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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great films now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, part of the British Film Institute's Collections Department, has compiled a list of 360 key works in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect showprints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the National Film Theatre in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books intended to introduce, interpret and honour these 360 films. Critics, scholars, novelists and those distinguished in the arts have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. The numerous illustrations have been made specially from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series is a unique, authoritative and highly readable guide to the masterpieces of world cinema.

The best movie publishing idea of the decade.

Philip French, The Observer

A remarkable series which does all kinds of varied and divergent things.

Michael Wood, Sight and Sound

Exquisitely dimensioned . . . magnificently concentrated examples of freeform critical poetry.
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Humphrey Jennings in a 1940s family photograph




[image: ]


CONTENTS

[image: ]

Acknowledgments

1

'A Fresh and Loving Eye'

2

'An Intellectual Artist'

3

'The Simplest of Pictures'

4

'The Idea of Connection'

5

'Films of Britain at War'

6

'This Is What We Were Like – The Best Of Us'

7

'The Past with the Present'

8

'Jennings' Films Are All Documentaries'

9

'The Murky and Undecided Realities of Today'

Appendix: 'Only Connect: Some Aspects of the Work of Humphrey Jennings' by Lindsay Anderson

Notes

Credits

Bibliography


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: ]

When Ed Buscombe asked me to take on this task it was because Lindsay Anderson, to whom it had originally been assigned, had died before he could tackle it. To say that I therefore approached the job with a profound sense of inadequacy is a gross understatement; but, on the other hand, having an opportunity unreservedly to praise a classic British documentary film-maker when I had spent no little time questioning the value of Grierson, the central figure of the British Documentary Film Movement, the rest of his circle and his legacy, was more than welcome. So here are some thoughts on "Fire Were Started–" (hereafter referred to more simply and conventionally as Fires Were Started) provoked by Lindsay Anderson (whose seminal essay on Jennings is here reprinted as an appendix and is the source of my chapter titles); by Dai Vaughan's great book on Jennings' film-editor Stewart McAllister (Portrait of an Invisible Man); by Jeffrey Richards' full account of the production and reception of the film in the book he wrote with Anthony Aldgate (Britain Can Take It); by the many others who have written about Jennings or made programmes about him; by my colleagues Vincent Porter and John Corner; by Andrew Lockett and Rob White of BFI Publishing; and by Ed Buscombe, of course. My text has been corrected by Vincent Porter and, as ever, my wife to neither of whom does any blame attach for errors and infelicities.
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'A FRESH AND LOVING EYE'

In our city darkened now, street and square and crescent,

We can feel our living past in our shadowed present,

Ghosts beside our starlit Thames

Who lived and loved and died

Keep throughout the ages London Pride

Noël Coward, 'London Pride', Summer 1941

At one time I used to emerge from a showing of Fires Were Started feeling the finest thing in the world was to be a member of the Auxiliary Fire Service in 1941. Now I am more inclined to think that the finest thing in the world (or at least in the English Cinema) was to have been making a film about the A.F.S. in [1942].

Daniel Millar, Sight and Sound, Spring 1969

The reputation of Humphrey Jennings, alone among those of his fellows in the British Documentary Film Movement of the 1930s and 40s, remains unsullied and un-revised. Hence the appearance of his masterpiece Fires Were Started in the BFI Archive list of the 360 indispensable films of the cinema's first eight decades.

Fires Were Started is the only representative of the British documentary tradition in the list despite this body of work having once been claimed, albeit by one of its own leading practitioners (Paul Rotha), as 'a progressive, creative and continuous output of films that was the envy of many other countries'. This neglect, though, is not to be wondered at. Today, the classic pre-'fly-on-the-wall' documentaries are ignored by audiences, who tend anyway not to classify them as documentaries at all; their fate is to be endlessly picked over by squabbling film scholars, who relentlessly dispute their worth and quality. But in these obscure debates, almost without question, Jennings remains above the fray.

Lindsay Anderson is the key here, via that seminal 1954 appraisal of Jennings, reprinted below by way of afterword. It is the foundation upon which received opinion about the Cambridge-educated painter, poet and film-maker rests:

For reality, [Jennings'] wartime films stand alone; and they are sufficient achievement. They will last because they are true to their time, and because the depth of feeling in them can never fail to communicate itself. They will speak for us to posterity, saying: 'This is what it was like. This is what we were like – the best of us'.

Those who have shielded the flame of Jennings' reputation, all of whom follow in Anderson's footsteps, speak of this 'depth of feeling' arising from a wondrous ability to observe humanity authentically – what Anderson elsewhere called 'the extraordinary truth of his people '. This is the true distinguishing mark of the films and one of the foundations of the settled view of Jennings. Even those hostile to him, such as John Grierson himself, the founder of the Documentary Movement, for whom Jennings was never quite a team player, agreed. He wrote after Jennings' death that he 'was a rare one in our group, with qualities of style and observation all his own'. For the critic Dilys Powell these qualities meant that Jennings 'was happy conveying the feel of a human being: The way a man walks, shouts to his friends, the way a girl sings at her work.' Gavin Lambert echoed this view: '... glimpses of ordinary people ... caught with such quick affection and precision, without trace of patronage or caricature.'

By the 80s, Stuart Hood could draw attention to the fact that Jennings was 'essentially conservative' without really denting his reputation. More typically, during that same period, Sir Roland Penrose, introducing a solo exhibition on Jennings' life and work as an artist and writer as well as a film-maker, talked of him as 'a genius of remarkable quality'. And the judgment of genius remains. In a radio tribute celebrating Humphrey Jennings' place in the cinema's first century in 1995, Sir Denis Forman ranked him as such with Jean Vigo, despite the very few films each created:
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'This is what it was like': fatigue at 14 Local Control
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'Glimpses of ordinary people': Mrs. Townsend pours tea after the raid



The evidence of [his genius] is slender but there is enough to make people recognise it and prick up their ears and say: 'Here walked somebody that had the power to move us beyond the way that most film directors can move us. He was a great man.'

And for many, Fires Were Started, Jennings' feature length documentary made at the official Crown Film Unit, about the work of the Auxiliary Fire Service (A.F.S.) during the 1940–41 London Blitz, is the masterwork. Lambert specifically cited it as the 'strongest' instant of this talent 'to make contact with all kinds of people, to present them naturally, acutely observed'. Anderson was to agree and, indeed, go further:

No other British film made during the war, documentary or feature, achieved such a continuous and poignant truthfulness, or treated the subject of men at war with such a sense of its incidental glories and its essential tragedy.

It is (wrote Jim Hillier): 'Jennings' best, and most individualised, evocation of the personal qualities of ordinary people, their courage, their acceptance of other humans, their unquestioning and determined commitment to a group task.' At the end of the 60s, Daniel Millar was even more extravagant in his praise:
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'The subject of men at war ... and its essential tragedy.' Finding dead Jacko's helmet



Fires Were Started, now 26 years old, seems to me the highest achievement of British cinema; and Jennings is not only the greatest documentarist but also, counting Chaplin and Hitchcock as American, the greatest film-maker that this country has produced.
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'AN INTELLECTUAL ARTIST'

While that last judgment might be disputed, it is certainly the case that Humphrey Jennings was the most paradoxical of British film-makers. Jennings was a dilettante to many of his colleagues, but one with an obsessive compulsion for perfection. He was an artist who was, in the opinion of some, far too intellectual to be any such thing. (This seems to me to be a peculiarly English sort of formulation.) He was a surrealist who became an arch-realist. He was a great film-maker, but he had no particular time for film as an art form. He was a remarkable observer of his fellow humanity but was, by many accounts, something of a failure at his own personal and professional relationships. He was a great patriot who nevertheless sent his wife and children to America for the duration of the War. There is even an ambiguity about his tragic early death in 1950, aged forty-three, falling from a rock while recce-ing a shoot in Greece. Accident or suicide? It is perhaps apposite that the most human production still of Jennings shows him playfully balancing on a table on the Fires Were Started Recreation (Rec.) Room set.

Humphrey Jennings was born in Walberswick, Suffolk, on 19 August 1907 to a left-leaning architect and a sometime art student. He was sent to the rather progressive Perse School in Cambridge and thence to Pembroke College, Cambridge. At Perse he became interested in drama primarily as a designer, an interest he continued at university and after. He took a starred First in the English Tripos and began an academic career by securing a research bursary to study the poet Thomas Gray. This did not solidify into either a thesis or a university teaching position so, in conjunction with his scholarly inquiries, he became increasingly involved in a wide range of artistic and other activities. He taught school a little, painted, wrote, designed and edited. Eventually he was also occasionally to broadcast. Yet somehow, despite his talent at all or most of these things, none of these employments grew into a conventional full-time occupation.

As a result he was available for all sorts of fascinating odd jobs. He designed some silks for a firm in Paris. He was a key figure in mounting the first International Surrealist Exhibition in London. He dreamed up the Mass Observation project with a Cambridge friend, the poet and journalist Charles Madge and anthropologist Tom Harrisson. Meanwhile, as the 30s progressed, film in the form of the G.P.O. Film Unit under John Grierson, came to dominate, but not quite monopolise, his working life.

Jennings had a stereotypical upper middle-class English aspect, lanky and tweedy. According to Denis Forman, he dressed 'as an undergraduate would dress – tweed jacket and grey trousers – not the great artist'. That combination of fractured career and somewhat etiolated appearance is obviously one source for the mistaken impression of his being a dabbler. In fact there is no suggestion that he ever brought anything other than
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