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INTRODUCTION

REVISITING EALING

Mark Duguid, Lee Freeman, Keith M. Johnston and Melanie Williams

Why Revisit Ealing?

Ealing remains probably the most iconic and best-loved studio in British cinema history, with films that continue to attract and fascinate enthusiasts and scholars. Its continued importance within national and international perspectives on British cinema and society has been ably demonstrated by references in the popular press, regular DVD releases and film screenings, and a series of academic studies: overviews of the studio in Charles Barr’s landmark book, Ealing Studios, and George Perry’s Forever Ealing; a number of single-film studies, including Michael Newton’s Kind Hearts and Coronets, Penelope Houston’s Went the Day Well? and Colin McArthur’s Whisky Galore! and The Maggie; a focus on one of the studio’s key directors in Philip Kemp’s Lethal Innocence: The Cinema of Alexander Mackendrick; while David Wilson’s Projecting Britain: Ealing Studios Film Posters explored the studio’s innovative approach to poster art.1

Ealing Studios’ back catalogue is now more accessible than at any point in the studio’s history, with over 70 per cent of the studio’s films now available to own on Studiocanal DVDs. This allows both academics and general viewers to see a wider range of films than the handful that have long been in circulation on television, which has tended to foreground an established Ealing canon, mostly limited to comedies and war films, with rare additions such as Dead of Night (1945). The 2011 Ealing Studios eightieth anniversary celebrations saw the rerelease onto the cinema screens of a number of popular Ealing films and digitally remastered Blu-Ray editions of Went the Day Well? (1942), Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949), Whisky Galore! (1949) and The Lavender Hill Mob (1951). The national media covered these rereleases and the wider celebrations, which included Tally Ho! Cycle Tours (supported by Studiocanal and in conjunction with Wayne Hemmingway’s Vintage festival at the Southbank centre), organised London bicycle tours of famous Ealing locations from The Lavender Hill Mob, Hue and Cry (1947) and Passport to Pimlico (1949). Such a level of activity is almost unheard of for a British film studio, particularly one whose main period of activity ended more than fifty years ago.

Ealing’s unusual position in the national culture extends beyond viewing the films themselves. Writing in the Observer on 23 October 2011, Yvonne Roberts drew a comparison between the Occupy London Stock Exchange protest that had begun its occupation of St Pauls Cathedral in the City and Ealing comedies. Praising the do-it-yourself ethos of the campaign, Roberts wrote:

It has been that kind of occupation: full of characters, inventiveness, humour, enterprise and the kind of co-operation that money can’t buy … So far, the occupation is both uplifting and an almost nostalgic reminder of one of those admirable Ealing comedies, full of vicars, spinsters, pin-striped cads, sprightly young things and a rather muddled good-natured plot in which, sooner or later, the spirit of Britain in the Blitz is invoked.2

Roberts’s comparison is illuminating on several fronts, drawing into sharp focus the enduring image of Ealing, reflecting both the studio’s longevity and its continued presence within Britain’s collective cultural consciousness. The nature of the occupation – its pitting of the small against the powerful, the disorganised against the organised and its promotion of community values as opposed to the interest of big business – represents a crystallisation of many recurring aspects of the Ealing ideal, and the St Paul’s occupation and surrounding furore was described as having the ‘flavour of a debased Ealing comedy’3 by Marina Hyde in the Guardian.

The evocation of the Ealing spirit ought to come as little surprise as economically Britain in the early part of the 2010s throws up a number of similarities with the golden age of Ealing. Today’s ‘we’re all in this together’ rhetoric of national consensus, repeated hollowly by government ministers and spokespeople in defence of the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition’s austerity programme, reminds us of an earlier austerity age: the 1940s–50s context of much of Ealing’s output. The prime minister David Cameron’s pet ‘Big Society’ project might seem to echo the community values evoked by so many Ealing films, but the reduced role for the state it fondly imagines is a continuation of policies that have their roots in the 1980s, not the 1940s, and share little with Ealing’s idea of community, which grew from wartime radicalisation and is inextricably entwined with the same welfare state that the present government seems so determined to undermine.

References to Ealing Studios and its works still surface regularly in contemporary cultural discourse. A 2008 dispute between Ealing council and local protesters who were attempting to stop the removal of Victorian lampposts in Hanwell, west London, was described as ‘like an Ealing comedy’4 by the Observer. In May 2011, the South Wales Evening Post reported a dispute over feuding councillors which ‘sounds like one of those old Ealing studios comedies’,5 while in the following February’s Scotland on Sunday, the managing director of an Islay distillery suggested that overzealous security at the local airport ‘would make a fantastic Ealing comedy’.6

These references confirm the studio’s continuing hold on the nation’s memory, and reaffirm that Ealing Studios is ripe for revisitation, particularly as such references display a selective memory: invariably ‘Ealing’ is twinned with ‘comedy’. Yet there is much more diversity even in Ealing’s comedies than seems to be widely recognised, and a great deal more to Ealing than comedy alone. One of the primary intentions of this book is to push aside simplistic stereotypes of ‘classic’ Ealing, to reassess those films that have been unfairly passed over in the creation of a narrow Ealing canon and to make a case for revisiting even the most apparently humble of the studio’s output.

Ealing Studios: A Brief History

The history of Ealing Studios, the men who ran it and the films that it produced is inevitably more diverse than the popular assumptions about ‘Ealing comedies’ outlined above. As has been regularly noted, only a third of Ealing’s output could be classified as comedy, and the other two-thirds contain a wide combination of generic identities (thriller, crime, melodrama, supernatural/horror, historical, fantasy, spy, epic – even, arguably, a Western), creative personnel and acting talent. Indeed, the description ‘Ealing Studios’ may itself be misleading, given it is possible to break that down into five distinct sections:

a) Films made at Will Barker’s studio at Ealing Green from 1902 through 1929;

b)Films made at the refurbished Ealing studios (expanding out from Barker’s site), between 1930 and 1938, under the ownership of Associated Talking Pictures;

c)Films made between 1938 and 1959 by a production company headed up by Michael Balcon (eventually titled ‘Ealing Studios Limited’) while at location (b);

d)Films and television programmes made at location (b) from 1955 on, by the BBC and other production companies;

e)Films produced by a modern company called Ealing Studios, many produced at a modernised location (b) since 2002.
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Jack Hawkins and guard outside Ealing Studios



This book, and indeed almost every other study of Ealing Studios (most notably Perry’s Forever Ealing and Barr’s Ealing Studios), is concerned with definition (c). That is not to dismiss the films made before 1938 or after 1959 (Steve Chibnall and Dylan Cave’s chapters in this collection, respectively, cover those periods), but to acknowledge that something special, something different, has continually been claimed for the company that Michael Balcon created when he arrived at the physical site of Ealing Studios in 1938 to produce The Gaunt Stranger with director Walter Forde. While the collection will necessarily expand on specific aspects of Balcon’s 1938–59 tenure, it is worth summarising here some of the known and unknown aspects of Ealing Studios’ history, to offer an overview of the time period Ealing operated in, the creative personnel who worked behind the scenes and the range of films they produced.

As noted above, production at Ealing began when ‘retired commercial traveller’ and photographer Will G. Barker bought property facing onto Ealing Green. Inspired by a trip to France, where he saw early Lumière shorts, Barker planned to make his own moving pictures, first outdoors (shooting between 9am and 3pm ‘closest to the light intensity of high noon’) and then in a photographic building or ‘stage’ made ‘almost entirely out of glass’.7 Barker was a great experimenter in British film production, allegedly creating Britain’s first ‘talkie’ in 1908 when he filmed a sequence that was synchronised to a gramophone record, expanding his ‘studio’ out to three glass stages for the first screen version of Hamlet (1912), working with the great Shakespearian actor Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree on Henry VIII (1911) and producing a series of ‘topicals’, short news features whose subjects included the funerals of Gladstone and Queen Victoria.8 When Barker retired from film-making after World War I, his studio was sold to General Film Renters in 1920, bought by Union Studios in 1929 (who refurbished it for sound production) and then, finally, acquired by Associated Talking Pictures (ATP) in 1930.

The story of ATP – and its owner, Basil Dean – is covered in more detail in Steve Chibnall’s chapter, but it is an important development to consider here due to the further investment and expansion of the studio facilities. Opened in November 1931, and designed to move into sound productions (for both ATP and the independent companies who would continue to hire the studio space through the 1930s), the smaller stage 1 and larger stage 2 were built first, followed by the largest stage 3 (usually split into stages 3A and 3B) in 1934, with a model stage (for special effects) added in 1944 and a dubbing stage added in 1949.9 At the same time, ATP expanded the whole Ealing Studios site into a modern complex that included a powerhouse (providing electricity independent of the public supply), properties store, workshops, canteen, carpenter’s shop and dressing rooms. Despite the scale this suggests, a journalist commented (several years later) that it was a ‘little postage stamp of a studio … The studio’s backlot is barely large enough to turn a car in.’10

Michael Balcon’s 1938 arrival at this new Ealing complex was the serendipitous result of two parallel failures within the larger world of British cinema: his own, and that of Basil Dean. As chapters 1 and 2 of this volume cover in more detail, the introduction of ‘Ealing Studios’ was a result of Dean’s resignation in April 1938 and Balcon’s recent unhappy experience running Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s British production unit, and his intention to return to independent film-making.11 The transitional first few years of Balcon’s reign at Ealing represented a studio with a production ethos and slate that was uncertain of its place and direction, although working towards Balcon’s belief (fostered through his 1930s experiences) that ‘a film, to be international, must be thoroughly national in the first instance’.12 Arguably, this transitional period only ended with the moral certainty of World War II and a broader understanding of how the ‘thoroughly national’ could fuel a series of films that claimed to represent (or construct) a national identity.

The first films produced after Dean’s departure and as Balcon arrived continued in a similar vein to ATP’s: low-budget thrillers The Gaunt Stranger, The Ware Case (1938) and The Four Just Men (1939); George Formby comedies Trouble Brewing and Come on George (both 1939); dramas There Ain’t No Justice and Young Man’s Fancy (both 1939); and comedies Let’s Be Famous and Cheer Boys Cheer (both 1939). If these early films represented a transitional moment between the kind of productions ATP and Balcon’s Ealing Studios would invest in, it was also transitional in terms of creative staff. Walter Forde, Robert Stevenson, Pen Tennyson (as discussed in Martin Carter’s chapter) and Anthony Kimmins directed the bulk of the pre- and early World War II films; many were written by Stevenson, Kimmins, Sidney Gilliat, Roland Pertwee and Angus MacPhail; Ronald Neame is director of photography on eleven of the studio’s first fifteen films; music is by Ernest Irving (featured in Geoff Brown’s chapter); while publicity was handled by Monja Danischewsky (as discussed in Nathalie Morris’s chapter). Of this transitional team, only Danischewsky, Irving and MacPhail would continue to work regularly with Ealing through the 1940s: given that MacPhail had writing or co-writing credits on forty of the ninety-five features produced at Ealing under Balcon, and gave ‘script advice, often uncredited, on just about every script to pass through Ealing Studios’, he remains one of the unsung creative forces of the Ealing Studios ‘team’.13
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The first Balconera Ealing film: The Gaunt Stranger (1938), featuring George Merrit, Sonnie Hale and Patrick Barr



The disappearance of many of the other creative individuals from the credits of later Ealing productions can, of course, be explained by the advance of World War II: many enlisted or were called up to fight and found new opportunities postwar. Wilfrid Shingleton, for example, was the art director for ATP who worked on all Ealing films from Trouble Brewing until 1941’s Ships with Wings. He returned to the film industry, after wartime service, but not to Ealing, working on the likes of Great Expectations (1946) and The African Queen (1951). Some Ealing staff were offered opportunities by rival studios, in Britain or Hollywood (Forde and Stevenson both moved to America, Neame was DoP on 1942’s In Which We Serve and 1945’s Blithe Spirit before moving into directing with 1947’s Take My Life). Charles Barr and George Perry note that two particular figures from this transitional period (Stevenson and Tennyson) are both great ‘might have beens’ within Ealing’s history, individuals who (in association with Balcon) might have brought other projects and topics to future studio productions. Balcon himself dates the start of the ‘Ealing tradition’ to Tennyson’s There Ain’t No Justice, which was the first salvo in his plans to ‘achieve the double aim of making a constructive British contribution to international kinema and of putting in our own theatres a product attractive in its own right’.14
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Michael Balcon with Angus MacPhail, one of the unsung creative forces of Ealing
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Alberto Cavalcanti, seen here with director of photography Gordon Dines on the set of The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby (1947), was a key figure in Ealing Studios during the 1940s



As is clear from his identification of Tennyson, Balcon needed to recruit new blood for these ‘“native” films’.15 Between 1940 and 1947, the Ealing team grew to include familiar names who contributed to its legacy: Alberto Cavalcanti, Robert Hamer, Hal Mason, Charles Crichton, Charles Frend, Sidney Cole, Michael Relph, Douglas Slocombe, Harry Watt, T. E. B. ‘Tibby’ Clarke, Henry Cornelius, Seth Holt, Michael Truman, Alexander Mackendrick and Anthony Mendleson (the subject of Catherine Suroweic’s chapter). These were the men (and it is noticeable that they are all men) who were involved in the regular round-table sessions to discuss new projects and ideas, and who took part in what appeared to be a communal decision-making process (although to those on the outside of this inner ‘team’ of film-makers, it would not have felt so democratic). As Robert Murphy notes in his chapter, many of Ealing’s creative individuals talked of themselves as belonging to the same generation: with Clarke, Cole, Cornelius, Crichton, Danischewsky, Basil Dearden, Frend, Hamer, Mackendrick, Relph, Tennyson, Truman and Watt all being born between 1906 and 1916, and living through many of the same experiences.16 Importantly, Balcon also saw Ealing as a place that could foster and grow talent. Many of these names were promoted through the Ealing ranks: Crichton (already an editor for Korda’s London Films) edited Ealing war documentary Yellow Caesar (1941) and feature Nine Men (1943) before moving into directing with For Those in Peril (1944); Basil Dearden, one of the transitional team as ATP became Ealing, worked as a junior assistant, assistant director (with Will Hay on three of his Ealing films), assistant producer and then director on The Bells Go Down (1943); Hamer started as an editor on George Formby’s final Ealing film, Turned Out Nice Again (1941) and stepped in as director on San Demetrio, London (1943) when Charles Frend fell ill, before directing a segment of Dead of Night. Alongside these famous names, Ealing’s publicity department also emphasised the ‘happy atmosphere’ of the studio, where many employees (normally in the craft departments) remained with the studio for twenty years or more.17

The ‘Ealing Studios’ that these individuals helped to construct is one informed by the propaganda needs of World War II (notably the desire to represent a coherent and cohesive British national identity) and the introduction of several documentary film-makers (notably Cavalcanti and Watt, as well as documentary photographer Douglas Slocombe): the combination of these elements moved Ealing towards a drama-documentary aesthetic that emphasised Britain pulling together during wartime, the ‘stiffened human pride, and the national solidity, inspired by World War II’.18 Balcon described the commission of several Ministry of Information documentaries as dovetailing Ealing’s production ‘into a wartime pattern’, films that ‘rendered some public service. They were documentary in their approach.’19 The combination of Balcon’s commercial instinct, combined with the documentary school, ‘provided the force from which emerged what are now thought of en bloc – though their variety is considerable – as the Ealing films’.20

The importance of the war within histories of Ealing Studios is, naturally, covered in the initial chapters of this volume: Martin Carter considers the start of the Ealing war film in Pen Tennyson’s films, Andrew Roberts looks at the notion of the ‘people’s war’, Mark Duguid and Katy McGaham consider the route by which documentary entered Ealing’s bloodstream, while Lee Freeman considers the political content of these wartime productions. Yet the war infiltrates almost all of Ealing’s films, from the dramatised documentary of San Demetrio, London to the comedies starring George Formby, Will Hay and Tommy Trinder. These nine wartime comedies – setting aside Trinder’s more dramatic turn in The Foreman Went to France (1942) and The Bells Go Down, or Hay’s appearance in The Big Blockade (1942) – presented a broader form of comic propaganda, coherent in their mockery of German efficiency, militaristic culture and undercover work. Mistaken identities, British comics in German uniform and direct attacks on Hitler (most noticeably the Formby dream sequence in Let George Do It! from 1940) fuel these comic films, which Balcon retrospectively dismissed as providing ‘some respite for a public that had known nothing but bad news for a long time’.21 However, the films are a useful representation of the way Ealing Studios attempted to engage with star-led production. While the Formby films can be seen as a hangover from ATP, Hay and Trinder came to the studio on Balcon’s watch, and their films (Trinder’s particularly) follow a similar pattern to Formby’s: a music-hall star with repetitive catch-phrases and established persona inserted into recognisable comedy narratives retooled for war. It is possible to read Trinder’s status in the studio as Balcon’s attempt to create a Formby-style star, a process that became more complex as the studio pushed the comedian into more straight performances in The Bells Go Down and Bitter Springs (1950), although both films (and their marketing materials) stressed links to established ideas of Trinder’s star persona.22
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Educational poster created by the Pictorial Charts Service for the release of The Titfield Thunderbolt (1953)



Ealing was rarely talked about as a star-led studio, and many of its wartime productions focused on a cast of individuals from different walks of life (and classes) pulling together for a common cause. These characters (and character types) were played by a range of recurring actors: Basil Radford, Meredith Edwards, Mervyn Johns, Raymond Huntley, Gladys Henson, Stanley Holloway, Gordon Jackson, Jack Warner, Guy Middleton, Derek Bond, Ralph Michael, Robert Beatty, Bernard Lee, Elliot Mason, John Laurie et al. These actors, and more (including a number of child actors, as considered in Colin Sell’s chapter), formed a nascent repertory company whose presence helped to define Ealing’s productions as a coherent and interconnected whole, as much as a diverse series of individual pleasures (the repertory model would reappear in later British cinema, most obviously in the Carry On … series and Hammer’s horror cycle). That is not to say that Ealing did not employ (or attempt to hone) stars in its films. It did, after all, produce films with Googie Withers, David Niven, Jack Hawkins, Dirk Bogarde, John Mills, Richard Attenborough and Alec Guinness (Balcon recalls being told he was ‘out of your bloody mind’ when he suggested Alec Guinness could be made into a film star23 – Balcon’s view was more than vindicated, as James Walters’ chapter shows): but Ealing was not led by star performances. The studio preferred to work with a regular coterie of actors, returning again to ideas around the centrality of a collective body rather than an individual celebrity.

Ealing in wartime, then, was powered by a strong sense of creative teamwork, both in front of and behind the camera; an aesthetic combination of documentary and drama; and a belief in the (positive) social purpose of propaganda. During the war, Balcon proudly stated that ‘ninety per cent of our wartime schedule has been devoted to films with a war background, and of these (comedies included) each has contained elements of propaganda in varying degrees’.24 Ealing Studios had a strong sense of itself in wartime, as a purveyor (and, arguably, representation) of a particular form of British national identity, through a documentary-inspired aesthetic and approach. Writing in 1945, as the war drew to a close, Balcon launched a manifesto of what postwar British cinema should be:

[T]he need is great for a projection of the true Briton to the rest of the world … Britain as a patron and parent of great writing, painting and music; Britain as a questing explorer, adventurer and trader; Britain as the home of great industry and craftsmanship; Britain as a mighty military power standing alone and undaunted against terrifying aggression. … Fiction films which portray contemporary life in Britain in different sections of our society, films with an outdoor background of the British scene, screen biographies of our great, screen adaptations of literary classics, films reflecting the post-war aspirations not of governments or parties, but of individuals.

It is a manifesto that described Ealing’s own identity and plans. At the heart of the studio remained a coherent and consistent team that ensured continuity between wartime success and a new postwar identity, able to build on existing production techniques and approaches, to translate wartime ‘realism’ into commercial film-making. The studio remained much as it was in Basil Dean’s day, a ‘little postage stamp … [whose] very smallness has worked in many ways to give Ealing’s pictures their special character’, but powered by Balcon’s belief in national cinema.25 The immediate postwar years demonstrated Ealing’s intention to follow through on Balcon’s 1945 statement: Dickens adaptation The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby (1947), a biography of ill-fated polar explorer Captain Robert Falcon Scott in Scott of the Antarctic (1948), explorations of contemporary British life in It Always Rains on Sunday (1947) and Hue and Cry, and reflections on Britain in wartime in The Captive Heart (1946) and Against the Wind (1948). Almost all the films moved beyond the confines of the studio to explore the ‘outdoor background’ of Britain (and beyond, with Dublin in Another Shore, 1948, and Australia in The Overlanders, 1946). This expansion beyond the safe path of wartime productions was described by Balcon as a necessary step away to avoid the ‘formation flying’ and ‘over-insistence on realism’, a call for the industry as a whole to ‘widen its horizon’.26

Part of this expansion was the production of a group of postwar comedies running from Hue and Cry in 1947 to The Ladykillers in 1955. It is with these comedies that Ealing remains most strongly associated: they have been understood as a subgenre in their own right and have come to be regarded among the highlights of the nation’s cinematic heritage. Even by 1955 Kenneth Tynan was describing Ealing comedies as ‘the regimental mascot
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