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Introduction

The documentary impulse has long stirred in British culture. Documentary is usually associated with realism, widely considered the most characteristically British of artistic stances. Actually, the bond between these concepts is pretty knotty. But it has underpinned claims that documentary is, for good or ill, the British film genre. Oddly, this assumption is contradicted by standard write-ups of UK cinema and television history, in which documentary makes brief, monolithic appearances before mysteriously vanishing for years or decades at a time.

British documentary has frequently been marginal. But it has a continuous history, comprising many mini-histories. This book is a selective introduction, celebrating it as varied, interesting and – against all expectations – fun.

100 British Documentaries

The films discussed in this book, though very wide-ranging, were selected because each illustrates something specific about the many forms British documentary has taken, and the numerous uses to which it has been put, as it has developed historically. The intended result is an accessible map of a national documentary heritage, using 100 films as coordinates – not an inventory of the best, or of the most historically noteworthy, or of personal favourites (though many entries do fall into at least one of these categories). The absence of (say) The Death of Yugoslavia (1995) doesn’t mean that it’s not outstanding or important. And the presence of Market Place (1959) (for instance) doesn’t mean that it is. However, every film is treated as having intrinsic value: even those included only because they are examples of broader categories are unique works. Every film is also treated as having positional value: even those considered masterpieces resonate with the others on the list, reflecting its broader patterns. The choices are personal, but not designed to corroborate a grand theory of documentary or to sell any one historical variant ahead of others. Nonetheless, the following comments on concepts and history provide helpful context.

100 British Documentaries

Documentary has been perennially dogged by problems of definition. For instance, John Grierson’s famous formulation – ‘the creative treatment of actuality’ – has been welcomed as insightful summary; rejected as self-contradictory; dismissed as vague obfuscation; and acknowledged as a brilliant statement of the obvious. See the Appendix for further reactions!

At the very least, it’s an unusually enduring soundbite, and it does distil a common core from the diverse films included here. They all differ (to varying degrees) from fiction films, which depend less decisively than do documentaries on a claimed relationship with reality. But, just as importantly, these 100 films differ (again, to varying degrees) from non-fiction films that aren’t documentaries and which depend less crucially on the manner by which they have been constructed, and the interpretation brought to them. Counter-intuitively, questions of style, technique, sensibility and viewpoint are as important to documentary as to any other kind of film – arguably more so. This has caused some writers to question the very integrity of the documentary form. Others have sensibly argued for the intelligence of viewers, appreciative that documentaries seek to (and can only) represent reality, not to duplicate it.1

For Grierson, ‘actuality’ made documentaries potentially superior to fiction films, while ‘creative treatment’ made them more advanced than ‘mere records’ and ‘illustrated lectures’. What his definition most appreciably lacks is reference to film-makers’ intentions and audiences’ expectations. Documentaries are designed to represent reality, and watched as such by viewers. Two particular areas of film history – early film with its ‘cinema of attractions’,2 and experimental film-making – clarify the distinction. Many works in both categories contain ‘actuality’ (the very term adopted in early years to label the large quantities of non-fiction then produced). And many ‘creatively treat’ it (a given of experimental artistry). But for some of these films, the creativity is its own end, the actuality merely its source material: these are not documentaries, because they lack a documentary function. Conversely, some films make use of fiction, precisely to fulfil a documentary function.

However, ‘documentary’ needn’t be a documentary’s sole function. Hybrids are the rule, not the exception. Many films in this book are experimental and documentary in nature, or are documentary and entertainment, and political weapon, promotional tool or educational resource. While these fused functions can be mutually compromising, they can also be mutually enriching. Some readers will object to the presence of political broadcasts or classroom teaching aids in a list of documentaries, but those included were carefully chosen precisely because they bring the language of documentary heavily into play while simultaneously fulfilling other functions. Such ‘instrumental’ uses of documentary are rarely discussed but merit close attention.

Cutting across functions are a range of approaches. One writer has influentially divided documentary into ‘modes’: poetic, expository, observational, participatory, reflexive, performative.3 But these, too, are more often mixed than served neat. Documentary also works within several different possible narrative structures: some established in its prehistory, others gradually added to its repertoire. Films are based around events, places, journeys, processes, individuals, communities, institutions or marked passages of time. They might approach a general subject by scrutinising a case study (or by contrasting several). Or they might do so via personal report, compilation of existing materials, or indeed illustrated lecture as decried by Grierson (rather hypocritically: he and his protégés made their fair share). Most of these 100 documentaries combine such formats just as they do modes and functions.

Numerous variables, then, may be found interacting in a single documentary. Each possesses its own treasurably unique structural DNA. However, the one thing documentary isn’t is abstract. Its variables interact in and with specific places and times: in this case the United Kingdom, during the twentieth century and a few years either side. Its cultural DNA is complex stuff.

100 British Documentaries

Branches of an intricate professional family tree linking documentary film-makers within and between generations are glimpsed in these pages. Enabled and constrained by evolving technologies, one generation’s preoccupations and problems may find direct or distorted echo in another’s. British documentary’s story is one of contrasts and continuities. This book broadly traces that story, along the way suggesting certain revisions to received versions, which are sometimes too tidy. Imposing rigid divisions between sectors, phases and movements on British documentary history doesn’t really work (given the UK industry’s small size, it would be surprising if it did). This applies even at the level of mise en scène, where observational and orchestrated styles are rarely mutually exclusive. American ‘Direct Cinema’ may have exalted ‘observation’ above all else (French cinéma vérité did so to a lesser extent, while also promoting ‘interaction’). But this was rarely imported wholesale into Britain. And for decades, films making heavy use of other elements such as directed re-enactment had also incorporated ‘observational’ material. Their makers were untroubled about mixing methods, leaving transitions between them unlabelled. (Also, they generally referred to the ‘observational’ bits simply as ‘actuality’ sequences: note how earlier terminology had persisted, while slightly changing meaning.)

Conventional histories also tend to leave gaps (this book leaves its own gaps, of course). Typically, once lip service has been paid to early actuality films, documentary disappears, resurfacing in 1929. The intervening decades’ documentaries and ‘proto-documentaries’ deserve some attention. Much attention has been given to the 1930s’ ‘documentary movement’ associated with Grierson, especially to public information documentaries made, before propaganda became a dirty word, at three state institutions: the film unit at the Empire Marketing Board, which begat its successor at the General Post Office, which in turn became World War II’s Crown Film Unit. However, these were not the only settings in which the movement worked, and the range of films and film-makers it encompassed is often underestimated. Also it had a complicated, sometimes overlooked, coexistence both with more radical and with more commercial film-makers.

The period between 1939 and 1945 is rightly recorded as a major documentary moment, but shortly thereafter documentary appears to evaporate rapidly once more, this time reappearing as Free Cinema in the late 1950s. The Free Cinema group professed dislike for the documentary movement (their admiration for Humphrey Jennings being the exception that proved the rule). But a telling similarity is that both made conscious, determined efforts at thrusting themselves, via writings and screenings, into cutting-edge film culture and thence the history books. This is significant in itself. But it doesn’t follow that none of the documentaries – and there were many – made in the decade preceding Free Cinema is worth watching.

Nor does the marginal post-war presence of Grierson and certain key colleagues prove that their ‘movement’ had entirely collapsed. It continued, in much modified form and circumstances, until about 1980. Several examples of its output are included here. This book also takes an interest in the phenomenon of ‘sponsored’ communications usually identified with the documentary movement but also practised elsewhere, and up to the present day. Frequently thought of as the fatal flaw in Griersonian documentary (‘sponsorship meant self-censorship’),4 as a foundation for cultural endeavour it has a longer history than unfettered free expression does. This doesn’t mean any film-makers represented here are Mozarts or Michelangelos, just that sponsored craftsmanship can yield quality products, as well as interesting tensions.

If documentary film declined after 1945, it was a slower, more complicated, much more interesting decline than generally realised. A related historical problem is the complex relationship between cinema and television documentary: more accurately, projected and broadcast documentary. This book focuses on the documentary ‘film’. But television having undeniably become its principal outlet, and source of funding, several television ‘films’ are included. This portion of the list does not aim at a full account of television documentary in its own right (that would require another book). Rather, it surveys the ways in which television refined then increasingly modified documentary as it had developed beforehand. Significant modifications (most with ‘film’ antecedents but never so pervasively applied) include: association of documentary with journalism; use of interviews; use of presenters; sustained use of the observational mode; documentaries forming ongoing series; and single documentaries being shown in scheduled ‘slots’. All of these interact with patterns of consumption very different from those of film – an interaction now heavily mediated by the processes by which broadcasters commission programmes from producers.

This all said, the distribution histories of many films on this list indicate some continuing relationship between broadcast and non-broadcast spaces, small and large screens – not necessarily in cinemas. Grierson long ago claimed that ‘non-theatrical’ venues were the ideal destinations for documentaries (probably to rationalise his failure to get them into cinemas). With the emergence of digital screen networks and ‘webumentary’, new ‘non-theatrical’ spaces are emerging and their relationships with ‘theatrical’ and ‘broadcast’ ones are up for renegotiation.

Documentary is witness to a century of extraordinary change. Certain key events are regularly referenced in these pages: two world wars, for starters, and two massively reforming governments on opposite sides of the political spectrum. They provide settings, subjects or subtexts (sometimes years after the fact) for many of these films. Others register broader trends, from rising affluence to declining deference. And, these films all reflect Britishness in its contradictory complexity: brave, staid, ugly, inventive, hypocritical, refined, rebellious, haunted. And, of course, fixated with class: witness a long line of documentarists from relatively privileged backgrounds speaking to, for or about the British working class.

Like all cultural artefacts, these 100 films will accumulate different sets of meanings for different generations, outside their makers’ control.

100 British Documentaries

Every film in this book has a complicated archival history, influencing the ways in which it is currently available to us: a history whose details are unique to each production. Unlike some documentaries, all of these films at least still exist: all preserved in some form, mostly by the BFI National Archive, BBC Broadcast Archives or the Imperial War Museum, sometimes by their rights-holders or in specialist, regional or overseas collections.

The scope and value of much past writing about documentaries has been severely constrained by their limited availability. However (partly with the aid of digital technologies), access to documentary heritage is widening: necessarily gradually, given the complexity of the technical and legal issues and the huge costs involved in overcoming them. As a companion to this book, most of the 100 films discussed can be viewed as part of the BFI’s Mediatheque initiative: <www.bfi.org.uk/mediatheque>.

Watch them, enjoy – and make up your own mind. Then get to work on your own list of 100 British Documentaries.

Note on the Entries

Where a film is clearly part of a series, the series is listed in brackets after the individual film title. If the film belongs to a looser cycle of films, or was screened within a non-sequential television slot, this is usually referred to in the entry itself rather than in the header.

Many films have no credited director, are entirely uncredited, or were made in production circumstances in which the role of ‘director’ was not recognised. For this reason, a ‘possessive credit’ has usually been included in headers only where a director is credited (e.g., Snow – Geoffrey Jones), or where a ‘producer’ has been credited and their creative role clearly corresponds to that of director as generally understood (e.g., The Shadows in the Cave – Adam Curtis). More thorough listings, sometimes including personnel or organisations not credited on screen, can be found at the bottom of each entry, but these are necessarily selective. Readers seeking detailed credits are directed to <www.bfi.org.uk/filmtvinfo/ftvdb/>.
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