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General Editor’s Introduction

Few film-makers have been as controversial, as innovative, as adventurous, as visionary or as deeply romantic as Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger. Working within mainstream commercial cinema, they produced a succession of films that were distinctively and recognisably personal, yet said something profound about England and the English. They were without question the most remarkable of several film-making teams who made major contributions to British cinema. It was Alexander Korda who first teamed Powell and Pressburger to make The Spy in Black in 1939. Pressburger, a Hungarian Jewish writer and refugee from Nazi Germany, and Powell, the Kentish director who had gained critical recognition with Edge of the World (1937), worked so well together that in 1942 they formed the Archers, one of a number of independent production units working under the overall umbrella of Rank. They signed their films jointly – produced, directed and written by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger – though it was generally recognised that Pressburger provided the scripts and Powell directed. The films which the Archers produced read like a roll call of Britain’s finest – The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, A Canterbury Tale, Black Narcissus, The Red Shoes and I Know Where I’m Going!, to name but a few. In his absorbing and insightful new study, Andrew Moor analyses the key films of Powell and Pressburger from a variety of revealing perspectives: space and place, myth and magic, masculinity and femininity, the exotic and the pastoral, art and ideology. Wide-ranging, scholarly, enthusiastic and readable, the book makes a major contribution to our understanding of a unique body of work.

Jeffrey Richards
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Introduction

Magic Spaces: Migration, Home and the National

In my films, miracles occur on screen.

Michael Powell, A Life in Movies

MAGIC SPACES

What is the relationship between migrant film-makers and the domestic cinema of their new homeland? Can they assume vital positions in the culture of their host nation while still speaking ‘from the margins’? Does the experience of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation register in their films? What differences are there between cosmopolitan experiences of travel and tourism, and the the condition of exile? Do representations of journeys, border crossings and other geographical shifts relate to, or tell us anything about, more interior, psychological ‘journeys’ and changes in identity? What is the link between the subject and the space s/he occupies? Topical questions like these, central to post-colonial studies, to postmodernism and to cultural geography, can also be asked about British and European cinema of the 1930s and 1940s, a time and a place of massive political upheaval and migration which also saw notions of ‘national cinema’ begin to solidify. The cinema of Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger cannot be reduced to these lines of inquiry, but their long collaboration saw them develop an aesthetic which speaks of their own trans-national status and yet simultaneously strikes a chord with older European Romantic cultures. Powell was, from early on, open to European and global influences, but he still expressed a deep fascination with and affection for Britishness. As a young man he took himself to the French Riviera to work in his father’s hotel at Cap-Ferrat, an experience which brought him into contact with the Dublin-born Hollywood director Rex Ingram at the Victorine Studios in Nice and thereafter into film-making himself. Powell is cosmopolitan and international, and his formative exposure to the cinematic spectacle of the silent period from France, Germany and America places him in a tradition oblivious to the narrow realist concerns which would become more central to British cinema by the 1940s. Returning to Britain in 1928, a prolific career on low-budget quota films then led to The Edge of the World (1937), which he wrote and directed. Powell’s imagination was kindled by the evacuation of St Kilda, and the film was shot in the spectacular, remote landscape of Foula in the Shetlands. It trails with it clouds of mythic grandeur from the silent era, telling an epic saga of love, death, tribal continuity and enforced exile, while Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) and Man of Aran (1934) showed Powell how grand narratives and a sense of geography could be coupled to a sense of ‘documentary’ truthfulness. The film won Powell respect and led him to producer-director Alexander Korda.

Pressburger, three years Powell’s senior, was born into a Jewish Hungarian background in 1902, and after a migrant childhood his home town of Temesvar in Transylvania was incorporated into Romania in the wake of the First World War. This initiated a lifetime of exile from his language and homeland. Spells in Prague, Stuttgart and Budapest followed before he arrived in Berlin in the late 1920s. He sold stories to the UFA studios and worked on scripts in their ‘Dramaturgie’ department before leaving for France in 1933 when working conditions for Jews became more difficult. He left the French film industry in 1935 to come to London, probably to work up his English in order to cross to America. Many of his relatives in Europe perished under Nazism, including his mother, deported to Auschwitz. He was working for fellow Hungarian Alexander Korda when he scored his first British success, his original screenplay for The Challenge (co-directed by Milton Rosmer and Luis Trenker, 1938). This tells the story of the first ascent of the Matterhorn, and like Powell’s The Edge of the World it has signs of what was to come later in his career. It was made in English and German, and studio footage from London was spliced together with Trenker’s location material from the Matterhorn. ‘Magic’ geography like this would also knit genuine Canadian and Scottish images with British studio work in Powell and Pressburger’s 49th Parallel (1941) and I Know Where I’m Going! (1945). The Matterhorn lies between Switzerland and Italy and the race to conquer it was a tale of international rivalry. Edward Whymper’s British expedition from Zermatt competes with the Italian guide Carrel’s attempt from Breuil. They are separated by nationhood, but united in common endeavour, and the cross-border friendship between them rehearses the love between Clive and Theo in The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp (1943). The snow-covered mountain symbolises utopian values that ultimately transcend national boundaries. In a curious biographical coincidence, Michael Powell’s maternal grandfather, Frederick Corbett, had climbed the Matterhorn with Whymper, and told a rapt infant Michael about its first ascent. His uncle founded the Himalaya Club. Even in the Kent-bound world of the wartime parable A Canterbury Tale (1944), mountaineering tales are used to bring out themes of idealism and high vaulting ambition.

Powell and Pressburger’s cinema betrays their oblique relationship to accepted, national models of ‘British cinema’. The style of their films varies enormously, from black-and-white ‘noir’, travelogue location footage, artificial studio staging, Technicolor epics and sustained sequences of pure cinematic fantasy. Their narratives range from thrillers, pastorals, propaganda works, melodramas, metaphysical explorations, back-stage drama, ballet films, operas and battle films. Taken as a whole, their output is notably experimental and thematically complex. Ideas recur throughout this work: journeys are undertaken or arrested; ‘quest’ narratives are imbued with a sense of fairy-tale; drama and spectacle interact in a constructive dialogue between the picaresque and the picturesque. The impact of place on character is explored, as landscapes imprint their effect on protagonists, or as concrete places become externally projected renditions of subjective states. The boundaries between individuals and their environments are made porous. While Powell and Pressburger’s films often use real locations, this is never just a matter of naturalistic detail, but is for effect, for the cultural, poetic or pictorial connotations of the landscape, for a ‘spirit of place’. Where topographical space is abandoned in favour of a more controlled studio-based aesthetic, the inner terrain of the unconscious is presented, or pure, sustained fantasy worlds unfurl. Reality is banished. They escape the empirical to lodge in the sequestered territory of the artistic imagination.

What we repeatedly find in Powell and Pressburger’s films, as Charles Barr has noted repeatedly, is the presentation of ‘alternative’ areas and entrances into different places.1 These new worlds are given a sense of magic – sometimes utopian, sometimes threatening, sometimes surreal. There are enforced expeditions across enemy lines in The Spy in Black (1939), Contraband (1940), 49th Parallel and ‘…one of our aircraft is missing’ (1942). In Blimp, a young Englishman ventures to Berlin, and later a Prussian émigré seeks asylum in Britain. This film marks a transition by presenting memory, biography, history and romance as magic spaces too. The earlier films have their ideal spaces – usually connected to homeland. In Blimp, home is important, but it is treated more imaginatively, and the three roles played by Deborah Kerr are symbolically invested with a sense of magic. The triple casting transforms her into a collective, subjective dream-site of romantic longing, unconsciously removed from history by Clive, the unreliable male narrator to whom she is an ‘ideal’. Then there is the theatre-space in The Volunteer (1943). In this drama-documentary Ralph Richardson is shown transforming himself back-stage, ‘blacking up’ to play Othello, and this transformation is connected to the equally amazing metamorphosis which recruitment to the armed services brings to Richardson’s dresser, Fred. Imbued with Richardson’s inimitable, eccentric personality, military training is made a matter of Puckish alchemy. Theatre-space is presented again in The Red Shoes (1948), although, here, the stage on which Vicky dances is explicitly inscribed as her subconscious. Motifs deriving from English pastoral drama, especially A Midsummer Night’s Dream, figure in A Matter of Life and Death (1946), which moves between heaven and earth, and the same play gives Powell and Pressburger the title to their last true collaboration, Ill Met by Moonlight (1957). The pastoral as a ludic space, as a place of potential, of development, of magic, is found again in the Kentish countryside of A Canterbury Tale, and it is given a more sexual, sensual meaning in the Celtic spaces of I Know Where I’m Going! and Gone to Earth (1950). Black Narcissus (1947) takes a group of Anglican nuns to the remote Himalayas, although its more pertinent relocations and disruptions are subjective and generic, as it shifts from melodrama towards gothic horror, and as its two female protagonists begin to display the psychological disturbance, discontinuity and paranoid irrationality which typify the geographically displaced. In their ‘art films’, The Red Shoes, The Tales of Hoffmann (1951) and Oh…Rosalinda!! (1955), ballet and opera (and, by extension, cinema itself) become magic spaces, where anti-naturalistic designs, trick photography and the eradication of any sense of realism turn the screen into a new, imaginative space. The same self-reflexive fetishisation of cinematic illusion had featured in The Red Shoes. Finally, the late, genre war films, The Battle of the River Plate (1956) and Ill Met by Moonlight echo the interest in borders and neutral territory which underpinned the first collaborations, but they are now robbed of the sense of anxiety and try to excite us with Boy’s Own adventure instead. Hence, a cinema of transition, alternatives, journeys, borders and flights of fancy, constructing a multiplicity of spaces: an alien or exilic sensibility.

These magic spaces form a running motif, but it is important not to become too fixed on them as abstract structures, to adhere too strictly to pure auteurism, or to lose sight of the various authors’ historical and cultural frameworks. It is vital, also, to be alert to ambiguities in the films, to the possibility of resistant readings, and to the importance of reception. The stress Powell and Pressburger laid on their own creative freedom invites us to detach their work from its industrial context and to consider its uniqueness. Paradoxically, though, they emphasise collaboration, and the famous credit ‘Written, Produced and Directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’ slaps a gauntlet at the feet of the auteur-critic. It also promotes the role of the writer. Under the banner of their production company, ‘the Archers’, the pair occupy a place within British cinema, and a place within that cinema’s historiography. This study moves through and round the Archers’ films, seeking to situate them within that culture, but also to write them into a wider historical context.

As John Ellis has shown, the dominant critical discourse surrounding British cinema in the 1940s often found Powell and Pressburger’s films troubling because the critically endorsed aesthetic was bound to a form of ‘quality realism’ which intertwined moral, nationalist and class-bound imperatives.2 If I am reluctant to revisit this well-covered discussion, it is partly because the job has already been admirably done. It is also because the repetition of a handful of salaciously disgruntled reviews from the 1940s (and the temptation to run on to the notorious attack on Powell’s own Peeping Tom (1960), dangling ominously over his career) can only serve to fix the idea that Powell and Pressburger were and remain misunderstood outsiders, and to romanticise them because of it. Ellis’s analysis of the discourse of ‘quality realism’ is important, for it provides us with one model of British national cinema against which the Archers’ oeuvre can be measured. Truly ‘British National Cinema’, according to the model, is understated, unsensational, ‘true’, anti-fantastic, restrained, un-Hollywood: a set of qualities which echo ideas about the national character. The model is, though, just one discourse among many. Its proscriptions and its endorsements are fascinating, and as the basis for a model of national cinema its shortcomings and its blind spots are many. Powell and Pressburger’s work stands as a test case, for its existence interrogates not only the boundaries of the ‘quality realist’ model, but also the broader idea of what ‘British Cinema’ is, and even the problem of what ‘British Film Studies’ might be. As a discipline, British Film Studies has often taken its object of study for granted, and has been premised upon a common-sense acceptance of borders (and even those of us who think and write about the hybridity and permeability of the topic in universities usually teach it under the banner of modules called ‘British Cinema’).

When thinking how the historical facts of Powell and Pressburger’s careers relate to the dominant national cinema, migrant thoughts return. The Hungarian Alexander Korda, the industry’s most flamboyant and important exile, exemplifies one strain of émigré culture: assimilation. By directing a film like The Private Life of Henry VIII (1933) or producing Imperial epics such as The Four Feathers (1939) he is grasping his new nation’s indigenous culture as enthusiastically as he grasped his new British passport. This kind of self-fashioning, which is reflected in the experience of many émigrés to the USA in the 1930s, is a performative strategy, and Korda instinctively felt bolstered by his proximity to the centre, building up his studio and setting his sights on international markets. Powell’s travelling was as a tourist-adventurer, and was facilitated by his comfortable class position. In notes he made in 1979, in answer to questions from William Johnson of Film Quarterly magazine, he sketches himself as a ‘loner’ and admits he likes ‘mountain-walking, jungle exploring, breaking trails’ – a culture of Boy’s Own adventure. He has a keen eye, too, for national characteristics and personal traits: ‘[T]he middle-class self-styled educated Englishman is frivolous and a snob,’ he suggests in his memoirs, and he guiltily admits, ‘I am one of them.’3

Pressburger’s situation was more critical. Denied the stable national identity within which Powell matured, and experiencing an enforced vagrancy from childhood, his works recurrently search for an idealised home and for a condition of stasis. As his grandson Kevin Macdonald points out, ‘Throughout his life he harked back to his idyllic rural childhood, and was ever aware of the continuity and values of rustic life.’4 This upbringing within an agricultural community is a childhood experience he shares with Powell, although Powell’s family were gentleman-farmer stock, not employees on a feudal estate. It is also an experience Pressburger shared with Korda, whose early life was startlingly similar to Pressburger’s. Arriving in England after a history of insecurity (financial and political), Pressburger’s rapid cultural assimilation was born out of necessity, was facilitated by his affiliation to Korda’s Hungarian ‘enclave’ at London Films, and is inscribed into his work. Losing members of his close family to the concentration camps, there may seem to be an eloquent, topical silence in his screenplays, yet it is one which is spoken of through the idealisation of domesticity, Englishness and the pastoral, and through the romantic longing which figures so consistently in his films. The assimilation, then, was partial. Signs of exilic cinema litter his work. It is easy, too, to romanticise Pressburger’s fondness for England, Arsenal football club and village life, and to see the dynamic of his life pulling him centripetally towards deep Englishness. As early as 1938, he wrote about his desire to emigrate to Hollywood. With the film industry in an unsatisfactory shape by the late 1940s he was seriously considering another emigration to Canada, only a few years after becoming a British citizen (he complained about the state of the Industry, the crippling levels of Entertainment Tax levied by the British Government, and the higher wages which had to be paid to technicians while cinema admissions were falling). By 1950, in a hiatus while The Tales of Hoffmann was in its extensive pre-production preparation stage, both Powell and Pressburger investigated the possibility of working in Canada, where there was no Entertainment Tax, and where ultra-modern new studios were planned in Toronto. At this time, they were under contract to Korda, were making The Tales of Hoffmann, and the move never took place.

Pressburger’s response to exile seems to be typical. In her account of the assimilation of German Jews into English society as a result of the rise of Hitler, Marion Berghahn reports numerous interviews with second-generation settlers which suggested that ‘certain characteristics of the English lifestyle are highly valued – as they are also by the older generation – and the relative lack of them in German society is criticised. The main one is “decency”, but they also include fairness and the inclination towards moderation. The precision and clarity of the English language is especially valued in contrast to German, which so easily inclines towards obscurantism.’5 An admiration of decency and of moderation; delight in the acquisition of a new language: the Prussian émigré Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorff in Blimp exhibits just these traits. He is the most obviously autobiographical of Pressburger’s characterisations.

Native British film culture showed signs of anxiety about the foreign presence in its industry. Take, as a snapshot a few years before what is often seen as the high-water mark of ‘British National Cinema’, Graham Greene’s review of The Marriage of Corbal (Karl Grune), written in 1936 for The Spectator. Greene notices the film’s international credits and, finding his viewing experience to have been ‘appalling’, he strays beyond his specific remit to ask the question, ‘What is an English film?’6 His comic yet bilious diatribe caricatures the English film industry of the 1930s. In a grotesque register, his profile is a pessimistic one:

(Noting) the dark alien executive tipping his cigar behind the glass partition in Wardour Street, the Hungarian producer adapting Mr. Wells’s ideas tactfully at Denham, the German director letting himself down into his canvas chair at Elstree, and the London film critics (I speak with humility: I am one of them) exchanging smutty stories over the hock and the iced pudding and the brandy at the Carlton, I cannot help wondering whether from this great moneyed industry anything of value in the human spirit can ever emerge.7
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