of propaganda emanating from 
the rest of the allies. Our nation’s steadfast sacrifices over the period 
of the whole war appears to have been upstaged by the phoney 
publicity set-ups of our ‘friends’ whose only concern seems to be to 
grab the maximum of credit and glory for themselves. Russia, 
America, and out here in the far East, China are all vying feverishly 
with one another to demonstrate that their heroic contribution, and 
theirs alone, proved the decisive factor in securing victory. Britain 
and the Commonwealth are allowed on the stage, if at all, merely in a 
minor supporting role … Neither America or Russia had shown the 
slightest inclination or desire to join the fray in the defence of 
freedom until they had their arms twisted to the point of 
dismemberment. The present lack of influence and prestige of Britain 
on the world scene has come as a shock to us. While we have been 
away Britain has been demoted to the status of a hanger-on to 
America and Russia. It is all very difficult to understand.95 

 

The scene introducing the Shears character immediately establishes the opposition 

between British and American reasons for entering the war. Shears offered the 

following tribute to the recently buried Thompson: ‘Valiant member of the King’s Own 

and the Queen’s Own, or something, who died of beriberi … for the greater glory of … 

what did he die for?’ British audiences in the late 1950s may have interpreted Shears’ 

question as confirmation that only Britain had unambiguous reasons for entering the 

war, namely to stand up against unwarranted German aggression. M-O surveys revealed 

that some members of the British public felt that America did not go to war in the 

defence of freedom, but instead waited until its own national interests were attacked at 
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Pearl Harbour.96 Might British audiences have felt that, although their sacrifices robbed 

them of their position in the world, Britain’s involvement from the outset made such 

sacrifices honourable?  

 

Myths of the unique spirit of Britain, which allowed it alone to stave off fascism where 

others in Europe had capitulated and collaborated, were called into question by Boulle.97 

Inspiration for the novel’s central theme – Nicholson calling to the Japanese guards for 

help – was from his musings on the nature of collaboration within Vichy France. Watt 

cited Boulle’s 1966 memoir, The Sources of the River Kwai, for his claim that the 

character of Nicholson was based on two French colonels Boulle had known in Indo-

China: ‘These two, having been Boulle’s comrades in arms until the collapse of France 

in 1941 [sic], then sided with Vichy, and eventually punished Boulle’s activities on 

behalf of the Allies as treason, quite blind to the possibility that they, and not Boulle, 

were working against the real interests of their country.’98 These colonels, Boulle’s 

autobiographic account implies, were acting on a misguided conception of honour 

which led them to side with the occupying Germans and Vichy officials against their 

own countrymen.99 Indeed, Raymond Durgnat voiced the opinion that ‘Pétain is Colonel 

Nicholson’s middle name.’100 Whether audiences at the time were able to draw such a 

parallel is uncertain; the film does not undermine the British spirit, but celebrates its 

preservation in the face of hardships. The dignity of the British officers even in captivity 

is shown by the camera juxtaposing the Japanese meeting with the British officers’ 

meeting. So too, Nicholson’s speech describes the British ‘defeat turned into victory’ – 

a perpetuation of Britain’s myths of the war. As Nicholson told the men, ‘What you 

have done should be, and I think will be, an example to all our countrymen, soldier and 
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civilian alike’ – except the film itself seems to commend the British spirit not just to 

British audiences but to the entire world. One could thereby infer that by 1957 Britain 

may have become aware of its perilous economic position but had few doubts about its 

moral credentials.   

 

Although the contrast between Nicholson and Shears is firmly established, the point at 

which audience sympathies shift from Nicholson to Shears – if at all – is a matter of 

conflicting interpretations. Lucille Becker has recently offered her opinion that ‘the 

viewer, who has seen the folly of Nicholson’s obsessive idea of commitment, duty, and 

self-sacrifice, seconds him [Shears] in his rejection of blind obedience and devotion to 

duty’101 when asked to join the commando team. The audience at this point, however, is 

not aware of the measures Nicholson will misguidedly take to protect the bridge from 

his own forces. Indeed, the crowd of soldiers singing, ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ 

after Nicholson’s self-sacrifice could not help but align the audience with Nicholson’s 

values. It is true that a certain ambivalence regarding Nicholson’s behaviour, voiced by 

Clipton, is soon introduced. Yet it is possible that the audience accepted the soldier’s 

dismissal when asked why he thinks ‘the old man’ wants them to build a proper bridge: 

‘Don’t you worry about old Nick. He knows what he’s doing’. An assumption that the 

audience was aware of Nicholson’s folly, and thereby supported Shears’ dishonourable 

plan to obtain a discharge and his self-interested refusal to go back into the jungle, is 

premature.102 Shears’ reaction that ‘as long as I’m hooked, I’d might as well volunteer’ 

was hardly designed to have audiences swoon over his heroics.103 Anderegg’s 

explanation seems more credible. He argued that the audience’s reaction to Nicholson is 

in inverse proportion to its reaction to Shears: as Nicholson’s folly becomes more 

apparent, Shears’ cynicism is reconsidered.104  

 

The turn-around of Shears’ character in the film’s conclusion, with him launching 

himself into the river in a hopeless attempt to reach the plunger before the Japanese 
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guards, is incongruent with his ideological stance, yet perhaps not entirely unexpected. 

Reasons for why Shears finally endorses Warden’s principle of ‘the objective at any 

cost’ are not overtly offered by the film, but can be viewed in terms of 1950s 

conventions of heroic masculinity. Although a gender reading of the film through the 

representation of the female must necessarily be concerned largely with omission, the 

film’s construction of masculinity allows further scope for interpretation.105 Graham 

Dawson’s study on the imaginings of masculinities demonstrated that representations of 

the soldier hero are both underpinned by and reproduce a nation’s conceptions of its 

gendered self.106 In the case of Britain, argued Dawson, ‘the growth of popular 

imperialism in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, [saw] heroic masculinity … [become] 

fused in an especially potent configuration with representations of British imperial 

identity.’107 How, then, can conflicting imaginings of masculinity represented by 

Nicholson and Holden be interpreted in terms of Britain’s postwar imperial and national 

identity?  

 

A survey of Lean’s early work revealed that his epic protagonists were markedly 

different to conventional heroes. It has been observed that Lean’s leading men  

 
achieve an almost anaemic quality. They are thin, unmuscular and 
average in height. Facial hair or any such sign of virility is totally 
absent in Lawrence [played by Peter O’Toole in Lawrence of 

Arabia], and Nicholson’s moustache is small and thin … Their 
physical strength does not come from brute force but rather from 
endurance.108 

 

The ‘unusual’ manner in which the British hero’s ‘masculine authority and control’ has 

been undermined in Ice-Cold In Alex (1958) through the character of the ‘pale, shrunken 

and stringy’ Captain Anson (played by John Mills) does not seem so unusual when seen 

alongside Colonel Nicholson.109 Holden, in contrast, was particularly appropriate for the 

American role as he had a reputation for being a ‘man’s man’ as well as a sex 

symbol.110 Alec Guinness recalled in an interview that relations between himself and 
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Lean were strained during filming for a variety of reasons: one of which being ‘that he 

never particularly cared for Lean’s loud rhapsodizing over the talent and masculinity of 

William Holden.’111 A rather obvious national stereotype embodied by Shears is that of 

the over-sexed Yank soldier. Who could forget the popular wartime complaint that 

American GIs in England were ‘over-paid, over-sexed and over here’? And certainly, in 

this case, the introduction of Shears’ character was a convenient means to introduce into 

the films the ‘requisite sex scenes’.112 Watt describes this addition to the plot as ‘the 

most gratuitous change from Boulle’s story’.113 The playboy aspects of Shears’ 

character – ‘sporting’ with the blonde nurse on the beach (Ann Sears), arriving late to 

his meeting with Warden in Ceylon due to his need for overnight ‘medical attention’, 

and chatting up one of the Siamese girls in the jungle with the surreal line, ‘What’s a 

nice girl like you doing in a place like this?’ – is unarguably a device to insert a female 

presence in an inherently masculine genre. The difficulty of reconciling this female 

presence with British notions of ‘self’ is quite apparent. None of the British characters 

interact in any meaningful way with this feminine invasion: Shears frolics with the 

blonde on the beach while British soldiers sit placidly sipping their drinks under 

umbrellas; Warden gazes at a woman walking down the path and then hurries on to his 

meeting, whereas Shears, having acted on his lust, arrives late; two of the Siamese 

bearers form sensual relationships with Shears and the Canadian Joyce, while Warden, 

the only member of the party who speaks their language, remains aloof.114 A gender 

reading of the film suggests that, should women appear as apparitions in any of these 

contexts, they can be exorcised by dismissing them as objects of lust or beasts of 

burden.  

 

Although women were accorded little screen presence, the film does allow a further 

insight into postwar constructions of gender through the cross-dressing scene. On 

completion of the bridge, the British soldiers celebrate by adopting drag costume and 

singing about their ‘garden of Eden’ at the camp performance. Was this comic scene, 

                                                 
111 Alec Guinness, no reference, cited by Silverman, David Lean, p.123. 
112 Becker, Pierre Boulle, p.55. According to Lean, ‘Columbia felt here was a picture of men, English and 
Japanese. The only women you see are natives. There had to be a love scene between one of the 
characters and a nurse. So it was written by Mike Wilson. It wasn’t his fault. And of course I gave in and 
shot it. It’s bloody awful. What else can one do?’ David Lean, transcript, p.94, cited by Brownlow, David 

Lean, p.363. 
113 Watt, ‘Broadcast Script’, p.8. 
114 Warden was not the only character played by Hawkins who revealed a cinematic preoccupation with 
masculinity. Robert Murphy noted that Hawkins was ‘rarely allowed near a woman in … [his] war films. 
… Heterosexual romance hardly intrudes into many war films, and where it is absent, masculinity often 
comes under closer scrutiny.’ Murphy, British Cinema, p.209. 
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using Anne McClintock’s terminology, a display of ‘phallic ambiguity’ or a subversion 

of male power?115 In a word, no. Rather, one could argue that McClintock’s reading of 

men cross-dressing as women in the Monty Python television series could equally be 

applied to Kwai: 

 
the show’s irreverent disruption of social norms effectively affirms a 
privileged white male heterosexuality. In short, the staging of 
symbolic disorder by the privileged can merely pre-empt challenges 
by those who do not possess the power to stage ambiguity with 
comparable license or authority.116   

 

What does the film’s affirmation of such a ‘privileged white male heterosexuality’ 

reveal in terms of Britishness? Dominant representations of the British character, one 

may argue, have traditionally been constructed and maintained in masculine arenas: the 

military and bureaucracy of Empire, Oxbridge and the public school system, cricket and 

the conventions of warfare. Lean’s representation of the British male can be interpreted 

as a suggestion that masculinity in postwar Britain was to be constructed in different 

arenas and against a different ‘other’. Christine Geraghty, in an examination of 

masculinity in Britain’s 1950s war film genre, argued that Hollywood was one such 

arena.117 Geraghty noted that the distinctiveness of British male stars ‘was confirmed by 

their nationality, and they were praised for their difference from Hollywood’s 

models.’118 The emphasis on national distinctiveness in the 1950s was something of a 

divergence from early postwar trends which encouraged the creation of British stars in 

the Hollywood mould.119 Andrew Spicer, who traced the development of 

representations of masculinity in the postwar 1940s and 1950s, argued that popular 

British heroes were initially transformed from debonair gentleman types to subversive, 

Americanised ‘oppositional’ types (such as the tortured misfit, spiv or delinquent 

characters). Next, argued Spicer, came a cultural consensus on British masculinity 

which saw the emergence of a ‘very male … caring and heroic professionalism’ which 

dominated 1950s images of British masculinity, before giving way before the 

subversive ‘new wave’ masculinity of the late 1950s and 1960s.120 Both Spicer and 

Geraghty recognised that there was no better medium for the expression of this mid-

                                                 
115 See Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, 
Routledge, London, 1995. 
116 Ibid., p.69. 
117 Geraghty, British Cinema in the Fifties. 
118 Ibid., p.175. 
119 See Andrew Spicer, ‘Male Stars, Masculinity and British Cinema, 1945-60’, in Robert Murphy (ed.), 
The British Cinema Book, second edition, BFI, London, 2001, originally published 1997, p.93. 
120 See Spicer, ‘Male Stars’, pp.93-99. 
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1950s ‘professional’ masculinity than the war film genre. It has been pointed out, 

however, that Hawkins’ character in Kwai represents an erosion of ‘the image of self-

sufficient masculinity’ characterised by the ‘no-nonsense commander roles’ that he 

adopted in his earlier war films.121   

 

Although commentators often attributed the introduction of a female presence to the 

American influence, the film’s creators themselves emphasised the bridge as an example 

of Hollywood enterprise. The bridge is one of the few examples in the marketing 

material – other than Holden’s star attraction – that stressed American influences: 

possibly due to the reputation of Hollywood’s ‘extravagant’122 style and the significant 

dollar value attached to the construction of the bridge. The film’s publicity material 

frequently advertised the cost, time and effort required to build the bridge:  

 
Virtually a star of the picture itself, ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai’ 
cost £80,000, required a year to build, and taxed the strength of 200 
men, 20 elephants and the skill of the Ceylon Army engineers, who 
supervised its construction as a field exercise.123  

 

Publicity sources noted that ‘[t]he bridge, a huge beautiful structure, plays a major role 

in the film – a fetish for Guinness, an anathema for Holden and Hawkins … [It] is the 

largest single set ever built for a Hollywood motion picture.’124 The newsletter 

continued on to report that  

 
[a]fter he had spent 12 months and $250,000 building his 425-foot 
‘Bridge on the River Kwai’, Horizon Pictures’ Producer, Sam 
Spiegel, received the following cable from the Ceylon location of the 
William Holding-Alec Guinness-Jack Hawkins Technicolor 
CinemaScope film:- 
‘Need authorization purchase boat for crossing river.’ 
Back flashed Spiegel’s reply: 
‘Use bridge’.125  

 

The above quote, aside from being included for the reader’s entertainment, implied that 

it was Spiegel’s bridge and that its construction was a milestone of Hollywood cinema. 

The point that the bridge was primarily Spiegel’s concern was overtly demonstrated in a 

correspondence from Lean to Spiegel during filming. Brownlow noted that ‘David 

                                                 
121 Murphy, British Cinema, p.208. 
122 B2552, Bulletin: Spring 1999 Directive, p.3, M-OA, University of Sussex. 
123 Columbia News Service, ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai: Million Pound Dilemma’, 22 February 1957, 
p.2, The Bridge on the River Kwai Press Clippings, BFI, London. 
124 Anon., ‘News from Location in Ceylon’, p.2. 
125 Italics mine, Ibid., p.5. 
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wrote a passionate letter to Sam Spiegel in response to his interference with Leila’s 

[David’s wife] plans to rejoin David in Ceylon’.126 Lean wrote, 

 
Leila and I have had an agonising time these last few months. If I 
were to put our story on a screen it might touch your celluloid heart. 
But this is real life flesh and blood, and it rattles off you like dice on 
to a plate. Your bridge must be finished on schedule, and you will 
lie, charm, and hack your way through to your objective. That is 
what makes you a good producer – but you have one gaping flaw. 
You are a lousy leader.127 

  

The extent to which the bridge was understood to be (and advertised as) a Hollywood 

creation can be understood in a context of speculation – on both sides of the Atlantic – 

over what characteristics ensured a film’s international appeal. Hollywood’s postwar 

movement towards increased overseas production had resulted in much debate about 

whether ‘American qualities’ could be instilled into films produced in Britain (or 

elsewhere). Inadequate production facilities, poor technical skill, unsuitable trade union 

organization, and even the filmic absorption of a ‘British atmosphere’ were some of the 

reasons for hesitancy in taking American films outside of the Hollywood studio.128 Of 

course, the 1960s saw unprecedented levels of American investment in British 

production, indicative of the international success of films such as Kwai.129   

 

Certainly the surveys of postwar audiences conducted by J. P. Mayer130 and M-O 

frequently indicated that audiences preferred the ‘lavish’ nature of Hollywood films131 

to Britain’s own cinematic output. But how might British audiences have interpreted 

such ‘Hollywood extravagance’ in the telling of a ‘British’ tale? Sentiments noted in the 

1954 M-O Bulletin about British attitudes towards Americans are an interesting context 

in which to offer a reading of the building of the bridge as a Hollywood prop. M-O 

declared that ‘[d]isapproval of American policy has grown … There is a growing fear of 

American domination – a fear which was already appearing at the time of Lend-Lease 

                                                 
126 Brownlow, David Lean, p.362.  
127 Correspondence from David Lean to Sam Spiegel, 22 November 1956, T. R. (Tony Reeves, David 
Lean’s lawyer), cited by Brownlow, David Lean, p.362. 
128 See Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, pp.66-69. 
129 The startling statistic that ‘[b]y 1967, some 90 per cent of the films made in Britain were backed by 
American companies’ was noted by Park, Lights that Failed, p.116. 
130 See J. P. Mayer, The Sociology of Film: Studies and Documents, Faber and Faber, London, 1946, and 
British Cinemas and their Audiences, Dennis Dobson, London, 1948.  
131 Paul Swann based his conclusion that the ‘lavish meals and lavish settings’ of Hollywood films was an 
‘important fuel for the emergence of a fully-fledged mass consumer society in Britain in the 1950s’ on J. 
P. Mayer, British Cinemas and their Audiences, document #8, pages not referenced; Swann, The 

Hollywood Feature Film, p.43.  
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…’ and which, the survey reported, had revived and strengthened over the last few 

years.132 As early as 1948, M-O Reports had asserted that  

 
although [the British public] are grateful for Marshall Aid, they feel 
it was granted less through generosity than through anti-Communism 
and desire for economic power … Members of the National Panel 
tend not to be sympathetic with American political behaviour, 
largely because they feel they understand the mercenary motives 
underlying it.133  
 

It would appear, then, that a postwar ‘conception of Americans as pre-occupied with 

material advantages and technical efficiency’134 had been mounting for some time. The 

bridge, an embodiment of the financial might of the film producer, and subsequently 

Hollywood itself, may be viewed as an example of American imperialism increasingly 

feared by postwar British society; or, as one middle-class woman stated, ‘They’re 

bloody hypocritical. They substitute our Imperialism with their Capitalism’.135  The 

activity of building a bridge in Ceylon for Hollywood, with the subsequent impact on 

the landscape in the form of dams, a man-made swamp, jungle clearings and roads built 

through dense undergrowth,136 can be interpreted as a literal, and impressively physical, 

manifestation of America’s cultural imperialism: an example of what some have dubbed 

America’s ‘imperialism-without-colonies.137 After all, less than a decade prior to the 

film’s release, Ceylon had been a British colony! Exotic and remote locations were no 

longer the site of British colonial interests but were now the sets and backdrops of 

Hollywood. Bridges in the East were no longer an example of British colonial might but 

were props for American cultural and – in the Cold War political context – ideological 

domination.138   

 

Such understandings of Hollywood’s cinematic output were certainly a component of 

public debate in postwar Britain. One commentator noted that ‘[t]here was a time, when, 

                                                 
132 Bulletin 51, ‘Americans and Russians’, April-May 1954. p.6, M-OA, University of Sussex. 
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134 Ibid., p.7. 
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if you wanted to build an empire, you sent the missionary and the whisky bottle. Now 

one sends Bing Crosby and a tin of spam.’139 So too, a July 1958 edition of the Morning 

Post revealed an awareness of the cultural hegemony America had achieved in the 

postwar world: 

 
If the United States abolished its diplomatic and consular services, 
kept its ships in its harbours, and tourists at home and retired from 
the world markets, its citizens, its problems, its towns and 
countryside, its roads, its motor cars, eating houses and saloons 
would still be familiar in the utmost corners of the world. The film is 
to America what the flag was to Great Britain.140 

 

The role of the cinema in debates regarding America’s cultural influence in Britain and 

its empire was by no means specific to the postwar period.141 Swann, for instance, 

described Britain as having ‘always been more vulnerable to American feature films 

than any other country’ and viewed it as an ‘instance of overwhelmingly successful 

media colonisation.’142 It is, however, interesting to note that, in spite of a long tradition 

of British audiences watching films with American aesthetics, commentators were still 

able to identify Kwai as culturally British. If an overt American influence on the film 

was not merely acknowledged but actively publicised – tantamount to a resignation 

within the industry to Hollywood’s cultural dominance of the British (and world) 

market – then what made audiences recognise the film’s inherent ‘Britishness’? In the 

words of the BFI, what made the film feel British to the postwar public?  

 

Questions about the historic context of Kwai’s reception are particularly appropriate as, 

at the time of its release, this film was used as a case study for a documentary on the 

‘reading’ of films. Holden, narrator of the documentary, stated that  

 
[e]vents must be properly selected and enacted; and put into pictures 
and sounds in such a way that the audience will accept them as being 
truthful. These events will seem truthful to the viewer not because he 
has been a member of a POW camp but because he recognises the 
situation, the characters, and their actions as being true to life as he 
knows it.143  

                                                 
139 Fred Peart, no reference, cited by T. E. B. Howarth, Prospect and Reality: Great Britain 1945-1955, 
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140 Morning Post, July 1958, cited by Swann, The Hollywood Feature Film, p.105.  
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How was the film – based on a French novel – able to portray ‘Britishness’ in a way 

which allowed British audiences to recognise ‘the situation, the characters, and their 

actions’ as truthful? One may argue that the translation from the written word to the 

screen – particularly powerful due to the emotive capabilities of the cinematic medium 

– allowed the nationally specific qualities of the story to be emphasised. Certainly, one 

can identify in the film a deliberate manipulation of Boulle’s initial concerns: changes 

which may be interpreted as reflecting 1950s understandings of British national identity. 

Boulle maintained that his story was intended to be the ‘illustration of a general 

‘absurdity’ which could as well have been located in other times, other places and with 

other personages’.144 Yet most critics recognise that Boulle’s universal messages were 

skewed, if not lost, in the translation to cinema screen. The film was very much a 

product of its time and context of creation. For example, the portrayal of Nicholson, 

Clipton and Warden as various embodiments of the British military mind, rather than a 

universal militarism, reflects a great deal about the British national character, and, in 

particular, Britain’s imperial identity. The film can also be read as a confirmation of the 

self-image of the British in wartime. Warden’s dislike of the word ‘commando’ – 

‘We’re trying to discourage the use of that word, it’s come to have such a melodramatic 

air about it’ – is a particularly apt example of the film’s reiteration of popular myths of 

the British character. So too, when Shears reveals his disbelief at the manner in which 

Nicholson faced the prospect of death, Warden responds in archetypical British fashion: 

‘Well, I suppose if you’re about to be shot there isn’t a great deal you can do, is there?’ 

An example of clichéd British understatement is also given when the jungle expedition 

of Force 316 is described as ‘a little hike into the jungle’. Myths of the stoic way in 

which ‘Britain can take it’, without any fuss or melodramatics, is reasserted by the 

film.145 

 

Understandings of the British character are not constructed simply by defining who 

‘we’ are – whether ‘we’ are stoic or self-controlled – but are equally concerned with 

defining who ‘they’ are. Kwai perfectly illustrates the observation that ‘“Them” and 

“Us” is not simply a question of the British against the Germans or Japanese – an 

antagonistic mode of differentiation.’146 Saito is represented – not in an ‘antagonistic’ 

                                                 
144 ‘Pierre Boulle nous parle du Pont de la Rivière Kwai.’ (Interview in French made available to Joyaux. 
The quotations from this interview have been translated by Joyaux), cited by Joyaux, ‘From the Novel to 
the Movie’, p.179.  
145 See Malcolm Smith, Britain and 1940: History, Myth and Popular Memory, Routledge, London, 2000. 
146 Andrew Higson and Steve Neale, ‘Afterword’, in Geoff Hurd (ed.), National Fictions: World War Two 

in British Film and Television, BFI, London, 1984, p.74. 
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mode – but as a character motivated by a commitment to duty and honour in a similar 

manner to Nicholson. What does the film say about Britain’s wartime enemy, and what 

relevance does this have for the historian’s understanding of British identity in the 

postwar period? The film’s portrayal of the Japanese certainly differed from both 

Boulle’s novel and many previous cinematic depictions of the Japanese. Lean demanded 

Saito be a worthwhile opponent for Nicholson rather than ‘the old tradition of yelling 

yellow monkeys’.147 Lean complained of Foreman’s treatment and stated that ‘[t]he 

characters were cardboard cut-outs’.148 Lean asked, ‘how could you admire the Colonel 

for standing up to Saito unless Saito was a formidable adversary? He behaves like a 

stock B picture villain’.149 To a great extent, in the final product, Lean’s wish was 

achieved: Hayakawa may have missed out on an Oscar award, yet his role was widely 

praised.  

 

Not all critics, however, had a flattering opinion of the character: one commentator 

complained that Saito 

 
was transposed from the incompetent and sadistic drunk of the novel 
into yet another of those frustrated artists with unhappy childhoods, 
which brought us right down to the level where all life’s problems 
are resolved into psychological fatuities of soap opera.150  

 

Whether interpreted as melodramatic or sympathetic, the character of Saito tells us a 

great deal more about the British in the 1950s than the Japanese during the war. The 

dignity of Saito’s character – sharing with Nicholson an emphasis on military 

definitions of honour that were similar in sentiment even if different in practice – 

reveals the political and ideological milieu of the Cold War. Re-presentations of the 

German enemy in 1950s films differ from their wartime counterparts,151 frequently 

contrasting the bad Nazi to the good German (more often than not a good German 

officer, as in Above us the Waves (1955)) or drawing parallels between German and 

British conceptions of honour (The Battle of the River Plate (1956) being one such 

                                                 
147 Lean cited by Brownlow, ‘The Making of David Lean’s film’, p.13. 
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example). In a similar vein, the depictions of Saito and the Japanese guards receive 

considerable sensitivity. Perhaps Lean’s experience with American censors over the 

representation of the Jewish Fagin in his adaptation of Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1948) 

contributed to his cultural sensitivity;152 one must acknowledge, however, that the 

virulent anti-Orientalism of Boulle’s novel would not have been expedient for a world 

in the grips of the Cold War. Of course, not all film-makers attributed equal importance 

to the postwar moral rehabilitation of Japan as to that of Germany. John Ramsden noted 

that ‘[t]he climax of rage came, perhaps predictably, with Hammer Films’ The Camp on 

Blood Island (1958), which characteristically pulled fewer punches in portraying the 

evil Japanese, compared to the care with which Germans were being portrayed by 

1958’.153
  

 

If not the Japanese, then what enemy was the British ‘self’ defined against? Although 

Boulle denied that his novel was anti-militaristic154 – Spiegel, Lean, and the many 

critics who likened the film to All Quiet on the Western Front (1930),155 emphasised the 

film’s anti-war stance. Nicholson accuses Saito of being mad – and vice versa – Clipton 

asks, ‘Are they both mad, or is it the sun?’ while Holden declares Warden ‘crazy with 

courage’: indictments popularly interpreted as representing the film’s anti-war ‘war as 

madness’ message. Rather than Boulle’s message of the absurdity of good intentions 

sometimes leading to horrific consequences, newspaper reviewers suggested that the 

most common reading of the film at the time of release was that the main enemy was 
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war itself.156 Not all aspects of Boulle’s cynicism were removed: Nicholson counters 

Shears’ claim that upholding the letter of the law when faced with the uncivilised reality 

of the camp is ludicrous, in an archetypal colonialist fashion. Nicholson responded that 

the British would use the opportunity to introduce some civilisation: a sentiment Boulle 

would explain with the phrase, ‘we were frightful colonialists’.157 A key aspect of 

Boulle’s cynicism is his portrayal of war as an adventure or game. While preparing for 

the mission, Joyce anxiously exclaims, ‘I only hope the air force chaps won’t have a go 

at it, sir, before we do.’158 The Warden character, under Shears’ command, complains of 

being overlooked for the reconnaissance mission and reveals his disappointment that he 

had ‘missed this part of the fun’.159 When also passed over for the task of setting the 

charges against the bridge piles, Warden growls, ‘When I joined Force 316 … I didn’t 

realise I would have to be a swimming champion in order to see some action. I’ll put in 

some practice on my next leave.’160 In yet another example, the explosives themselves 

are referred to as Warden’s ‘toys’.  

 

Boulle’s cynical commentary on British militarism was most overt in concluding with 

Warden’s justification of his decision to kill his own team in addition to Nicholson:  

 
‘The first shell burst right among the group. A stroke of luck! Both 
our chaps were blown to pieces … I didn’t want to leave the job half-
done either … The Colonel as well. There was nothing left of him. 
Three birds with one stone. Not bad! ... It was really the only proper 
action I could have taken.’ 
‘The only proper action,’ Colonel Green agreed.161 
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This episode is only vaguely alluded to in the film, with Warden exclaiming to the 

accusing Siamese girls after firing a mortar, ‘I had to do it. They might have been taken 

prisoner’: an ambiguous scene which caused some confusion to critics. In a discussion 

of the scene where Warden turns to the Siamese girls to explain his action with the 

mortar, one reviewer commented: 

 
Until then the audience had reasonable grounds for thinking that his 
mortar, although possibly catching Colonel Nicholson, certainly had 
not caused the death of his two comrades, Shears and Joyce, who 
seemed to have been killed by Japanese fire. But then, we never 
know: and this, if you like, is what one must say of the film – we 
never know, although time after time we are compelled to feel very 
strongly. 162  

 

Lean voiced his understanding that Boulle ‘was having a great joke against the British’ 

and that he had exhibited a ‘great deal of warmth, admiration and understanding’ in his 

representation of the ‘characteristics of the old school tie carried to tragic lengths’.163 

Lean did, however, assert that Boulle’s novel ‘went too far’ and the ‘excesses’ would 

have to be taken out for the movie.164 The first treatment written by Foreman was 

considered by Lean to be offensive. Lean did not want the commandos to come across 

as ‘overgrown schoolboys’,165 and he demanded that the script be re-written.  

 

Certainly many critics regarded the film as attempting an anti-war critique, whether it 

succeeded or not will continue to be debated. British newspapers in 1958 reported that 

Sam Spiegel had been invited to take the film to Moscow for a special screening for 

Kremlin officials and was hoping to exhibit the film as evidence that those in the West 

were not a ‘bunch of warmongers’.166 Of course, the irony remains that Foreman and 

Wilson received no screen credit for their contribution to the screenplay due to their 

blacklisted status in Hollywood: Wilson refused to cooperate with the House 

UnAmerican Activities Committee, was branded an ‘unfriendly witness’, and was 

blacklisted in 1951.167 Foreman, the son of Russian Jewish immigrants to the United 
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States, was similarly blacklisted and retreated to England, where many writers wrote 

scripts for British production companies under assumed names.168 A letter published in 

the communist Daily Worker encouraging the British press to speak out against the 

Hollywood blacklist169 obviously failed to capture the public’s imaginations and the 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Science’s board of governors did not vote to 

award posthumous Oscars for their contribution to the script until 1985.170 Despite 

employing blacklisted writers, the refusal to publicly acknowledge their work was an 

obvious sign of British deference to the political atmosphere of McCarthyism in 

America in the 1950s.171  

 

The film, however, can be read as not just a straightforward disavowal of war per se, but 

as a reflection of British ambivalence over the nation’s role in the Second World War. 

The refusal of the film’s creators to leave the bridge standing at the end – the novel 

concluded with, ‘Two men lost. Some damage done but bridge intact thanks to British 

colonel’s heroism.’172 – cannot be viewed merely as the outcome of Hollywood 

conventions and the need for a cinematic climax. After all, had Britain not won the war? 

Allowing the bridge to stand would have left a bad taste in the mouths of audiences 

accustomed to seeing Britain’s triumph re-lived on the screen. Historian Arthur 

Marwick described the political milieu at the time of the film’s release in the following 

terms:  

 
In the late fifties commentators of both political persuasions were 
ready to argue that the British had done marvellously in the war, had 
with sense and restraint accepted difficult post-war circumstances, 
and were now in the fifties reaping the fruits of compromise between 
collectivist welfare sponsored by Labour and accepted by 
Conservatives, and the element of free enterprise and respect for the 
consumer fostered by the Conservatives.173  
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John Ramsden also noted that there was a culture of interest174 in the war as ‘the good 

war’, and described how films reinforced this ‘general image of the war in popular 

culture’.175 Such popular images celebrated Britain’s role in the war and created, in the 

words of cultural commentator William Whitebait, ‘an imaginary present in which we 

can go on enjoying our finest hours’.176
 Yet Whitebait’s explanation of Ealing’s 

Dunkirk (1958) as a response to losing face – a ‘salve to wounded pride’177 – does not 

offer a complete explanation of the contradictions and ambiguities of Kwai. Audiences 

might not have flocked to see a film that did nothing to bolster their flagging national 

pride, and yet this explanation alone is insufficient to account for the manner in which 

the bridge was destroyed. Why did the explosive finale leave audiences so ambivalent 

about Nicholson’s moral qualities?  

 

In answering this question one must be forgiven for interpretative licence since the 

film’s creative powers themselves were tortured about the dilemma of the bridge. 

Norman Spencer, who was brought in to assist Lean in one of the many script-writing 

stages, claimed that controversy over how to blow up the bridge raged until the day of 

filming.178 Several options were considered: Nicholson accidentally detonating the 

explosives; Nicholson realising his error and deliberately blowing the bridge up; ‘or 

whether a shot should land on the control box, as if God blew it up’.179 Spiegel declared 

that the theme underlying the film is the ‘opposition between man’s desire to build and 

the disintegration and futility of war’,180 with the bridge as a symbol of progress and 

‘pride in human toil’181 that is irreconcilable with the senseless barbarism of war. 

Perhaps the bridge does function as an indictment of the senselessness of war, but one 

could also argue that it may be read as a commentary on the senselessness of Britain’s 

Second World War – a war that, despite victory, greatly accelerated the erosion of 

Britain’s world power. Were the consequences of Britain’s participation in the war also 

tantamount to madness? Were abstract ideals sufficient postwar justifications for 

Britain’s sacrifices during, and resulting from, the war?  
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In any attempt to use film as a ‘way of entering the mind of the “silent majority”’182 and 

to answer such questions about postwar British understandings of its war experiences, 

one must consider the domestic and international climate of the film’s creation and 

consumption. As previous chapters indicate, it was often difficult to reconcile wartime 

victory with continued, if not increased, hardships in the immediate postwar era. But 

had changes to Britain’s social and economic conditions by the late 1950s also changed 

how people interpreted the recent war? Despite a turbulent period of postwar rationing, 

American loans, ‘export only’ goods and sterling crises, conditions in Britain were in 

many ways on the mend. Marwick described the 1950s as a time when there ‘was a 

sense that the British people now had entered into their just inheritance.’183 Social 

welfare legislation introduced under Attlee’s Labour Government had secured many 

benefits for Britain’s postwar masses,184 political commitment to full employment 

extended across party divides (a feature of wartime consensus politics espoused in the 

Coalition White Paper of 1944 which carried into the postwar era),185 wages had risen 

faster than prices, and consumer goods were increasingly available for ‘home’ 

consumption.186 Although the ‘Britain Can Make It’ displays at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, held in the winter of 1946, had been popularly re-named the ‘Britain Can’t 

Have it’ Exhibition due to the number of items labelled ‘for export only’, British 

materialism flourished in the mid-1950s. 1957 was, after all, the year that Conservative 

Prime Minister Harold Macmillan proclaimed that ‘most of our people have never had it 

so good.’ For many members of British society, affluence had indeed replaced austerity. 

How, then, can we interpret the film’s ambiguous representation of Britain’s war?    

 

In addressing such a question it is useful to employ the notion, discussed in Chapter 

Two, of the ‘psychological’ profits gained from Britain’s world role. The end to 

rationing in 1954, and increased access to consumer goods, may not have been enough 

to distract the British public from the extent to which Britain’s former power and 

prestige had been transferred to American hands. Can we therefore explain the 
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ambivalence in Kwai in terms of confusion between Britain’s imperial and national 

identity? Whether Britain’s public recognised, or cared about, the ‘loss of empire’ has 

been a question asked by many historians. Survey material at the time of Elizabeth II’s 

coronation, noted Marwick, suggested that  

 
the coronation was associated in many people’s minds, however 
vaguely, with the idea of a new Elizabethan age in which, through 
the Commonwealth, if not through the Empire, Britain would still 
retain a glorious place in the world.187  

 

Marwick acknowledged that ‘[h]ow far, and at what point, a majority of the British 

people had digested the fact that Britain was no longer a major world power is difficult 

to determine.’188 He does, however, concede that it probably was ‘not till the 1960s, 

though objectively, Suez is the watershed.’189 Howarth, on the other hand, described the 

period of the film’s creation in sombre terms:  

 
Any such mood of complacency [in 1955] was to be rapidly 
dissipated during 1956, one of the most momentous years in post-
war history and one which sharply and uncomfortably upset many of 
the attitudes and assumptions established [after the war].190 

 

Indeed, the very fact of the film’s creation at all was nearly ‘upset’ by the political 

milieu in which it was produced. The last ship that passed through the Canal before it 

was blocked carried the special generators required to power the film’s lights.191 

Although perhaps not fully ‘digested’ at the time of the film’s release, many spectators 

would have been conscious of the ‘underlying implications’ of the film.192 Faith in 

Britain’s continuation of its former world role – optimistically expressed at the end of 

the war in the rumour that ‘a world government is to be set up with Churchill in 

charge’193 – was clearly under fire. By 1957 a period of transition was firmly underway: 

the British had withdrawn from India by 1947, the Empire was slipping away, and the 

Suez Crisis only further emphasised Britain’s decline as a world power194 – facts 

difficult to reconcile with Britain’s wartime victory.  
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Of course, the question of whether the public thought at all about Britain’s place in the 

world was raised by the 1948 finding that there was ‘widespread ignorance’ regarding 

the Empire: a national survey that reported that only one in three could tell the 

difference between a dominion and a colony.195 The newspaper report stated that  

 
[t]he survey was made because of the great Commonwealth issues 
now pending, and was primarily aimed, through a series of questions, 
at discovering the two main facts: 
1. What do the people know about the great brotherhood of which 

they are a part? And –  
2. What is the general feeling towards the Empire and its future?196 

 

Although such results initially suggest that Britain’s public consciousness was not at all 

concerned with matters of Empire – indeed 56 per cent of the sample could name no 

event that had taken place in the Empire recently – the second part of the survey 

(published the following day) revealed that ‘those who know the British Empire, its 

lands and its happenings, believe in its future, want to keep it together – and are certain 

that the British Isles cannot do without it.’197 Taken in conjunction with the historical 

understanding that Britain’s postwar foreign policy was centrally concerned with the 

transfer of the burdens of colonial security – ‘policing the world’ – to the Americans 

without ‘surrendering Britain’s global influence’,198 it would appear that both Britain’s 

postwar public and its politicians were keen to maintain the intangible benefits of 

Britain’s imperial legacy.  

 

It has been argued that national identity in postwar Britain ‘clearly maintained 

important continuities with what we have called the ‘old imperial’ national identity – 
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elements which persist through the 50s, 60s and 70s.’199 Indeed, a key premise of the 

film, namely that British officers could teach the Japanese how to design and build a 

bridge, reinforced the long-held colonial myth of British technical superiority. 

Nicholson brags to Saito: ‘I have officers, Reeves and Hughes, for instance, who have 

built bridges all over India’. The spirit of Britain’s colonial myth is embodied in 

Nicholson’s desire to give the Japanese ‘a lesson in Western methods of efficiency 

that’ll put them to shame. We’ll show them what the British soldier is capable of doing’. 

Despite British territory in Asia falling like dominoes during the Japanese offensive in 

World War Two, and the perfect competence of the Japanese army in constructing 

bridges through occupied territory,200 such realities were overlooked in the film. The 

scene where Nicholson muses about the bridge’s longevity is a particularly poignant 

example of the way the film positions the audience to accept dominant myths of 

Britain’s imperial past. Nicholson considers the possibility of the bridge acting as a 

lasting monument to the British as the wood in the jungle of Siam is similar to the 

English elm used on the London Bridge. Nicholson proudly ponders, ‘600 years, Reeves 

… 600 years. That would be quite something’. After being released from the ‘oven’, 

Nicholson dedicates himself to the challenge of building a bridge capable of showing 

the Japanese the will and discipline of the British soldier, to the extent of allowing the 

officers to work and asking the sick men to lend a hand. Asked why he does not 

approach Saito for reinforcement from the Japanese guards Nicholson replies, ‘I 

wouldn’t dream of it, this is our show’. His efforts are shown to have paid off when the 

commandos comment, ‘It’s such a solid, well-designed job. Not like the temporary 

structures the enemy usually throws together.’ 

 

The desire to exert a presence on the landscape, to imprint the mark of Britain on the 

hostile jungle environment, may be seen to reflect the mentality of Imperial Britain.201 

Just as Englishness can be located in Bombay’s Gothic railway station,202 so too the 
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physical presence of the bridge existed as a symbol of British values – values 

transplanted onto the alien territory of the colonised ‘other’.  The filmic analysis of 

David Silver and James Ursini noted the visual contrast between the early shot of the 

camp clearing, and a later point-of-view shot from Nicholson’s perspective which 

revealed the bridge.203 Silver and Ursini explain the cinematic technique as a means to 

emphasise the ‘feeble attempts of [Nicholson’s] captors to impose their will on nature’ 

compared to the later success of the British ‘in doing just that’ through the act of 

building the bridge.204 Just as the bridge exists for Nicholson as a monument to Britain’s 

colonial past, the film itself becomes a lasting tribute to Britain’s fading world role. An 

advertising poster for the film proclaims it ‘[a] British achievement to stand for all 

time.’205 One may question whether the poster refers to the bridge, or the cinematic epic 

showcasing Britishness for the whole world to see. As Anderegg noted, the mid-1950s 

was an economic milieu that could still justify the assertion of Western superiority: 

‘only cheap goods were then appearing in the West marked ‘Made in Japan’; the 

cameras, stereos, and television sets were still to come’.206 Examples in the film of 

Japanese consumption of Western goods – the corned beef, Scottish whisky preferred 

by Saito over Japanese saki, and the calendar of American pin-up girls, not to mention 

Saito’s education at the London Polytechnic – confirm the idea of Western superiority. 

Anderegg does, however, clarify that such beliefs were becoming increasingly 

problematic, and that by 1957 it was ‘late enough to see the ironies inherent in that 

assertion of superiority’.207 So too, Ramsden noted that ‘[a]lready in the mid-1950s, war 

films were needed as a ‘kind of ego boost, a nostalgia for a time when Britain was 

great’, since economically the country was already falling behind the defeated nations 

of Germany and Japan.’208 When Nicholson observes that Saito reads English, Saito 

contemptuously asks, ‘Do you read Japanese?’ – a scene that supports Anderegg’s 

belief that such ironies were becoming increasingly obvious. On the completion of the 

bridge, Nicholson reflects on his lifetime spent in the British Army: 

 
I’ve been thinking – tomorrow it will be 28 years to the day that I’ve 
been in the service. 28 years in peace and war; I don’t suppose I’ve 
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been home more than ten months in all that time. Still, it’s been a 
good life. I love India. I wouldn’t have had it any other way. But 
there are times when suddenly you realise you’re nearer the end than 
the beginning – and you wonder, you ask yourself what the sum total 
of your life represents; what difference your being there at any time 
made to anything, or if it made any difference at all really, 
particularly in comparison to other men’s careers. I don’t know 
whether that kind of thinking is very healthy but I must admit I’ve 
had some thoughts along those lines from time to time. But tonight, 
tonight …  

 

Nicholson’s reverie is broken by the splash of his stick – a symbol of his authority – as 

it falls into the river below. Uttered in 1957, Nicholson’s words might well have been 

expressions of how many felt about Britain’s international and imperial role.  

 

Despite such subversive readings of the film, the extent to which it engaged with 

dominant myths of Britain’s imperial past was certainly perceived at the time. The 

‘Colonel Bogey March’ was denounced by the Czechoslovakian Communist Party 

newspaper Tvorba as a ‘colonialist military march’ and was banned from Prague radio 

broadcasts.209 It can, however, be demonstrated that not everyone felt that the film 

espoused colonialist and imperialist rhetoric. The obsessive pride Nicholson feels in the 

bridge – demanding hysterically of Joyce, ‘Blow it up? Blow up the bridge?’ – was 

viewed by one commentator as an example of the ‘abysmal nonsense’ of many of the 

dozens of such ‘idiots’ in ‘every army’. 210 Yet one could argue that it was not a trait of 

just any army, but rather the specific traits of the Raj: a character trait of British officers 

accustomed to exerting their will and cultural superiority on the colonial ‘other’. If the 

character of Nicholson was inherently composed by his position as an officer of the 

British Empire, a role defining duty and honour as a rigid observance of military rules, 

then Nicholson’s actions in defending the bridge may be interpreted less as 

‘fanaticism’211 and more as a desperate attempt to preserve Britishness as he knows it. 

Although Nicholson may be driven by the thought of making his mark, the 

disappointment is not merely one man’s legacy but a whole aspect of British identity. 

The film seems to ask: who are the English when they are not in India – does the British 

character exist without the British Empire? Salman Rushdie’s exploration of the 

bewilderment the English have felt, and continue to feel, about their own identity – the 
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Empire being a ‘place where England loses command of its own narrative of identity’212 

– carries similar sentiments to those that can be read as an undercurrent of the film. 

Nicholson’s bridge is a symbol that a British identity is found – and can therefore be 

lost – in the structures of Empire. The destruction of the bridge – the bridge an example 

of a ‘simultaneously literal and metaphorical space … understood as synecdoches of the 

nation’s space (even when they are physically present in imperial territory)’213 – 

indicates that the sovereignty of the past, in Britain’s case, an imperial past, can no 

longer homogenise the present in postwar circumstances. With the filmic destruction of 

the bridge, Britain’s imperial past is no longer visible in the present: the nation’s 

‘essential continuity across time’214 is shattered. The collapse of the bridge can 

symbolise a movement away from an imperial identity, and without the unifying effect 

of war, points to an uncertain and fragmented postwar identity.  

 

That the British knew who they were – and what their nation stood for – during the 

Second World War is a declaration which has been repeated ever since and with 

increasing fervour as time goes on.215 Untold numbers of historians have pointed out 

that class, gender and racial divisions were present during wartime, and yet myths of 

social cohesion brought about by a common threat have remained embedded within 

Britain’s collective memory of the war. Paradoxically, this story of a British triumph 

over the Japanese in the matter of officers performing manual labour will be explored as 

a commentary on national solidarity. The confirmation of differences between British 

officers and their men is the very foundation for the conflict between Saito and 

Nicholson. Nicholson stubbornly maintains that his ‘officers will not do manual labour’ 

and that he ‘will not have an officer from [his] battalion working as a coolie’. Reviews 

at the time of release certainly indicated that class readings of the film took place. One 

critic summarised Nicholson as ‘a prim old pukka sahib … [who] refuses to let his 

officers do manual work’.216 Opinions on the film’s representation of officers were also 

voiced by Britain’s ex-POWs: ‘Although under the Geneva Convention officers are 

exempted from work for their captors, in Japanese POW camps they worked just like 
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the men.’217 Examples of wartime class solidarity were also given in the biography of 

Toosey, the senior officer at the POW bridge camp, Tamarkan:  

 
At Tamarkan, unlike many other establishments, a serious attempt 
was made to ensure equality of sacrifice. Thus Toosey would not 
permit a separate Officers’ Mess, as he believed this would 
undermine the unity he was so anxious to promote … [Such acts] 
demonstrated that the officers were indeed sharing in the hardships 
being endured by the other ranks.218 
 

Not all accounts supported such views of wartime class solidarity. Chippington’s 

account noted the ‘very much superior survival rate’ of the senior officers219 and many 

POWs referred to the officers as ‘White Nips’.220 Displays in the Hellfire Pass 

Memorial Museum in Kanchaburi, Thailand, noted that  

 
[o]fficers were not, at least initially, required to work and some took 
little part in camp life or administration. With better food and less-
onerous work the survival rate for officers was much better than for 
other ranks. Resentment against officers and other POWs with 
privileged, less-onerous duties, together with friction between 
different national groups presented a darker aspect to the prisoners’ 
communal life on the railway.221  

 

Given the coexistence of such contradictory views, it is imperative to ask how national 

cohesion is represented in the film and how solidarity is reconciled with the film’s 

thematic concern with class distinction. 

 

The representation of Britain’s national unity, some argue, is not a thematic concern of 

Kwai alone, but was also addressed in Lean’s previous works. Commentators noted that 

‘Lean has a thematic concern with nationalism as a positive motivating factor which 

creates harmony and with internationalism as a destructive element which creates 

disharmony and threatens the unification of society.’222 The definition of the national 

group is cinematically represented through easily identifiable rituals, such as Captain 

D’s attempt to serve four o’clock tea on a raft in Lean’s 1942 In Which We Serve. Such 

wartime symbols of British identity are once again present in Kwai: both Warden and 
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Nicholson disrupt meetings to order tea. It is not surprising that such a concern should 

be expressed in Lean’s wartime films, but how and why did it persist into his later 

works? Kwai warns of the lethal consequences of breaking away from the group: the 

sound of the gunshot killing the escaping prisoners is juxtaposed with the other 

prisoners ‘singing in united comradeship’.223 Nicholson’s sense of belonging to his unit 

and his focus on maintaining group solidarity has been interpreted as a reason for his 

victory over Saito;224 Britain’s survival is shown to hinge on its ability to provide a 

sense of belonging – a national solidarity. Wartime conventions of British cinema are 

therefore maintained: the myth of unity triumphs again. Dominant wartime 

representations of group unity in terms of class, however, underwent significant changes 

in postwar films.  

 

Citing the examples of Dead of Night (1945) and The Agitator (1944), Tony Williams 

indicated that the cinema soon voiced ‘pessimistic feelings contradicting optimistic 

hopes for a better tomorrow’.225 Like many films of the 1950s, Kwai does not ‘celebrate 

the union of the classes and regions that was so characteristic of such wartime films as 

The Way Ahead (directed by Carol Reed, 1944), Millions Like Us (directed by Frank 

Launder and Sidney Gilliat, 1943), or Fires Were Started (directed by Humphrey 

Jennings, 1943)’.226 Rather, the 1950s war film offered a dramatically revised 

interpretation of the participation of the classes in the war. Film historians have noted 

that  

 
a construction of the Second World War was already [in the 50s and 
60s] being offered which repressed the ‘people’s war’ construction 
and presented the war as a series of heroic actions (mainly) by 
middle-class white men supported by compliant other ranks with 
women as waiting sweethearts or mothers.227  

 

Geraghty concurred and stated that ‘[t]he emphasis in films like The Dam Busters, 

Reach for the Sky and even The Cruel Sea is now on the officers and ‘boffins’ who are 

seen to be fighting the war on behalf of rather than as a part of the nation.’228 Of course, 
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not all wartime films did away with class differences; Lean’s In Which We Serve has 

been described as a ‘pathologically conservative’ film which reinforced ‘monolithic 

class systems of gentlemen officers and forelock-tugging lower orders’.229 By 1958, 

however, Lean’s work not only reflected a ‘conservative’ class outlook but, in the 

opinion of some, was an example of a ‘revisionist history of the war – showing the 

British winning the war without needing to propagandize the lower-classes into 

helping.’230  How, then, does the film perpetuate myths of solidarity while rejecting 

wartime rhetoric of the ‘People’s War’?  

 

The film does not position the audience to question Nicholson’s refusal to order his 

officers to work – surprising perhaps considering the ideological stance of the creative 

powers behind the film. Boulle was popularly believed to be a French Communist and 

two of the writers, Foreman and Wilson, were both suspected of left-wing sympathies. 

Saito even attempts to win over the soldiers:  

 
Let us ask the question; why does the bridge not progress? You 
know why – because your officers are lazy. They think themselves 
too good to share your work. This is not just; therefore you are not 
happy in your work.   

 

When confronted with Saito’s emphasis on the class dimension of Nicholson’s refusal, 

the men solidly support Nicholson’s principles and uphold Britain’s traditional class 

distinctions. The film thereby supports the understanding that Britain’s internal class 

divisions were able to be bridged, rather than abolished, when society was confronted 

by a common external threat – real or perceived. Nicholson’s victory over Saito and the 

preservation of class boundaries was shown to be unequivocally supported by the 

ordinary soldiers when he was ‘chaired from the field’ upon the shoulders of his men. 

One can argue that the film supports understandings that Britain’s tradition of class 

roles, in the words of Peter Scott, ‘reinforces [national cohesion] by offering most 

Britons with [sic] a reassuring identity’.231 The film presents Nicholson as a ‘good 

Squire’ obligated to and trusted by his ‘honest peasant’ soldiers.232 How might 
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audiences have interpreted the film’s emphasis on the officer class at the expense of the 

lower ranks? 

 

A recent commentator claimed that ‘[t]here can’t be a less flattering portrait of the 

British officer class’,233 but one can question whether this is an interpretation Britain’s 

postwar audiences could have shared.  How were Nicholson, Warden and Clipton – 

each embodying a different aspect of the officer class – understood as reflections of the 

national character? The pithy observation that ‘guts and upper lips are easily the most 

significant aspect of the British anatomy’234 captured the essence of a whole genre of 

British cinema and is a particularly apt description of Kwai. Despite Lean striving to 

maintain the audience’s admiration for Nicholson and his misguided actions, one critic 

still commented that Nicholson was the  

 
embodiment of the old-type British Army officer who looked upon 
war as a sort of game to be played by true-blue amateurs. Too bad 
the opposition was provided by foreigners who bent the rules.235  

 

Others acknowledged the values embodied by Nicholson: the stiff upper-lipped 

disciplinarian;236 ‘dry little ramrod of a British Colonel’;237 and ‘military snob preserved 

by tradition’.238 The advertising material also emphasised this aspect of Guinness’ 

character and described his role as ‘tradition in action: a portrait of a patriot’.239 Some 

understood the character of Nicholson as a portrayal of the ‘pride, stubbornness and 

crass stupidity of the military mind’,240 but this was not a dominant interpretation; the 

film firmly defines Englishness – masquerading as Britishness – as the attribute of 

moral fortitude, a proud, needless to say, masculine, character that had been tested and 

strengthened through its acquisition and leadership of the Empire.241 In essence, an 
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identity that was moulded by Britain’s hierarchical institutions – both military and 

educational – and forged in alien environments.  

 

This study will now examine the popular cultural stereotypes that may have encouraged 

such readings of Nicholson. As previously noted, the imperial adventure genre had 

established a popular representation of the archetypal British officer, but so too had 

Britain’s classroom lessons. Colonel Nicholson could certainly have been interpreted by 

postwar audiences within a context of popular myths about the British Admiral Lord 

Nelson: a figure who ‘received a great deal of attention in the late-nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century classroom.’242 Stephen Heathorn’s study of Britain’s elementary 

school curriculum noted that  

 
Nelson was heroic and worthy of emulation primarily because of his 
attention to Duty … Nelson’s (erroneously) reported last words – 
‘thank God I have done my duty’ – featured in the pages and on the 
covers of countless readers. Attention to national duty sometimes 
seems to have been regarded as something uniquely English by 
some.243  

 

Nelson’s ‘dying words’ offer an interesting parallel to those of Nicholson as he realises 

that he has sabotaged the strategic mission of his own fellow officers and allies. ‘What 

have I done?’ asks Nicholson. In previous times a British officer could die convinced 

that he had done his duty and had served his nation. Had Nicholson done his duty? 

Could the British be British in the postwar world by obeying the same codes as those 

who had served before them? Audiences were left to ponder.  

 

Questions about duty and Britain’s officer class had come under earlier cinematic 

scrutiny in Powell and Pressburger’s contentious 1943 hit The Life and Death of 

Colonel Blimp (hereafter Blimp) – the film Churchill attempted to ban. Clive Candy, the 

Blimp figure portrayed by Roger Livesey in Blimp, is a ‘harmless’244 version of the 

cartoon character created by David Low to parody the stereotypical upper-class British 

officer. The film’s conflict between Candy and Lieutenant ‘Spud’ Wilson (James 

McKechnie), representative of the generation of young officers of the Second World 

War, emphasised that the present war required a revision of the concept of a 
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‘gentleman’s war’. ‘The new soldier’, states Marcia Landy, ‘is the creation of the 

modern world.’245 Had the death of Colonel Blimp taken place in 1943, or was the title 

of Powell and Pressburger’s film premature?  Similarities between Blimp and Nicholson 

are difficult to deny. Just as the impertinent Lt. Wilson states in the bathhouse, ‘I’ll 

defend my country by any means at my disposal, not only by the national sporting club 

rules’; so Saito echoes in Kwai, ‘this is war not a game of cricket’.246 Kwai, one could 

argue, implies that, in the postwar era, Britain was still blighted by a Blimpish ideology. 

At the time of the film’s release, Nicholson was described as a ‘shrunken Blimp to 

whom privations seem little more than an intensive course of training.’247 This reviewer, 

reading somewhat against the grain, did not see such traits as positive characteristics of 

a British spirit corrupted by the madness of war. Rather, the story of Nicholson’s 

commitment to the bridge was described as his ‘deterioration from efficiency to 

fanaticism and finally, vanity’.248  The contradictions inherent in Blimp’s role in British 

ideology were perhaps best expressed by the assertion that  

 
Guinness’ main problem … was to build sympathy for his character 
so that should the audience laugh at the Colonel Blimp gravity it 
would, nevertheless, accept him for what he represents … a ramrod 
disciplinarian … [a]n old school officer who goes by the rules …249  

 

Audiences were, and remain, divided in their sympathies with regard to Guinness’ 

portrayal of Britishness.250 Interestingly, in 1968, an article presuming to tell ‘what 

really happened’ on the River Kwai was printed opposite an advertisement for Welbeck 

College – an institution which declared its aim to ‘prepare boys to become Officers in 

the Technical Corps of the Army’.251
 It would seem that even while acknowledging the 

myths created and perpetuated by the film, the benefits of training Britain’s boys by the 

Officer’s code – rewarded with the coveted ‘Sword of Honour’ – and ‘fostering self-

reliance’ remain firmly embedded in British definitions of ‘self’.252  If Nicholson was 

viewed as both a Colonel Blimp character and a tragic hero from a Shakespearean 
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drama, what alternative understandings of Britishness might have been offered by 

Warden and Clipton? 

 

One could argue that if Nicholson is indeed a ‘dyed-in-the-wool Regular’253 then 

Warden, on the other hand, is an embodiment of Britain’s public school mentality. From 

the late 1890s Britain’s public schools played an important role in the transference of 

imperial-national ideals. So too, a reformation of the ancient universities took place in 

the nineteenth century whereby the ‘universities assumed a new self-image as the 

training ground for that ineffable ‘character’ judged so indispensable for the manning of 

the Civil Service and the administration of the Empire’254 – a point reinforced by 

Warden with his pre-war role as a Cambridge don and academic of Oriental languages. 

The ease with which Warden adapts to his war-time role, as an explosives expert 

lecturing on commando techniques, reflects the shared characteristics of his civilian and 

military roles. Although the information may have changed, Warden is still teaching the 

skills of how to be ‘British’, and in particular, how to be ‘British’ within the Empire. 

Nicholson, as an ‘Indian Army officer type’, and Warden, as a Cambridge don cum 

explosives expert, are described as being as ‘much alike as two peas in a pod’ 255 – 

reiterating Shears’ line in the film, ‘You’re two of a kind’. The pod, in this case, may be 

considered Britain’s Imperial destiny – the white man’s burden.  

 

Not all commentators, however, have viewed Warden in the same light as Nicholson. 

Rattigan argued that, in an exercise to re-write the involvement of both Britain’s upper- 

and lower-classes in the war, the film positioned Warden as a middle-class alternative to 

Nicholson. Rattigan described Kwai in the following terms:  

 
the working class (the ordinary soldiers) are led totally astray by 
blind affection for their officer-leaders and … the object of the 
stupidity of the officer class, the bridge itself, and the misguided, 
even treacherous British colonel are both destroyed by a middle-class 
Englishman and an American working together. The reversal of the 
ideology of the wartime films can hardly be more complete.256  
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The ideology of the wartime films was in many ways embodied in the ‘square-jawed 

officer’257 character played by Hawkins throughout his 1950s career.258 Hawkins was 

declared ‘[t]he most successful representative of meritocratic professionalism … and the 

most popular male star in 1953 and 1954.’259 The Warden character might also have 

been interpreted as yet another of Hawkins’ representations of the meritocratic 

professional officer – a role which allowed the circumvention of traditional elites. If so, 

could audiences accept these characteristics as national virtues? Andrew Spicer 

suggested not, arguing that Warden 

 
represents the generations after Nicholson, the cold, calm, 
calculating enlisted soldier who weighs all the advantages, and is out 
to strike the enemy whenever possible, under any circumstances, 
even at the expense of his own men. Yet, while this may win the war, 
we find it hard to accept such a brutalised outlook as being part of 
our side, part of our attempt to beat the enemy.260  

 

Boulle’s ironic piece of writing was downplayed and yet the film positioned Shears as a 

voice of dissent against such calculating attitudes. Responding to Warden’s desire to 

‘have a go for the train’, Shears sarcastically replies: ‘Oh by all means, good hunting, 

good show, jolly good fun, jolly, jolly good’. The use of British idioms firmly 

establishes Shears’ critique as particularly aimed at Warden’s embodiment of British 

ideals rather than at war in general, and yet overall the film betrays Boulle’s ideas and 

demonstrates that out of madness, sometimes triumph also emerges.261 A military march 

and the sound of men cheering are superimposed upon the ruins of the bridge in the 

final scenes. As in the myth of Dunkirk, defeat can become victory – needless to say, a 

‘complete betrayal of his central irony’.262 Rather than parodying the stiff upper-lip 

notion of courage, the film celebrates these British attributes but blames the cruel nature 

of war for the tragic consequences. Not convinced, critic Lejeune declared that ‘Jack 

Hawkins, as Major Warden, can’t quite wrench life out of an Army type over-
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simplified.’263 Hawkins’ character may have limped away in 1958 but by 1960, playing 

ex-officer Hyde in The League of Gentlemen (1960), British heroism and the ‘virtues 

that have entered the national mythology’ were overtly questioned.264  

 

Whether representative of upper- or middle-class values,265 the heroism of Warden and 

Nicholson lies in their typically British dedication to ‘playing by the rules’ of the game. 

Clipton, while on the same team, is positioned somewhat impotently in the outfield. 

Some may have interpreted Clipton as embodying the ‘sane’ civilian in comparison to 

the madness of the military mind. Pronay argued that there was a long-standing view 

held in Britain that war was best left to the professionals – a key reason behind Britain’s 

avoidance of peacetime conscription.266 Although often heralded as a voice of reason or 

‘Greek chorus’,267 the only character aware of the great joke of war enveloping the other 

characters, Clipton offers no recourse. Clipton’s awareness that Nicholson’s traditional 

values were bordering on collaboration did not prompt him to offer an alternative; his 

only act, a symbolic gesture of protest, merely gave him a vantage point from which to 

observe the tragedy. His character reveals little more than ambivalence towards 

Nicholson. One reviewer wondered ‘what happened to the obligatory scene in which 

Nicholson won over his own officers?’268 Clipton’s acknowledgement that he has ‘a lot 

to learn about the army’, suggests that a national identity synonymous with an imperial 

identity is an inadequate definition of ‘Britishness’, but one is left questioning whether 

he embodies any alternative. Indeed, in many respects he exists as an unwilling 

validation of the very principles he seems to oppose. Although Clipton acknowledges 

his confusion about Nicholson’s principles, even going so far as to suggest that building 

the bridge may be considered a treasonable activity, he still smiles and shakes his head 

at the characteristic act of Nicholson stooping down to pick up a stray nail and throwing 

it over the side during his inspection of the bridge. Clipton is positioned as an opponent 

of Nicholson’s values and yet, in this act, his admiration reinforces the argument that 
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the characteristics of the archetypal British are not intrinsically flawed, but are 

corrupted by external forces.  

 

The ambivalence of Clipton towards Nicholson mirrors Lean’s own refusal to overtly 

convey an ideological message to the audience: each point of view is undermined by 

another, every character has an antithesis.269 Just as myths are never uniformly accepted 

by society – citizens negotiate between dominant myths and their counter-myths – in 

many ways, Lean’s representations of the British at war were open to conflicting 

interpretations. Audiences in the twentieth and twenty-first century alike are left to draw 

their own conclusions: did Nicholson detonate the explosives on purpose or did he just 

fall? After all, even those ‘films ostensibly made in defence of the dominant social order 

often contained the seeds of rupture within their respective frames.’270 Kwai may have 

been viewed by some as simply a nostalgic celebration of the war, but as this study 

reveals, the film inherently contained ambivalence over both postwar Britain’s 

definitions of ‘self’ and ‘other’. Lean’s wife, Sandra, believed that her husband related 

to the flawed characters in his films; ‘the single, lonely figure reluctantly battling 

against harsh events.’271 One might wonder if, as a result of Britain’s recent ‘lonely’ 

struggle and its ambiguous place in the postwar world, British audiences did likewise. 
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Conclusion 

 

If the Second World War has been understood as a ‘high point of national 

consciousness’1 – a time when the British nation knew what it meant to be British – the 

British cinema has been accorded a significant role in perpetuating this myth. Emotive 

claims that the war and its aftermath, a time before mass immigration and the European 

Union, was the last moment when the nation had a clear understanding of itself are 

matched in oversimplification by assertions that British films produced in this period 

contained an ingredient of essential ‘Britishness’ which allowed them to be identified, 

generations later, as indisputably culturally British.2 It has been the intention of this 

thesis to challenge both views: postwar Britain was neither consensually defined, nor 

was its national cinema an uncontested embodiment of cultural specificity. Myths of the 

war have, however, formed a vital ingredient in cinematic projections of the British 

character. Each of the three films analysed in this study portrays the nation by either 

directly or indirectly representing Britain’s war experience. Whether set during the war  

(Kwai), on the cusp of war and peace (AMOLAD), or in its immediate aftermath 

(Pimlico), they utilise dominant myths of the Blitz, national consensus, and British 

strength of character in the face of adversity. The RAF pilot, unified urban community, 

and stiff upper-lip army officer are all familiar stereotypes of the British wartime 

character.  

 

Rather than confirming the postwar cinema as a ‘site of national cohesion’,3 

examination of these films reveals the ambiguities and contradictions inherent in filmic 

representations of the British nation. Dominant myths were, in fact, challenged by 

marginalised interpretations of what made the people of Britain ‘British’. Chapter One 

explored a range of possible challenges to a hegemonic definition of postwar British 

national identity. If the British case is ‘unusual because it contains national diversity’,4 

its problematic status is compounded when one considers that ‘Britishness’ has also 

been defined outside of national borders, in Britain’s Empire. National identity vied 

with an imperial identity – ‘little England’ against ‘Britain’ – and the nation’s 
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marginalised cultures, in terms of class, gender and region, challenged the nation from 

‘within’. Britain’s postwar identity, I have argued, was also defined against America: 

Britain’s wartime ally was re-imagined as an external enemy – a reflection of cultural 

and political anxieties about both Britain’s domestic and imperial identities. Analyses of 

these three films have demonstrated that throughout Britain’s postwar 1940s and 1950s, 

representations of the war – in a variety of popular genres: fantastic melodrama, Ealing 

comedy, and 1950s war film – reflected contemporary concerns and preoccupations.  

Representations of the British ‘self’ and ‘other’ do not tell the historian about Britain’s 

experience of the war, but rather illustrate how contemporary society re-presented the 

past in order to make sense of its present. If ‘the past offered a screen on which desires 

for unity and continuity, that is, identity, could be projected’,5 the re-presentation of 

Britain’s recent past can be viewed as an attempt to counter an uncertain postwar 

identity. For the purposes of this thesis, it is immaterial that wartime Britain also 

contained contradiction and conflict; what is important is that dominant imaginings of 

the nation at war were ideologically active in postwar Britain. This study has noted that 

in wartime the British ‘self’ and its pre-war internal ‘other’ were mobilised against a 

common enemy, and that, for a time, the cinema was understood in popular and critical 

opinion to have embodied this cultural confidence in knowing who ‘we’ were.  

 

Commentators within Britain’s cinema industry recognised the gains that had been 

made during the war and were keen to exploit the nation-building potential of the 

medium. Sir Henry French, in a 1948 speech, voiced his opinion that   

 
[t]oday the world is beginning to appreciate and look forward to 
British pictures in a way which ten years ago even the most 
optimistic person in this industry would never have dared hope. It 
is vital that the world should see the best of our pictures, and learn 
from them the way of life in Britain today.6 

 

Chapter Two surveyed Britain’s long history of government protection of its national 

film industry. The peak of state involvement – state funding for feature film production 

– I argued, was a political recognition of the cultural influence of the cinema. The 

inability of postwar policies to prevent America’s domination of Britain’s domestic and 
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empire markets, or Hollywood’s consolidation of influence in ‘British’ feature film 

production, was shown to have had a significant impact on perceptions of Britain’s 

cultural durability. For how long the postwar cinema was recognised by audiences and 

critics as a cultural ‘mirror’ of the nation has been the subject of continued academic 

debate. Although by no means providing a definitive understanding of postwar British 

identity, this thesis has contributed another perspective on the cinematic skirmishes that 

took place in British culture – its ‘battleground for identity’.7 The work of Powell and 

Pressburger was shown to be outside the acceptable critical boundaries of British 

national expression; the ‘Britishness’ of Ealing’s films was, in hindsight, deemed ‘more 

ideal than real’;8 and the representation of the nation in Kwai, it was claimed at the time 

of release, was perverted by its American funding. Paradoxically, in the late twentieth 

century, at the same time that it was considered ‘clearly culturally British, rather than 

technically British’,9  Kwai was ranked thirteenth in the American Film Institute ‘Top 

100 American Films of the Twentieth Century’,10 thereby aptly demonstrating Street’s 

point that ‘although the film text survives, its meaning is not fixed.’11 A contextual 

examination of both the socio-political and industrial contexts of these films has 

enabled a commentary on why filmmakers employed particular understandings of 

‘Britishness’ at specific times, and how postwar audiences might have received them. 

The ‘particular set of meanings’12 the film generated on first release offers a wealth of 

information on the fears and hopes of Britain’s postwar society.    

 

This thesis has acknowledged that ‘[t]he difficulty in dealing with film and politics is 

that what takes place must be assessed not only at the production level but also at the 

consumer level.’13 Audiences’ reactions to a film – their acceptance or rejection of its 

images and ideals – are a notoriously difficult domain. The ‘speculative analysis’ of 

these films has therefore been supported with a survey of each film’s unique historical 

and commercial ‘extratextual reality’, and an examination of its related ‘intertexts’ – 
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September 1999, and The British Council ran video promotions in several countries to tie-in with the list 
during 2000. Correspondence between author and Mark Batey, Chief Executive, Society of Film 
Distributors, 10 December 2001. 
10 ‘Top 100 American Films of the Twentieth Century’, 16 June 1998. 
http://www.ravecentral.com/afi.html, downloaded 22 January 2003. 
11 Sarah Street, British Cinema in Documents, Routledge, London, 2000, p.2.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Folke Isaksson and Leif Furhammar, Politics and Film, Praeger, New York, 1971, p.243. 
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from M-O surveys and newspaper reviews, to press releases and authorial reflections on 

intent. It has been demonstrated that the postwar cinema offered a range of 

understandings of national identity that were transacted by competing cultural identities. 

The recurring yet increasingly problematic roles played by Jack Hawkins, the repeated 

focus on community unity, and the dominant imagery of England’s rural and literary 

heritage – all are examples of the ‘content’ of British nationalism determined by 

Britain’s postwar ‘struggles and debates’.14 Concerns with masculinity and class, 

anxieties regarding the postwar realisation of a ‘Brave New World’, Britain’s role in 

international affairs, and threats to its national distinctiveness posed by America’s 

cultural presence ‘within’ were revealed to be viable ‘readings’ of postwar cinema.  

 

Utilisation of a paradigm of nationalism that embraces the concepts of the ‘invention of 

tradition’ and ‘imagined communities’ provided a theoretical framework for the films to 

be studied as representative of the fluid nature of national identity, and as examples of 

the role played by culture in the creation and dissemination of such identity. The three 

final chapters presented the films as sites of ‘contestation over hegemony’ and 

reflections of ‘underlying resistances to dominant ideological discourses’.15 Each film is 

thus a reflection of both its socio-political context and the changing boundaries of 

Britain’s ‘national cinema’ during its creation and reception. A theme which runs 

through this thesis is the problematic semantics of British nationalism:  Englishness and 

Britishness are widely conflated in both the filmic texts and primary sources, and it is 

uncontentious to note that ‘British’ identity often privileges English landscapes, cultural 

heritage, characters and accents. A focus on a ‘Little England’ identity and a cultural 

distancing from an imperial identity has been observed in these films, and provide 

insights into the issues that preoccupied postwar society. The contested sites of essential 

‘Britishness’ and imagined national landscapes, the external threat from an American or 

imperial ‘other’, changing representations of class, and the relations between members 

of different classes, gender and the competing constructions of masculinity – all are 

indicative of Britain’s postwar social, cultural, and political context.  

 

The different setting of each of the films gives fascinating insight into the changing site 

of the nation in popular imaginings: AMOLAD represents the timeless rural village and 

the unspoilt coastline of Southern England; Pimlico can be read as a re-visioning of 

                                                 
14 Poole, Nation and Identity, p.42. 
15 Marcia Landy, British Genres: Cinema and Society, 1930-1960, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 
1991, p.21.  
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London – from the symbolic heart of the Empire to the heart of the nation, and from a 

centre of imperial trade to a unified urban village; and Kwai projects an ambiguity over 

Britain’s postwar imperial role through the hostility of the jungle environment and 

nature’s eventual triumph over British attempts to mould the alien landscape. A Britain 

envisioned in terms of an essentially English rural landscape may have been a 

reassuring continuation of popular wartime imagery, but as the temporal distance from 

the war increased, cultural representations of a quintessential national ‘space’ became 

increasingly difficult. Both Pimlico and Kwai suggest a desire to turn away from an 

imperial British identity – whether envisioned in terms of the imperial metropolis of 

London or the untamed wilderness of empire. Inward-looking ‘Little England’ 

nationalism, this thesis argues, was a reaction against both an imperial identity and 

postwar international commitments. 

 

 Although political rhetoric maintained that Britain was still a major player in world 

affairs, interpretive readings of the films – supported by postwar public opinion – 

suggest hesitancy on the part of the postwar public to commit financial resources and 

become embroiled in further military adventures. AMOLAD might have made attempts 

to reconcile the British to a continued involvement with their Atlantic cousins, but 

Britain’s past wars and imperial affairs (including England’s ‘internal colonialism’) 

were effortlessly dismissed at the request of Defending Council. Newspaper reviews 

and critical commentaries suggest that the film’s encouragement of continued close 

Anglo-American cooperation in international affairs was, in 1946, out of step with 

popular opinion. By 1949 a ‘complacent nationalism’16 is expressed much more clearly: 

Pimlico defines the nation in terms of a postwar ‘homefront’ and voices popular 

frustration, directed at Britain’s traditional ruling elite, with the slow rate of postwar 

progress. Given the political context of Kwai’s creation and screening, the film can be 

understandably viewed as a commentary on the uncertainty of British identity beyond 

national boundaries. A postwar ambivalence towards America – whether in terms of 

suspicions of American international manoeuvrings, concerns over ‘American’ 

materialism, or the threat of American cultural dominance – is detected throughout the 

postwar 1940s and 1950s.   

 

                                                 
16 Kenneth Morgan, The People’s Peace: 1945-1989, Oxford University Press, New York, 1990, p.60, 
cited by Tony Williams, ‘The Repressed Fantastic in Passport to Pimlico’, in Wheeler Winston Dixon 
(ed.), Re-viewing British Cinema 1900-1992: Essays and Interviews, State University of New York Press, 
Albany, 1994, p.99. 



 240

If multiple physical sites of the national ‘imagined community’ were screened, and 

regional identities undermined dominant myths of a rural English cultural tradition, so 

too class stereotypes of the British character were both varied and in a state of flux. 

Pimlico’s focus on a unified community echoes popular wartime myths of social 

consensus and may be viewed as a backward glance to the past for reassurance in the 

postwar present. The film’s overt criticism of the traditional ruling elite, and the 

celebration of the ‘people’ – albeit devoid of any significant representation of the lower 

working-class – firmly defines the nation through wartime conceptions of the British 

character (even if it is defined as English). The cinematic portrayal of the traditional 

ruling class, however, was not consistent: the British national character in AMOLAD is 

firmly embodied by the educated elite. Peter is both an RAF pilot and a poet – 

understandings of the nation that the war was fought to protect are founded in Britain’s 

cultural heritage. A sense of ambiguity in the film’s representation of class has been 

noted in terms of contemporary criticism of the film’s literary ‘pretensions’, and in 

alternate readings of the Reeves character. A similar discomfort with dominant 

definitions of the nation in terms of the upper middle-class is expressed in Kwai. 

Wartime national ideals of a stiff upper-lip, doing one’s duty; pragmatic stoicism, and a 

dedication to matters of principle are both celebrated and undermined. Colonel 

Nicholson and his officers embody dominant myths of the national character – forged in 

both the recent war and in Britain’s imperial past – and yet the film suggests that this 

national identity is of questionable value in light of Britain’s changed postwar 

circumstances.               

 

Just as an essential ‘national spirit’ was not consistently located within a particular 

class, so the national character was not hegemonically defined in terms of gender 

identity. Despite AMOLAD’s suggestion that the wartime focus on relations between 

men needed to give way to heterosexual union, British women are largely absent from 

the film. In a notable exception, a female English clerk from the ‘other world’ is 

presented as a love-interest for Flying Officer Trubshaw. By contrast, in the interests of 

showing a group of disparate individuals pulling together for postwar reconstruction, 

women are accorded a much more significant presence in Pimlico. Although women are 

represented as having a place in the community, the national spirit is embodied in 

Burgundy’s elected PM, shopkeeper Arthur Pemberton. Pemberton’s middle-class 

pragmatism and masculine authority is juxtaposed to the impotence of the upper-class 

Whitehall officials. The heroic masculinity embodied by both Peter and Pemberton stem 
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from their wartime roles, respectively RAF pilot and Fire Warden, and yet an 

interpretation of Kwai demonstrated that by the late 1950s such visions of masculinity 

were clearly problematic. Andrew Spicer’s notion of ‘competing constructions’17 of 

masculinity informed my interpretation of the fluidity of definitions of a national 

masculine type – alternative imaginings represented in Kwai by Nicholson, Warden, and 

Clipton, and challenged from ‘without’ by the American Shears. 

 

‘Britishness’, this thesis has demonstrated, was an ideological site of myth and counter-

myth. Just as unthinking substitutions between the terms England and Britain still take 

place today18 – so too, the semantic confusion of the 1940s and 1950s pervaded the 

cinema. Although one must conclude that Britain’s national cinema was by no means an 

attempt to show the ‘complexity of our [British] history’,19 neither were its films 

representations of a ‘single “national past” and a single “national image”’.20 Dominant 

myths of the war may have been popular cinema fare, but in the postwar period they 

were not an uncontested representation of a ‘national essence.’21 The characterisation of 

the RAF pilot in AMOLAD is a perceptive commentary on postwar Britain: Britain’s 

‘life and imagination had been violently shaped by war’ … in many conflicting ways. 

 

                                                 
17 Andrew Spicer, Typical Men: The Representation of Masculinity in Postwar British Cinema, I. B. 
Tauris, London, 2001, p.2. 
18 Thailand’s JEATH (Japan, England, America, Australia, Thailand and Holland – note that the acronym 
offends not just British sensibilities but also merges Australian and American interests!) War Memorial, 
in commemoration of British POWs, is one such example of how remembrances of the Second World 
War have privileged the construction of an English identity.   
19 Hugh Kearney, ‘Four Nations or One?’, in Bernard Crick (ed.), National Identities: The Construction of 

the United Kingdom, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p.1. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism, Sage Publications, London, 1995, p.27. 
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Filmography 

 

Film production details sourced from Leslie Halliwell, Halliwell’s Film Guide, seventh 

edition, Harper and Roe, New York, 1989, originally published 1977. 

 

Country of production is Great Britain unless stated otherwise. 

 

Key: 

Title, Release Date, Production Co. (Country of Production) (Alternative Title(s)). 

Dir: Director(s) 

Wr: Writer(s) 

Prod: Producer(s) 

 

 

49
th

 Parallel, 1941, Ortus (US title: The Invaders). 

Dir: Michael Powell 

Wr: Rodney Ackland, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, John Sutro 

 

Above us the Waves, 1955, London Independent Producers. 

Dir: Ralph Thomas 

Wr: Robin Estridge 

Prod: William MacQuitty  

 

The Agitator, 1944, British National. 

Dir: John Harlow  

Wr: Edward Dryhurst, based on the novel Peter Pettinger by William Riley 

Prod: Louis H. Jackson  

 

All Quiet on the Western Front, 1930, Universal Pictures (USA). 

Dir: Lewis Milestone 

Wr: George Abbott, Maxwell Anderson, Del Andrews, Lewis Milestone, based on 

the novel by Erich Maria Remarque 

Prod: Carl Laemmle 
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The Battle of the River Plate, 1956, Rank  (US title: Pursuit of the Graf Spee). 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

 

Blithe Spirit, 1945, Cineguild. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Noël Coward, David Lean, Ronald Neame, based on the play by Noël Coward 

Prod: Anthony Havelock-Allan 

 

The Bridge on the River Kwai, 1957, Columbia Pictures Corporation. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Carl Foreman (originally uncredited), Michael Wilson (originally uncredited), 

based on the novel by Pierre Boule 

Prod: Sam Spiegel 

Cast: William Holden ... Shears 

Jack Hawkins ... Maj. Warden 

Alec Guinness ... Col. Nicholson 

Sessue Hayakawa ... Col. Saito 

James Donald ... Maj. Clipton 

Geoffrey Horne ... Lt. Joyce 

Andre Morell ... Col. Green 

Percy Herbert ... Pvt. Grogan 

Original Music: 

Malcolm Arnold  

Cinematography: 

Jack Hildyard 

 

Brief Encounter, 1945, Cineguild. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Noël Coward, based on the play Still Life by Noël Coward 

Prod: Anthony Havelock-Allan, Ronald Neame 
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Cage of Gold, 1950, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Basil Dearden 

Wr: Jack Whittington 

Prod: Michael Relph 

 

A Canterbury Tale, 1944, The Archers. 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

 

The Captive Heart, 1946, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Basil Dearden 

Wr: Angus MacPhail, Guy Morgan 

Prod: Michael Relph 

 

Cheer Boys Cheer, 1939, ATP. 

Dir: Walter Forde 

Wr: Roger MacDougall, Allan MacKinnon 

Prod: S. C. Balcon  

 

Contraband, 1940, British National (US title: Blackout). 

Dir: Michael Powell 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger, Brock Williams  

Prod: John Corfield  

 

The Cruel Sea, 1953, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Frend 

Wr: Eric Ambler Screenplay, based on the novel by Nicholas Monsarrat 

Prod: Leslie Norman  

 

The Dawn Patrol, 1938, Warner Bros. (USA). 

Dir: Edmund Goulding 

Wr: Seton I. Miller, John Monk Saunders, Dan Totheroh  

Prod: Hal B. Wallis 
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Dead of Night, 1945, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Alberto Cavalcanti, Charles Crichton, Basil Dearden, Robert Hamer 

Wr: John V. Baines, E. F. Benson, Angus MacPhail, H. G. Wells 

Prod: Sidney Cole, John Croydon 

 

The Demi-Paradise, 1943, Two Cities (US title: Adventure for Two). 

Dir: Anthony Asquith 

Wr: Anatole De Grunwald 

Prod: Anatole De Grunwald 

 

The Drum, 1938, London Film Productions (US title: Drums). 

Dir: Zoltan Korda 

Wr: Lajos Biro, Hugh Gray, Patrick Kirwan, Arthur Wimperis, based on the novel 

by A. E. W. Mason  

Prod: Alexander Korda 

 

Dunkirk, 1958, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Leslie Norman 

Wr: David Divine, W. P. Lipscomb 

Prod: Michael Balcon 

 

The Edge of the World, 1937, Rock. 

Dir: Michael Powell 

Wr: Michael Powell 

Prod: Joe Rock 

 

The Elusive Pimpernel, 1950, London Film Productions (US title: The Fighting 

Pimpernel). 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger, based on the novel The Scarlet 

Pimpernel by Baroness Emmuska Orczy 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 
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For Those in Peril, 1943, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Crichton 

Wr: T. E. B. Clarke, J. O. C. Orton, Harry Watt 

Prod: Michael Balcon  

 

The Four Feathers, 1939, London Film Productions. 

Dir: Zoltan Korda 

Wr: Lajos Biro, R. C. Sherriff, Arthur Wimperis 

Prod: Irving Asher, Alexander Korda 

 

Gaslight, 1939, British National (US title: Angel Street). 

Dir: Thorold Dickinson 

Wr: Bridget Boland, A. R. Rawlinson, based on the play by Patrick Hamilton  

Prod: John Corfield  

 

Gaslight, 1944, MGM (USA). 

Dir: George Cukor 

Wr: John L. Balderston, Walter Reisch, John Van Druten 

Prod: Arthur Hornblow Jr.  

 

Genevieve, 1953, Sirius. 

Dir: Henry Cornelius 

Wr: William Rose 

Prod: Henry Cornelius 

 

Gilda, 1946, Columbia Pictures Corporation (USA). 

Dir: Charles Vidor 

Wr: E. A. Ellington, Marion Parsonnet 

Prod: Virginia Van Upp 

 

Great Expectations, 1946, Cineguild.  

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Anthony Havelock-Allan, David Lean, Cecil McGivern, Ronald Neame, Kay 

Walsh, based on the novel by Charles Dickens 

Prod: Anthony Havelock-Allan  
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Hue and Cry, 1947, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Crichton 

Wr: T. E. B. Clarke 

Prod: Henry Cornelius 

 

I Know Where I’m Going, 1945, The Archers. 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

 

Ice-Cold in Alex, 1958, ABP (US title: Desert Attack). 

Dir: J. Lee-Thompson 

Wr: Christopher Landon, T. J. Morrison 

Prod: W. A. Whittaker 

 

In Which We Serve, 1942, Two Cities.  

Dir: Noël Coward, David Lean 

Wr: Noël Coward 

Prod: Noël Coward 

 

It Always Rains on Sunday, 1947, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Robert Hamer 

Wr: Henry Cornelius, Robert Hamer, Angus MacPhail, based on the novel by 

Arthur La Bern 

Prod: Henry Cornelius 

 

It’s a Wonderful Life, 1946, Liberty Films (USA). 

Dir: Frank Capra 

Wr: Frank Capra, Frances Goodrich, Albert Hackett 

Prod: Frank Capra 
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Kind Hearts and Coronets, 1949, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Robert Hamer 

Wr: Robert Hamer, John Dighton, based on the novel Noblesse Oblige by Roy 

Horniman 

Prod: Michael Relph 

   

The Ladykillers, 1955, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Alexander Mackendrick 

Wr: William Rose 

Prod: Seth Holt 

 

Land of Promise, 1945, Paul Rotha Productions. 

Dir: Paul Rotha 

 

The Lavender Hill Mob, 1951, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Crichton 

Wr: T. E. B. Clarke 

Prod: Michael Truman 

 

Lawrence of Arabia, 1962, Horizon Pictures.  

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Robert Bolt 

Prod: Sam Spiegel 

 

The League of Gentlemen, 1960, Allied Film Makers. 

Dir: Basil Dearden 

Wr: Bryan Forbes, based on the novel by John Boland 

Prod: Michael Relph 

 

The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, 1943, The Archers (US title: The Adventures 

of Colonel Blimp). 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 
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Madeleine, 1949, Cineguild / David Lean. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Stanley Haynes, Nicholas Phipps 

Prod: Stanley Haynes 

 

Malta Story, 1953, British Film Makers. 

Dir: Brian Desmond Hurst 

Wr: Nigel Balchin, William Fairchild 

Prod: Peter De Sarigny 

 

The Man in the White Suit, 1951, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Alexander Mackendrick 

Wr: John Dighton, Roger MacDougall, Alexander Mackendrick 

Prod: Sidney Cole 

 

A Matter of Life and Death, 1946, The Archers (US title: Stairway to Heaven). 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Cast: David Niven ... Squadron Leader Peter D. Carter 

Kim Hunter ... June 

Marius Goring ... Conductor 71 

Roger Livesey ... Doctor Frank Reeves 

Abraham Sofaer ... The Judge 

Raymond Massey ... Abraham Farlan 

Original Music: 

Allan Gray  

Cinematography: 

Jack Cardiff  

Production Designers 

Alfred Junge, Hein Heckroth  
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Men of Two Worlds, 1946, Two Cities (US title: Witch Doctor). 

Dir: Thorold Dickinson 

Wr: Joyce Cary, Thorold Dickinson, Arnot E. Robertson, Herbert W. Victor 

Prod: John Sutro 

 

Mildred Pierce, 1945, Warner Bros. (USA). 

Dir: Michael Curtiz 

Wr: Ranald MacDougall, Catherine Turney, based on the novel by James M. Cain 

Prod: Jerry Wald 

 

Oliver Twist, 1948, Cineguild.  

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Stanley Haynes, David Lean, based on the novel by Charles Dickens 

Prod: Ronald Neame 

 

One of Our Aircraft is Missing, 1941, British National. 

Dir: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Wr: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

Prod: Michael Powell, Emeric Pressburger 

 

The Overlanders, 1946, Ealing Studios (Australia). 

Dir: Harry Watt 

Wr: Harry Watt 

Prod: Ralph Smart 

 

A Passage to India, 1984, John Bradbourne - Richard Goodwin / HBO (GB/USA). 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: David Lean, based on the novel by E. M. Forster 

Prod: John Brabourne, Richard B. Goodwin 
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Passport to Pimlico, 1949, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Henry Cornelius 

Wr: T. E. B. Clarke 

Prod: E. V. H. Emmett 

Cast: Stanley Holloway ... Arthur Pemberton 

Betty Warren ... Connie Pemberton 

Barbara Murray ... Shirley Pemberton 

Paul Dupuis ... Duke of Burgundy 

John Slater ... Frank Huggins 

Sidney Tafler ... Frederick Albert 'Fred' Cowan 

Hermione Baddeley ... Edie Randall 

Margaret Rutherford ... Professor Hatton-Jones 

Naunton Wayne ... Straker 

Basil Radford ... Gregg 

Original Music: 

Georges Auric  

Cinematography: 

Lionel Banes  

 

Peeping Tom, 1959, Michael Powell. 

Dir: Michael Powell 

Wr: Leo Marks 

 

A Place in the Sun, 1951, Paramount Pictures (USA). 

Dir: George Stevens 

Wr: Michael Wilson, Harry Brown, based on the novel An American Tragedy by 

Theodore Dreiser 

Prod: George Stevens 

 

The Purple Plain, 1954, Two Cities. 

Dir: Robert Parrish 

Wr: Eric Ambler, based on the novel by H. E. Bates 

Prod: John Bryan 
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A Run for Your Money, 1949, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Frend 

Wr: Charles Frend, Richard Hughes, Leslie Norman 

Prod: Leslie Norman 

 

Ryan’s Daughter, 1970, Faraway Productions. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Robert Bolt 

Prod: Anthony Havelock-Allan 

 

Sanders of the River, 1935, London Film Productions.  

Dir: Zoltan Korda 

Wr: Lajos Biró, Jeffrey Dell, Edgar Wallace, Arthur Wimperis 

Prod: Alexander Korda 

 

Tawny Pipit, 1944, Two Cities. 

Dir: Bernard Miles, Charles Saunders 

Wr: Bernard Miles, Charles Saunders 

Prod: Bernard Miles 

 

There Ain’t No Justice, 1939, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Penrose Tennyson 

Wr: James Curtis, Sergei Nolbandov, Penrose Tennyson, based on the novel by 

James Curtis 

Prod: Sergei Nolbandov 

 

This Happy Breed, 1944, Two Cities / Cineguild. 

Dir: David Lean 

Wr: Anthony Havelock-Allan, David Lean, Ronald Neame, based on the play by 

Noël Coward 

Prod: Noël Coward, Anthony Havelock-Allan 
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The Titfield Thunderbolt, 1952, Ealing Studios. 

Dir: Charles Crichton 

Wr: T. E. B. Clarke 

Prod: Michael Truman 

 

The Way Ahead, 1944, Two Cities (US title: Immortal Battalion). 

Dir: Carol Reed 

Wr: Eric Ambler, Peter Ustinov 

Prod: John Sutro, Norman Walker 

 

Went the Day Well?, 1942, Ealing Studios (US title: 48 Hours). 

Dir: Alberto Cavalcanti 

Wr: John Dighton, Angus MacPhail, Diana Morgan, based on the short story The 

Lieutenant Died Last by Graham Greene 

Prod: S. C. Balcon 

 

Whisky Galore! 1949, Ealing Studios (US title: Tight Little Island). 

Dir: Alexander Mackendrick 

Wr: Compton Mackenzie, Angus Macphail, based on the novel by Compton 

Mackenzie 

Prod: M. Danischewsky 

 

Woman to Woman, 1923, Balcon, Freedman & Saville. 

Dir: Graham Cutts 

Wr: Alfred Hitchcock, based on the play by Michael Morton 
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