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Foreword

Periods of history, like place, are thought of by most people as a set of images which, however close or however distant from the reality of these periods, are the basis of all their thoughts about them.1

The Mitchell & Kenyon company was a small but pioneering cinematograph firm based in Blackburn in the first decade of the twentieth century. For many years, their memory was kept alive by only a few film historians and dedicated local enthusiasts. Known for only a handful of surviving films, they were merely a footnote in the canon of film history. Since 2001, this picture has changed, with the discovery of 820 rolls of film comprising over twenty-eight hours of footage from the early 1900s. The films that have survived were shot for travelling exhibitors in the days before the emergence of purpose-built cinemas. Shown in town halls, at village fetes or at the local fair and advertised as ‘local films for local people’, they were a wonder of their age, and audiences flocked to see their neighbours, children, family and themselves on the flickering screen.
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Street Scenes in an unidentified town in the North of England (c. 1902)



This study is an attempt to look more closely at these scenes of everyday life as represented in the collection. The individual fragments of two minutes or so reveal snapshots of the working class at work, play and going about their daily business, watching football, both association and rugby, participating in civic and religious events, and enjoying a range of leisure activities. Individually they can be described as tiny vignettes capturing fragments of larger, more complex events. More importantly, and when studied collectively, the twenty-eight hours of actuality footage that has survived gives us a new perspective on an era that has been written about largely from the viewpoint of politics and privilege.

The book is divided into eight distinct but interlocking sections based on themes and areas of research that are reflected in the contextual subject matter that survives in the filmic record. Although it is an endeavour to view the Edwardian era through the filmic record, the majority of the material relates to the time of transition between the last days of Queen Victoria and the first three years of her son Edward’s reign. So in true historical terms, it is both the late-Victorian world and early Edwardian era that is captured on record and analysed in this study. It is not, therefore, an attempt to produce a chronological history of the period leading up to the Great War. Recent studies, such as G. R. Searle’s A New England: Peace and War 1886–1918, provide the political backdrop for such a story.2 Instead, it combines the pictorial record that is revealed in the films with recent scholarship in the fields of popular entertainment, leisure and sporting history, urban and transport studies and those of labour and social history,3 to create a contextual framework that allows us both to enjoy the films as poetic fragments of early film technology and newly discovered historical texts. For, in the words of Giovanni Morelli (1816–91): 'If you would like to understand . . . history . . . you should look carefully at portraits. In people’s faces there is always something of the history of their time, if one knows how to read it.’4

NOTES

1Earl F. Bargainnier, ‘Fog and Decadence: Images of the 1890s’, Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. 12 No. 1 (1978), pp. 19–29.

2G. R. Searle, A New England: Peace and War 1886–1918 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

3For an in-depth study of how the films have already been analysed by subject historians, see Vanessa Toulmin, Simon Popple and Patrick Russell (eds), The Lost World of Mitchell & Kenyon: Edwardian Britain on Film (London: BFI, 2004).

4Cited in Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (London: Reaktion Press, 2001), p. 21.


[image: ]1 [image: ]

The Mitchell & Kenyon Film Company

The mass of actuality films from the first decades of film history in our archives around the world are ripe for rediscovery and re-examination. They constitute a neglected and, indeed, repressed aspect of film history. They present an incredibly rich reserve of information about the foundation of our modern culture . . .1

DISCOVERY

What we now know as the Peter Worden Mitchell & Kenyon Collection first became a historical reality when three large drums containing over 800 reels of nitrate film were acquired by the BFI in July 2000. The Collection came to light in June 1994 when Peter Worden, a Blackburn businessman, arranged for two local workmen to bring the films they had found in a local shop to him. Worden recalls the moment thus:

On 23rd June 1994 my wife and I went to the Pavarotti concert at the Birmingham NEC . . . On our return, there was a message for me from the owner of a local wedding video and film to video transfer company who knew I had an interest in old, especially Blackburn orientated, film. Several specimen rolls of 35mm film had been brought in to him, which he wanted me to look at. On examination, these were all stylus-inscribed at the ‘head’, were typically 50´ to 100´ in length, and clearly M&K because they had been found in the cellar of 40 Northgate. This building had been unoccupied for about 18 months . . . In the cellar had been found 3 metal drums approximately the size of milk churns minus the conical upper section. All were crammed solid with film, and if I didn’t ‘rate’ them, they were going into the skip! I contacted the foreman of the work-gang and, curbing my excitement, arranged for the drums to be delivered to me.2
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Operatives of Acme Spinning Co., Pendlebury (1901), including James Kenyon captured at the front of the picture



When the drums were inspected, they were found to contain separate layers of between fifteen and twenty films per layer, with sixteen layers in total. Each roll of film was wrapped with a rubber band and many had scraps of paper attached to them. These pieces of paper invariably contained information pertaining to the location of the film, the name of the exhibitor or a date of filming. In all instances, they corroborated the information on the first two frames of the negatives, which were either inscribed with a stylus or black ink. The scraps measured between one-and-three-quarter inches in length and one-and-a-half inches wide and were either blank pieces of paper cut to size or unused handbills produced by Mitchell & Kenyon in association with a travelling exhibitor.

Over the next three months, each layer of film was carefully taken out of the drums, the dust and debris that had formed between the films carefully vacuumed out, and then placed into small plastic sandwich bags. The paper inscriptions were placed in the bags and the information from the first two frames copied onto a sticky label on the outside of the sandwich bags. The films were numbered and placed in plastic cartons and stored in the unplugged refrigeration unit.3 The work undertaken nightly over three months by Peter Worden and Robin Whalley produced a working list of the showmen/exhibitors who were associated with Mitchell & Kenyon, a timescale of the film production and the geographical boundaries where the firm operated. The numbering system employed by Peter and Robin has been retained for the filmography and all film titles in the collection are preceded by the original number that was assigned to them immediately after their discovery.4

The discovery was first premiered in Blackburn in November 1994 when Peter Worden presented a selection of newly restored material on 16mm to an audience consisting of local people, predominantly members of the Blackburn Local History Society.5 Between 1994 and 1999, Peter sent various batches of films to a commercial laboratory to be printed, and showed a selection of this material to local interest groups in the Lancashire region.

Eventually, in July 2000, with the aid of the NFA at the University of Sheffield, 830 camera negative rolls were acquired by the BFI to form the Peter Worden Mitchell & Kenyon Collection. Alongside the discovery of the Peter Worden Collection, two smaller collections of Mitchell & Kenyon material, numbering approximately seventy camera negatives, appeared between 1994 and 1997 and are now held by the Cinema Museum in London and Lobster in Paris.6 A selection of the fiction films will be considered in the following chapter.

Together with the existing titles held in the NFTA, the Imperial War Museum and the North-West Film Archive, over 900 films relating to the company now survive, making it the third largest film collection associated with one company from the early film period after the Edison Collection in the United States and the Lumière Collection in France.7 Although the filmic record is immensely rich, one major disappointment was the lack of any contemporary archival material or business records associated with the company, either in Blackburn itself or in the hands of private collectors. The existence of this material was cited in an interview with Sagar Mitchell published in 1951 and in obituaries following his death in 1952.8 When Sagar’s son, John Mitchell, retired from the family business in 1959, according to John’s daughter, June Witter, the family offered the films, costumes, studio equipment, cameras and business records to Walter W.Yeates, the Librarian and Curator of the Museum of Blackburn. When the offer was rejected, a local authority refuse wagon was hired and all extant material relating to the company was disposed of by Blackburn Council.9

The importance of business records in assessing the wider social and economic significance of early British film companies cannot be underestimated.10 The absence of any business records for Mitchell & Kenyon means that we have only the films themselves, and the advertisements placed in local, national and trade press in the 1900s, with which to understand their expansion and development as a company. This is in contrast to other companies like the Warwick Trading Company, Pathé, Edison and the American Biograph Company, where the filmic record is balanced by important archival material. Over the course of a decade of research, the only business record found in relation to the company is one memo written to Sydney Carter of New Century Pictures in Bradford, offering their services as a company for the taking of local views.11 Consequently, any consideration of the importance of Mitchell & Kenyon in relation to their contemporaries must rely mainly on the historical record of the rich visual treasure of films. In order to create an overview of Mitchell & Kenyon as a company, we must view the inscriptions left on the negatives as a record of a business transaction, as they document the company’s relationship with the travelling exhibitors. In addition, the advertisements placed by the company in contemporary newspapers of films for sale, or the services they offered to the trade, are a supplementary source of information (see Plate 1).

It is only through studying these sources alongside the films that the company’s impact as a business in the rapidly expanding world of Edwardian film-making and exhibition can be examined and evaluated. Finally, it must be understood that although the company produced films from 1899 to 1913, the largest body of material relates from 1900 to 1905, with only 10 per cent of the collection relating to the period 1906–13. This is a major factor in understanding the impact of the company and its relationship with other film-makers in the UK at that time, and it is the first six years of production that provides the evidence for this study.

It is worth noting that when Rachael Low and Roger Manvell, under the auspices of the History Committee of the BFI, were conducting their research on the history of British film in 1948, Mitchell & Kenyon as a company warranted little more than a passing mention.12 Despite the abundance of contemporary evidence for their film output in local newspapers and the trade press, Mitchell & Kenyon were seen largely as a footnote in film history, one of many regional film companies operating in the UK in the 1900s, and little attention was paid to their impact on early film history.13 This could have been due partly to the assumption that very few of the films had survived, as only a handful were known to exist, and perhaps also because of the emphasis placed by early film scholars on film production in the south-east of England, in particular the work of James Williamson, Robert Paul and Cecil Hepworth.

This focus on the output of film-makers from the London and Brighton region (the Brighton School) persists today, with little attention being paid to many of the regional companies who operated outside the south-east, for example Bamforth’s of Holmfirth and the Sheffield Photo Company.14 Even though important work on Mitchell & Kenyon and other local film companies was undertaken by regional historians in the 1970s, the true significance of Mitchell & Kenyon and the importance of regional film companies only began to be appreciated in the mid-1990s, with the emergence of the two film collections, one largely consisting of non-fiction and the second relating to their fiction output.15 This introduction to the work of the company will consider the discovery of the new collections, Mitchell & Kenyon as a business and their contemporaries in the film world, as well as the impact and consequences of this new material for our understanding of early film and the Edwardian era more widely. In Chapter 2, I will investigate in more detail the varying types of material produced by Mitchell & Kenyon, and compare the types of films produced by the company with those of their contemporaries.
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(l. ro r.) Kiss in the Tunnel, Bamforth & Co., 1899; The Big Swallow, James Williamson, 1901; A Daring Daylight Burglary, Frank Mottershaw, 1903.



THE COMPANY AND ITS CONTEMPORARIES

The firm of Mitchell & Kenyon, founded in Blackburn in 1897 by Sagar Mitchell (1866–1952) and James Kenyon (1850–1925), was one of many companies producing cinematograph films in the 1900s. 16 Before their arrival in the world of early film-making, Mitchell ran the family photographic apparatus business with his father and Kenyon had a successful penny-in-the-slot-machine business from the late 1890s onwards that was incorporated into Mitchell & Kenyon’s business activities in 1902.17 They used the trade name Norden to advertise their fiction films, with ‘Norden’ originally being used by Sagar Mitchell and his father to describe their photographic camera apparatus.18 In 1938, Mitchell recollected the origins of their innovative enterprise:

I was (with Mr Jas Kenyon as partner) making cinematograph projectors and accessories. I designed the machine and made the pattern and we got our costumes from Mr Page . . .The first exhibition of the cinematograph in Blackburn . . .was a private show given on my premises at 40, Northgate and the Editor of The Blackburn Times, of November 27th, 1897, the late Mr Rostron, was present . . .A few weeks later Mr Page gave me a contract to show pictures for several weeks and we had a very successful run.19

The Mr Page in question was Edward Hermann ‘Papa’ Page, proprietor and licensee of the Lyceum Theatre in Blackburn, who, according to Sagar Mitchell, loaned the fledgling company costumes and props from the theatre for their first fiction films. The first film show was reviewed in the Blackburn Times by Rostron, who wrote:

I have seen the cinematograph in use in a great many places, in the provinces, in London and in Paris, but hitherto always with unpleasant defects which Messrs Mitchell and Kenyon have succeeded in almost entirely remedying . . . the unpleasant, jerky motion of the pictures, and the noise of the machinery.20

When Mitchell & Kenyon began producing films in 1897, they were operating within an already crowded field populated by film companies from Britain, Europe and America. John Barnes’s pioneering five-volume study of Victorian cinema revealed the myriad of companies and quantities of films produced in Great Britain alone by 1897.21 No records of Mitchell & Kenyon’s activities for 1898 have been traced, although a later recollection from a member of the Green family, a fairground showman from Lancashire, remembers the company filming local films for Blackburn Easter Fair in 1898.22 However, in September 1899 they reached national prominence with the release of three Norden films – two of them comedies and one a historical costume-type film.23 By the time of Mitchell & Kenyon’s main years of production, the early 1900s, the field had yet again expanded and showmen exhibitors could not only purchase films from Méliès and Pathé in France, or the American and British Biograph Company in London, but also a whole range of film companies in the UK, ranging from Walkers in Aberdeen to Robert Paul, Cecil Hepworth, Charles Urban and others in London.

When Mitchell & Kenyon first started business in 1897, there were very few regional film companies operating in the north of England. Advertisements in the trade press remarked on how the region was ripe for such an opportunity, and, across the Pennines, Yorkshire was becoming a strong area of activity. Pioneers such Jasper Redfern of Sheffield, Bamforths of Holmfirth, Riley Brothers of Bradford and, by the 1900s, the Sheffield Photo Company, were producing a range of fiction and local films for exhibition and distribution purposes.24

Despite this, there appeared little competition in the Lancashire region, which is surprising, considering its rich history of entertainment culture and wide variety of venues for the cinematograph, including music halls, seaside venues, travelling fairs and pleasure gardens. As John Walton has argued, Lancashire was the first industrialised region for mass entertainment in the United Kingdom, with the development of association football as a spectator sport, the growth of the seaside resort and the development of musichall entertainment.25

Other cinematograph companies had filmed the north of England: the Lumière cinematograph filmed Liverpool in October 1897, while the Biograph Company and Arthur Cheetham came to Blackburn to film a match between Blackburn Rovers and West Bromwich Albion in October 1898.26 Unlike Arthur Cheetham, who was based in Rhyl, Mitchell & Kenyon were offering a service that was local, instantaneous and tailored to the needs of the various exhibitors operating in the north of England. The speed with which they could produce local films on demand for the fairground and travelling showmen fraternity is reflected in the filmic and advertising record:
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Handbill for the original Lumiérè Cinematograph Show in London in 1895




If you run a CINEMATOGRAPH SHOW

See our FILMS – Specially designed for Showmen

If you value your films, and want to give a perfect Show quickly and well, see our New Machine for 1900. And if you want Attractions in the way of Special or Local Pictures consult us

WE TAKE THEM AND MAKE THEM.27



In 1900 alone, Mitchell & Kenyon had supplied films for over twenty different venues in the Lancashire region, the vast majority of them associated with the annual wakes fairs.28 Their contacts in the entertainment world proved invaluable and the showmen who used the company in Lancashire asked them to travel further afield to Nottingham Goose Fair, the Yorkshire feasts in Dewsbury and to Hull Fair.29 Their advert in The Showman reflects this dominance of the market – although other companies such as Hepworth and Warwick were offering a similar service, Mitchell & Kenyon’s proximity to the showmen gave them a head start. In addition, they had a stock supply of titles already made on towns in the north of England, and they were prepared to visit at short notice any towns or villages in the region that the exhibitors wished them to film. The earliest dated titles in the collection are images of workers leaving their place of work, a genre defined by film historians as ‘factory gates’ films. The earliest inscribed date relates to Workers Leaving Haslam’s Ltd Colne (1900) and was shown six weeks later at the annual Wake.30 The Millhands of Cheetham’s Bankwood Mills, Stalybridge (1900) was filmed on 17 July 1900 and shown eleven days later in Payne’s Cinematograph show:

We make our way to what appears to be the centre of attraction, a cinematograph exhibition announcing a picture of local interest. This we are utterly unable to resist … After a very good show of pictures . . . the great attraction is announced in stentorian voice by the guide. The mill hands (we are told) at one of the local mills – Mr Cheetham’s it was announced – had been photographed specially for this show, and we are enabled to see the employees as they appeared for dinner. Much amusement is caused by the exclamation of the audience as one after another appears on the screen and is recognised. It certainly was a smart
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