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I

Overviews


Introduction to the Mitchell and Kenyon Collection

Vanessa Toulmin, Patrick Russell and Simon Popple

The primary inspiration for this book is the Peter Worden Collection of Films. This collection, subsequently referred to throughout the text as the ‘Mitchell and Kenyon Collection’, or simply the ‘Collection’, was donated to the bfi National Film and Television Archive at the British Film Institute by Peter Worden. The discovery of the Collection is one of the most important finds in the field of early British film studies and its prior history is best summarised by the donor himself:

Assisted by his son John, Sagar Mitchell had continued to run [his] shop at 40 Northgate, Blackburn well into his old age. I can remember, as a boy, going into the shop … and being confronted by this well-dressed, but – as he seemed to me – rather severe old man with the waxed pencil-tapered moustache. He died, aged 85, in 1952 when I was fourteen years … Throughout the 1970s, 80s, and into the 90s I had monitored the probability that … some film material … was probably still stored in the 40 Northgate property … Then [in November 1995] … the appearance at auction of SOME of these films occurred … when 70 small boxes, mainly of enacted material (dramas and comedies) were bought by The Cinema Museum. [In] June 1994 … [I received a message from someone that several] specimen rolls of 35mm 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 eighteen months … and contractors employed to strip it out totally … In the cellar had been found three metal drums … crammed solid with film, and if I didn’t ‘rate’ them they were going into the skip! … curbing my excitement, [I] arranged for the three drums to be delivered to me. My main concern was that they should be stored in as stable and secure an environment as I could – in the short term – provide; so I went out and bought a chest freezer – which was never switched on!

Slowly, over the next couple of months, I removed each film and noted all idents … The films were … invariably very dusty and filthy to handle … in one [metal drum] was found a ripped piece of newspaper: page 13, with that day’s runners at Newmarket. I was subsequently told by a Mrs Morris at the racecourse that the newspaper related to activity in 1922 – which, interestingly, is the same year as the dissolution of the M&K partnership! I surmise that a ‘junior’ employee had been told to store away the films, rather than destroy them, and had removed them from shelves where they had lain … gathering dust … As the years went by, I spent what was, for a private individual, a ridiculous amount of money having 35mm conservation positive prints made from this material, all of which turned out to be camera original negative. Clearly this was an impossible project for me to adequately fulfil, both financially and in terms of physical resources. Logic intervened … having regard to the unique nature of the Collection, which rewrites early British cinema history, agreement was reached for the entire 1994 ‘find’ to be taken over by the bfi on behalf of the nation. This took place in July 2000 … 1

The Collection thus joined other surviving materials associated with the Mitchell and Kenyon firm, including the small number already archivally preserved, and the fiction films alluded to by Worden and since lovingly restored by the Cinema Museum. The Peter Worden Collection, consisting almost exclusively of local actuality films – became the subject of a four-year collaborative partnership between the bfi and the National Fairground Archive at the University of Sheffield, culminating in the present volume and the accompanying DVD release. This project involved the preservation and restoration of the entire Collection, and extensive research, generously funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Board, into the context of each film and of the Collection as a whole. This enables us for the first time to properly examine a series of neglected relationships between early films and producers, exhibitors and audiences, within a multi-regional rather than national metropolitan framework. These films were the product of a highly developed system of commissioning by itinerant regional showmen and were intended to be an evolving, contemporaneous source of entertainment and news. The research project has so far been able to begin the process of uncovering details of the commissioning, the key showmen involved in exhibiting these films and the network of venues in which they were exhibited. It has examined contemporary advertising, reviews, and other sources, and the insights yielded add to the already considerable richness of the strikingly restored films. The present volume represents the first step on a long road to fully exploring the consequences of the discovery of this national treasure. The writers who have contributed to it offer their initial reflections – from the fields of film history, archiving, local history and a variety of subject specialisms – on the potential of Mitchell and Kenyon to rewrite our understandings of the history of early film-making and many aspects of British social and cultural life.2 The deliberate inclusion of voices from a variety of scholarly disciplines is a part of wider current efforts by the moving image archive community to encourage the use of film and television archives as unique resources for, and inspirations to, those working outside of, as well as within, the confines of film and television studies. This book also marks the conclusion of a project which is groundbreaking for having so systematically brought together in the form of its lead partners the mutually enriching, but sometimes mutually misunderstood, trajectories of film archiving and academic research. As such, it is intended as something of a blueprint for future collaborations between moving image archives and academic institutions. Certainly, if these future collaborations prove as rewarding for the archivist, the academic and the layperson as this one has done, then the immediate future for British film heritage could prove exciting indeed.
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M&K 59: Alfred Butterworth & Sons, Glebe Mills (1901) capturing the impact the movie camera continues to hold on children then and now.



NOTES

1.Edited from correspondence between Peter Worden and Patrick Russell, on the latter’s request for an account of the donor’s involvement with the Collection, so that its full history could be placed on file at the bfi.

2.The opinions expressed in all of the following essays are, of course, those of the authors, and not necessarily those of the editors.


1 Mitchell and Kenyon: A Successful, Pioneering and ‘Travelled’ Partnership of Production

Timothy Neal, Vanessa Toulmin and Rebecca Vick

Until the discovery of the Peter Worden Collection, the firm of Mitchell and Kenyon were little more than an interesting regional film company operating in the north of England in the first decade of the twentieth century. Known largely for their surviving Boer War reconstructions, very little has been written about the company’s contribution to film history. The restoration and subsequent research initiatives by the University of Sheffield and the bfi have revealed a partnership of commissioning, production and exhibition of unparalleled significance in early British film history. It is now important that the story of the company itself is significantly re-evaluated.
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Memo from Mitchell and Kenyon to Sidney Carter, 17 February 1902 (Sydney Carter Collection, West Yorkshire Archives).



Sagar Mitchell was born on 28 October 1866 in the Lancashire town of Blackburn, where his parents John and Jane Eliza Mitchell owned the Alliance Temperance Hotel on Northgate. In 1887, he founded a photographic business with his father and by 1894, Sagar and John Mitchell, importers and manufacturers of optical and photographic apparatus had moved from 17 to 40 Northgate.1 James Kenyon was born on 26 May 1850 and in 1880 he and his wife, Elizabeth Fell, inherited her uncle’s furniture-dealing and cabinet-making business based at 21 King Street, then further premises at 22 Clayton Street.2 Kenyon’s association with the entertainment industry may have predated that of his partner as he had a successful penny-in-the-slot-machine business from the late 1890s onwards which was incorporated into Mitchell and Kenyon’s business activities in 1902.3

In 1938 Mitchell recollected the origins of their innovative enterprise in the following fashion:

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 …4 The first exhibition of the cinematograph in Blackburn … was a private show given on my promises at 40 Northgate and the Editor of The Blackburn Times, 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.5

Mitchell and Kenyon first reached national prominence in September 1899 with the release of three Norden film titles:

MESSRS MITCHELL & KENYON’S CINEMATOGRAPH FILMS.

We have the pleasure of illustrating here three portions of three cinematographic films manufactured by Messrs. Mitchell and Kenyon, of 40 Northgate, Blackburn, and 21 King Street, in the same town. This firm ever busy catering to the wants of the photographic dealer’s customers have an excellent stock of films, particulars of which may be had on application to either of the above offices. Each film bears the initial, opposite every separate picture, of the firm. Our photos are from the three ‘Norden’ films, which can be confidently recommended … Amongst the new subjects portrayed on the ‘Norden’ films, we may mention The Tramps Surprise, a very laughable series, Kidnapping by Indians, an exciting incident, and The Tramps and the Artist, the latter being a distinctly humorous set.6
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Family portrait of Sagar Mitchell c. 1890.



Fiction films played an important role in Mitchell and Kenyon’s development but the numbers of fiction films produced were far less than non-fiction by a ratio of at least 10:1. The non-fiction titles encompass many subjects including: factory gate films, school exits, processions and calendar customs, sporting events, transport films and phantom rides, public entertainment and leisure, plus the appearances and activities of personalities of the day. The income generated must have been considerable because in September 1901, Mitchell and Kenyon, who had until this point continued to occupy their respective premises on Northgate and King Street, moved to premises at the rear of Kenyon’s property at 22 Clayton Street, where they installed a laboratory and studio. The Clayton studio and its facilities for fiction films were described by a reporter in 1907:

I will conduct you to the stage owned by Messrs. Mitchell and Kenyon, makers of films in Blackburn. We step across from their office in Clayton Street, and passing down the side of a small chapel, open a door that leads to a piece of waste ground. On the one side the space is bordered by the roofs of the houses down in the street. There is an ugly wall to the right, while in front we see a high wall, in which are several gratings. There is an outlook of housetops and irregular walls, some broken. And in the corner near to the bethel is the stage. … It swings up and down like a drawbridge, and when it is open a slight interior is seen under a rough shedding. When the stage is up it acts as a wall to the shed, and here the ‘properties’ are kept. … On this little stage grim tragedies have been enacted … wild burlesques … [r]omance...7

Mitchell and Kenyon’s operational practices were directly linked to exhibition companies based in the north of England and travelling cinematograph operators from the Midlands upwards. However, on a critical level, an area of production that brought notoriety for Mitchell and Kenyon (and the canon of work with which people might have been more familiar prior to the emergence of this Collection) were their ‘fake’ Boer War films. The outbreak of the war in October 1899 prompted the pair to recreate or ‘fake’ (essentially fictionalised) scenes from the battlefields. From 1900 they produced fake war films of events in the Transvaal and the Boxer rebellion in China. These were filmed in the countryside around Blackburn.8 The titles were available direct from the manufacturers but were also distributed by Gaumont, Walturdaw and Charles Urban. Ten of these reconstructions survive including The Dispatch Bearers (1900), Winning the VC (1900) and Attack on a China Mission (1901), the latter being one of the few films featuring Mitchell himself. These reconstructions were extremely popular and were extensively shown throughout 1901 over the length and breadth of the country. The advert carried in The Showman in September 1901 listed a further series of Boer War films but it is not clear when these were filmed.9

By 1901, Mitchell and Kenyon were producing three distinct genres of films: actualities, fiction and fake. By December of that year, they had added a new type of filmic representation to their already impressive output, a reconstructed actuality of a crime event, the Arrest of Goudie (1901),10 a type of ‘reconstruction’ like the ‘fakes’ listed above but this time depicting the events leading up to the real-life arrest of an embezzler, Goudie. This film is significant because it reflects the pioneering and innovative efforts of the film-makers Mitchell and Kenyon to offer their audiences something different in content and style with groundbreaking use of editing.11

The Mitchell and Kenyon research project has demonstrated that the company’s relationship with fairground showmen exhibitors was fundamental to its development (and their non-fiction productions) and would last for over ten years. In 1898, George Green commissioned them to film a series of local views for projection on Green’s Cinematograph at Blackburn Easter Fair.12 In 1900, Green advertised further local films of operatives leaving Audley Street Mills, to show at the annual Easter Fair held on Blackburn Market.13 Mitchell and Kenyon continued to be associated with Green until at least 1907.14 Twelve fairground showmen commissioned films from Mitchell and Kenyon in the years up to 1908 including such famous names as Captain Thomas Payne, Pat Collins and President Kemp. The number of local films shot for projection at the Bioscope shows is difficult to estimate however, over 100 of those surviving were made for this purpose, and by December 1900 Mitchell and Kenyon were advertising that ‘nothing is so great a draw as a local subject’ and proposing films of over sixty towns to various showmen.15

The relationship that the company established with the showmen, initially on the fairgrounds, developed into a wide network of contacts taking them outside the Lancashire locality. In 1900 their movements were dictated by the requirements of the fairground showmen with filming taking place as far afield as Nottingham. However, by 1901 they became associated with the burgeoning stand-alone exhibitor trade, resulting in them travelling further to Birmingham, Newcastle, Hull, Glasgow and Carlisle with around 150 local films surviving in the Collection made during the course of the year. These journeys would have been made on the existing train network, and as well as transporting film cameras and equipment Mitchell and Kenyon may have brought developing equipment in order to satisfy the showmen’s desire to exhibit the films as soon as possible to maintain the immediacy and impact of the local films.

Although the local films produced for the showmen were part of their stock in trade, Mitchell and Kenyon were continuing to advertise titles under the banner of their trade name, Norden Films. In February 1901, Mitchell successfully obtained permission to film the funeral of Queen Victoria in London and Windsor. On that occasion he ‘was perched on a site near a lamp-post at Hyde Park Corner from four o’clock in the morning until late in the afternoon in order to secure the necessary pictures’.16 The films were shown in many parts of the country17 and over 900 ft of film was available at the price of one shilling per foot. The report in the Blackburn Times provides greater detail:

The cinematograph was much in evidence at Cowes, in London, and at Windsor at the Royal funeral last weekend. A local firm, Messrs Mitchell and Kenyon, of Northgate, were very successful. They had two operators at work, one opposite Apsley House, at Hyde Park Corner, and the other at the turn of the road at Windsor. They used no less than 1,000 feet of film and took no fewer than 16,000 photographs for reproduction by the cinematograph as living pictures. The operator at Windsor took the whole of the procession from start to finish. The pictures give a beautiful view of the blue-jackets hauling along the gun carriage bearing the body of the Queen, after the horses of the Artillery had been unhitched in consequence of proving unmanageable. In London the procession was much longer, but the operator took all the most interesting parts of it. We may mention, by the way, that the firm took photographs for cinematograph purposes of the Royal Proclamation in Blackburn, and in several other Lancashire towns. The appearance of these pictures on the cinematograph screen will be looked forward to with considerable interest.18

Royal events would continue to occupy Mitchell and Kenyon the following year. Films from both Southport and Accrington appear in the Collection dated 28 June 1902, the date of the Coronation of King Edward VII. It could appear from this that Mitchell and Kenyon were operating with more than one film crew in Lancashire, but it should be noted that the latter films M&K 301, 303, 795: Coronation Festivities at Accrington (1902) were exhibited by Albert Wilkinson who also worked as a camera operator for the in-demand film-makers. Wilkinson may have been one of the showmen who used Mitchell and Kenyon to develop his own material rather than commissioning them to shoot films on his behalf. By 1902, Mitchell and Kenyon was a successful and well-established film company producing hundreds of local films each year for a wide variety of venues from Bristol to Glasgow.

James Kenyon was clearly involved practically in the ‘staging’ of a number of the films. M&K 772: Sedgwick’s Bioscope Showfront and Stage Show (1901) and M&K 61: Pendlebury Spinning Co. (1901) reveal him at work, controlling the crowds, and clearly at ease with his role. The well-documented incident at Roker in Sunderland, which resulted in hundreds of pounds worth of equipment being lost in the waves demonstrates a more dangerous aspect of his involvement with the camera. 19 Sagar Mitchell’s technical knowledge and sense of adventure was without doubt and according to his obituary, ‘He was one of Britain’s first photographic dealers to go to the Continent for new equipment. More than fifty years ago he was at Leipzig Fair in search of new German apparatus.’20 Similarly when Mitchell and Kenyon tried to film an aerial view of the coast near Southport (c. 1910), a complicated technical feat, Mitchell was present for an event, which was an epic in itself. Mitchell described this adventure in the Blackburn Times in 1931:

The object was to photograph the coastline from Southport to Liverpool – a thing unheard of in those days, and although the results were partially successful they did not come up to expectations. This was because the wind was so strong that the machine could not be prevented from rolling. ‘We were perched on a couple of ordinary bicycle seats without any fuselage about us. After a rough trip, during which we found ourselves in danger of being shot-up while flying over a rifle range, we made a rather bumpy landing in the sand.’ 21

Throughout the Edwardian era, the company continued to produce fiction as well as local films. Titles such as Cool Proceedings (1902) and No Bathing Allowed (1902) were advertised.22 Further success was gained with the filming of M&K 214–22: A Trip to North Wales on the St Elvies (1902), which was widely shown, as was M&K 193: The King’s Ride in the Isle of Man (1902).23 They also produced A Tragic Elopement (1903), distributed by Charles Urban.24 At 320 ft and made up of tableaux in six parts, this film marks their transition to more elaborate scenarios. Also in this year, they released Diving Lucy (1903), which was billed in the United States in February 1904 as ‘The biggest English comedy hit of the year’.25

Mitchell and Kenyon continued to release fiction titles alongside their specially commissioned actuality films. Driven from Home (1904) and The Miser and his Daughter (1904), both serious dramas verging on the maudlin, were also advertised at this time.26 Sold exclusively by the Charles Urban Trading Company, possibly their most ambitious title was Black Diamonds or The Colliers Daily Life (1904), which told the story of a miner’s life. The film was a mixture of drama and local film, combining actuality shots with dramatic events staged for the camera such as an underground explosion.27 M&K 92 and M&K 765 are both considered to be fragments from this feature although it is interesting to note that they are not easily distinguishable from other ‘factory gate’ films.

Despite their innovations in producing fiction titles, with non-fiction locals, Mitchell and Kenyon remained constant to their successful 1900s’ formula. They continued to act on commission for the travelling exhibition circuit and travelled to Glasgow in 1906 for New Century Pictures, and in 1907 and 1908 they filmed in locations as far apart as Gainsborough, Llandudno and Halifax.28 However, around this time there appears to be a gradual drop in activity, reflected in the fact that in 1906 James Kenyon retired from his furnishing business.29 In 1907 Mitchell resumed possession of his Northgate shop but Mitchell and Kenyon continued to make films together up until 1913, including the Coronation parades for George V in three locations, Chorley, Clitheroe and Great Harwood.30 Although this pioneering partnership was not dissolved officially until 1922 there is no evidence of any film production after 1913. James Kenyon moved to Southport in 1915, returning to Blackburn c. 1921, four years prior to his death in 1925. Sagar Mitchell, who had continued with his Northgate photographic business, died in 1952.

Mitchell and Kenyon took advantage of the latest developments in new technology and built themselves a strong reputation for high quality, competitively priced films, which brought them commissions from fairground exhibitors, and meant they travelled the length and breadth of the country. Clever staging, orchestration, marketing and, most importantly, choice of subject matter brought them much success, as they caught on film people and events that might otherwise have been forgotten with the passage of time. There is a tendency, however, to see the end of the Mitchell and Kenyon partnership as in some way a failure. The question is always asked: Why did they stop making films together after 1913?; the implication being that something went wrong in their relationship. In the trajectory that is the development of early film in Britain however, Mitchell and Kenyon are far from unusual in ending their production around the early 1910s. They were one of the most successful pioneering film companies and have left a volume of work unparalleled in the annals of early British film history. For this alone they should be considered a success without reserve.

NOTES

1.They were advertising the ‘Norden’ camera in 1891 although this was clearly a stills camera: advert for ‘The “Norden” Camera, No 8’ as well as ‘Cameras, Lenses, Slides, Plates, Paper, Chemicals, Compressed Oxygen, Limelight’ in Tum-O’-Dick-O’-Bobs’ Blegburn
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