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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past 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, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect show-prints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, filmmakers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon … informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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Alexander Korda and H. G. Wells examine the designs for Things to Come
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My thanks are due to Tony Aldgate, Tim Benton, Bernard Myers, Gillian Naylor, David Queensberry, Colin Sorenson, Penny Sparke, Moira Tait, and Helen Rees (then of the Design Museum) who asked me to deliver the first Paul Reilly Memorial Lecture, parts of which have been incorporated into this book. Also to the long-suffering staff at the National Art Library, the Royal College of Art Library and the BFI Library and Information Services. Ed Buscombe of the BFI was an equally long-suffering editor ('Is Things to Come coming soon?' he would ask), Sue Bobbermein provided research support, the Stills, Posters and Designs Department moved very fast, and Markku Salmi did wonders with the credits. Elaine Burrows of the National Film and Television Archive helped to establish the film's original running time. Gill Plummer and Helen Frayling managed somehow, and under pressurised conditions, to decipher my handwriting. The University of Illinois Research and Reference Centre (H. G. Wells archive) kindly supplied the typescript letters from Wells to Arthur Bliss.

Things to Come is unusual, in that H. G. Wells' original treatment (entitled Whither Mankind?), his shooting script and release script have all been published – the shooting script at the time (as Things to Come – a film story), the treatment and release script in Leon Stover's The Prophetic Soul; the BFI also holds an original of the release script in its collections, which I checked against the published transcription. All scholars who work on Things to Come are indebted to Leon Stover's book, the commentary of which deals interestingly with H. G. Wells' social and political ideas in the mid-1930s. This book is more concerned with Things to Come as a film, or as a visual experience, and its intention is to provide another, congruent, way into this underrated classic. The book is dedicated to the RCA art and design students to whom I have lectured, on the subject of Things to Come and matters arising, for many years: their comments, and above all their work, have often proved an inspiration.

Professor Christopher Frayling

London, January 1995

All still photographs contained in the book are supplied courtesy of CTE (Carlton) Ltd and copyright in the film Things to Come and all stills from the film remains vested in CTE (Carlton) Ltd.
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(r. to l.) Ned Mann (special effects director), William Cameron Menzies (director) and Harry Zech (special effects photography)
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My experience of the film Things to Come began in autumn 1970, when I first heard – and was thrilled by – the suite of music which Arthur Bliss wrote for the soundtrack, at an orchestral concert in the Albert Hall. I was humming the March for days. A couple of years later, I saw the film itself on the big screen, in the Imperial War Museum's viewing theatre: I was researching and archiving RAF newsreels of the Second World War at the time, and, if memory serves, my invitation to watch the film – on a very cold Monday morning, together with three other people – was for the purposes of aircraft recognition. The 35 mm print of Things to Come not only warmed me up: forgive the cliché, but it sent shivers of a different sort up my spine as well. The music, the design, the special effects, the editing, the conviction of the performances – above all, the sheer scale and ambition of the film – made me forget all about whether or not Raymond Massey's bi-plane was a Hawker 1-SE, and how many Avro 504s were in Ralph Richardson's bedraggled fleet of old-fashioned crates, and where on earth the design for the twin-hulled Basra Bombers came from. So I had to ask the projectionist to run the film again, from the beginning of course, with the theatre's lights half on, to let me consult my government-issue silhouette book.

Sure, some of the acting creaked a little, and the characters tended to be arranged in tidy tableaux vivants as they addressed the audience rather than each other. But that didn't seem to matter. What mattered was that here was a British (well, Hungarian-British) science fiction movie which, like the best of predictive literature, had thought hard about the philosophy and politics of science as well as the hardware, the social structure of the future as well as the costumes. And it looked great. A whole universe away from the white zipper suits and steering wheels of Saturday morning serials. Up to then, I'd associated science fiction in the British media with Daleks which couldn't move upstairs, Thunderbird puppets, Nicholas Parsons in a metal helmet advertising Blue Car Travel, robotic Martians with shell-shaped heads discussing mashed potatoes, and a large white bubble chasing a man in a blazer across the sands at Portmeirion. There had been the television Quatermass, with its unforgettable image of an astronaut transmuting into a giant vegetable in the vaults of Westminster Abbey, but that was a long time ago. And there had been 2001: A Space Odyssey, which I'd watched again and again from the front row of the London Casino, letting the 'beyond the infinite' sequence make me dizzy: but I still couldn't figure out why a four-million year-old minimalist sculpture, school of Donald Judd, was whizzing around the stratosphere and somehow distributing wisdom wherever it happened to land, and why Keir Dullea had turned into a starchild in a neo-Georgian hotel bedroom.

A visit to the 'Thirties' exhibition at the Hayward Gallery in autumn 1979 stimulated thoughts about the look of Things to Come – 1936 and 2036 – and how it connected with the domestic design of the period: everything from the transparent furniture and huge flowers in oversized vases to the interiors (which seemed vaguely to resemble some of the more glitzy 1930s hotel foyers and bathrooms) to the style of the graphics and the elaborate deco flying machines. Most of the visitors to the 'Thirties' show seemed to think this was all the stuff of nostalgia; but in 1936 it must have been – credibly – the shape of things to come. Then, a visit to the Institute of Contemporary Arts in January 1980 to see the Moholy-Nagy exhibition introduced me to sixteen stills of the Hungarian artist-designer's visual contributions to the 'building of Everytown' sequence from Things to Come, as well as to his abstract film Light-play (1930) – involving rays of light projected through a metal mobile sculpture, with superimpositions – which resembled moments from that sequence in Korda's epic. The exhibition did not speculate about Moholy's exact contribution to Things to Come, but another seed had been planted.

I have seen Things to Come many times since then. On the big screen, on video, on television in Alexander Korda seasons. The post-Star Wars generation of multi-million-dollar 'B' movies has, if anything, made the seriousness – the painful seriousness – of Things to Come all the more cherishable. Pauline Kael's famous judgment on these films – that they were part of a general 'infantilisation' of mainstream Hollywood in the late 1970s – is not a charge that could ever be levelled at Korda and H. G. Wells. I've even used the film for teaching on a course about design in the movies, at the Royal College of Art – exploring the evolution of 'the idea of the city' from the filmic symphonies of the 1920s (Walther Ruttmann's Berlin, Dziga Vertov's Man with a Movie Camera, Fritz Lang's Metropolis and Sergei Eisenstein's October) to the gloomy postmodernist fantasies of the 1980s (notably Ridley Scott's Blade Runner, with its retro-Thirties Los Angeles in the year 2019 drenched with acid rain, Terry Gilliam's Brazil and Paul Verhoeven's RoboCop). Via, of course, William Cameron Menzies' Things to Come, the look of which is now an established part of the fantasy designer's lexicon – again, camp in retrospect (the film was regularly shown in the 1980s on American pay-tv in a season called Summer Camp), earnest at the time. And also via Alexander Mackendrick's The Man in the White Suit (1951), the 'fibre construction' sequence of which explicitly parodies Things to Come. At a design conference in Glasgow in September 1993, I was discussing Things to Come when Victor Papanek – guru of alternative/appropriate technology and author of How Things Don't Work – stood up and informed the audience that as a schoolboy he had appeared as an extra at Denham and shouted 'Here comes the Boss, here's to the Boss': a bizarre link between modernity according to H. G. Wells and its polar opposite.

While mainstream film histories have tended
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