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IT is easy enough to lament the disma

state of the British cinema, and tempting
to point out how much we have to learn
from the Poles or the Swedes or the
Japanese. The dangers of this particular
temptation are the chances of coming to
believe that British films are dull “and
unexciting because life in Britain is dull and
unexciting. In fact, they are dull because
the industry is run by afew unadventurous
old men who are “interested in making
money, and have a rigid—not to say
extremely odd—idea of the sort of film
which makes it. The biggest name in
British films—we are unlike any other
country in this respect—is not a director,
actor, “writer or anyone cregtive, but a
monopolist. And while he has poured
avay millions in expensive flops, directors
of imagination have been overlooked. Free
Cinema is gtill a minority movement ham-
strung for lack of funds; Mackendrick has
1ad 0 go to America for his firs mgjor
film;_Jennings produced his finest work for
the Government; the pre-war documentary
school (before it lost its nerve) worked for
various officd bodies. Commercia cinema
has been an artistic failure.

It is even a financia failure. The record
of loss and subsidy since the war is farly
wel known by now: the industry seems to
have been in permanent criss. But the
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Cinema at a Dead End

Bresent crigs is not a crisis of production
rought about by lavish spending in the
studios: competition from televison and
sociological changes in cinema audiences
have created a long-term trend of faling
receipts and admissions, leading to cuts in
production and unemployment.  Ulti-
mately, the problem is the position of the
cinemain our society: whether a contracting
audience is to mean a declining industry;
whether we think the cinema is worth
subsidizing; whether an entirely new system
of production and distribution should not
be organized. In the Spring 1958 issue of
Sght and Sound, Penelope Houston has
made an exhaustive analys's of the financia
state of the industry and’its implications for
future policy: some of her most important
statements - concern  the relevance  of
American experience for British producers.
Her argument (roughly) is that the American
industry was f with very similar prob-
lems to ours, and has evolvéd new produc-
tion strategies to meet the situation; it is
thus worth considering these strategies.
The outstanding development in ~the
American situation is the decline of the
"middle-of-the-road”  film, designed for
family audiences, which is exactly the ty,

of film favoured by British studios in the
ast. It has been replaced by high-finance
ilms, which are an impossbility for the
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limited resources and market of the British
industry, by films of specificdly "teenage”
appeal, whose audience is” necessarily
limited, and by the new school of critical
realist cinema’ A relaxation of political
and socia pressures has made possible the
redlizetion of Twelve Angry Men, Bachelor
Party, No Down Payment, and so on. This
unexpected renaissance of American cinema
—films made mostly on a low budget by
independent  companies—indicates  an
attempt to meet the challenge of television
with qualltg rather than sheer sze. It
seems the obvious way for British producers
—until you redize that the producers are
firmly convinced that intelligent and serious
filming means _dull  filming, specidized
audiences and financial failure. As long as
the ple who actuadly make the films
equate cinema with "entertainment,” with
the corollary that dl films should be tarted
up for easier consumption, the outlook is
dm. The answer seems to ret with
independent producers: the most striking
feature of the American scene is the recent
ﬂrovvth of independent production. And
ere we come right up against Arthur
Rank's brick wall. ith Rank-ABC
control over the mgor avenues of produc-
tion, distribution "and exhibition, the
chances of a British festure film covering
costs without a booking on a mgjor circuit



are minimal; and the chances of an inde-
pendent producer obtaining such a booking
with a "deviationist" film are practically
nil. The advance of the independents was
made possible in America by anti-trust
laws, which divorced production from
exhibition. Equ_al_lﬁ/ in Britain, it is a
political responsibility. ] ]

This, | think, is a suitable point a which
to mention the Rotha plan. In 1945, at the
invitation of Sr Safford Cripps, Paul
Rotha drew up a memorandum on the
film industry: it was never acted on, for
reasons which remain obscure, and only
now has it been published in Rotha on the
Film. Thelplan was for a Film Corporation
which would provide financia and studio
fecilities for independent units, and to
ensure the distribution of their films. To
this end, the pr_ogow corporation would
own studios which could be rented out to
independent producers, and used for pro-
duction of the Corporation's own films.
It would encouragfe experimental work, and
establish a plan Tor documentary produc-
tion; it would ingtitute a training and
apprenticeship _scheme; and it would
acquire about 500 cinemas averaging 750
seals each, Sted in towns of over 50,000
inhabitants. At the Corporation's cinemas,
priority would be given to its own films and
the films of independent producers using
the Corporation's studio. = Second cPrlor_lty
would be continental films, and third
American films not considered by the trade
to be of wide appeal. (This rule could be
relaxed in view of the easing of the dollar
position from 1945) Performances would
not be limited to a week, but would run as
long_ as judified by demand (as some
circuit cinemas have started to do recently,
with the Bolshoi Ballet film and Bridge on
the River Kwai).

There are good reasons why this project
should be preferred to total nationalization
inone stage. Thereis alimit to the number
of directors, producers, actors, writers and
technicians who can be expected to work
in the new Corporation in Its early stages,
although there is every reason to expect this
number to grow as the advantages of free-
dom in subject-matter and opportunity for
experiment are seen. Initialy, however, to
make Rank personnel work"independently
under the roof of a new organization would
not be a guarantee of better films. But

assuming a teke-over in dages as_the
Corporation proved itsdf and gained
strength at the expense of the circuits (a
large and long-term assumption), a more
fundamental problem arises. how to ensure
producers' independence. It is quite con-
ceivable, particularly if the state under-
taking was ingtituted more with the aim of
maintaining employment and financia
stability in the industry than as a stimulus
to better film-making, that bureaucratic
control might develop, accompanied by a
stereotyping of attitudes and a growth of
socia and political pressure on units. This
possibility Is inherent in the public owner-
ship of "any cultural medium (see, for
example, the B.B.C.), and as likely—let's
face it—under a Labour government as
under the Conservatives. This seems to be
a strong argument for limiting the scope of
the state sector, so as not to constrict the
channels of communication; but there may
be a long-term sense in which this problem
is entirely misconceived, athough | think
it is not. The argument here is that the
traditions of Labour philistinism are so
deeply embedded that it will require a small
revolution within the Party to get anything
done at al about films; and_that if this
revolution takes place, it will have the
corollary of changing the whole attitude on
cultural” matters,” so that the problem of
interference would not arise. | think this
is not how the situation will develop. It is
far more likely that the crisis in the industry
will force government action on financia
grounds, without any real thought bein

iven to the artistic “issues involved; an

that the fear of being accused of political
interference with art will lead the Corpora-
tion to lean over backwards to appear safe
and democratic and English.

The crucid point_ is the criterion for
selection of Corporation officids: and here
the Rotha plan gives us a blank cheque.
"Corporation officers will require to be
selected accordln?. to their knowledge of
public taste, of film production methods
and of adult education, as well as their
ability to see the information policy of the
Government interpreted in  dramatized
feasture production." Suitable distortion
could render parts of this clause acceptable
to Zhdanov himsdf, while the criterion of
"public taste" is open to the widest_inter-
pretation. This method of selection in fact

lays down no principle, and only throws
the problem a stage back to the people
responsible for the sdlection. Since the
question is so wide open, | think it is an
opportunity and a responsibility for dis-
cussion in this journal and esewhere to
attempt to clarify our requirements. As a
very broad outline, | would suggest that
the sort of person needed is one who
believes both in the desirability and the
practicability of a popular art, as opposed
to the theory of art as the preserve of an
intellectual coterie, while the popular need
is for "entertainment." Ultimately, we
need to ?_ersuade the Labour Party” about
this; but first we have to persuade them that
the cinema is too important to be alowed
to die. This means a campaign. The
Fourth Circuit is inadequate—it would
leave the bulk of er and initiative with
Wardour Street; but the Rotha proposals
form a basis for a campaign which could
attract strong support. 'If put into opera-
tion by people who beieved in them, they
could ‘make a revolution in the cinema
The attitude which underlies the weekly
showm?. of a double-feature programme is
that of films as fodder for an undiscriminat-
ing habitual mass audience. That audience
has gone over to television; it is time to
explore the possibilities of single-feature
programmes, extended runs, “minority-
appeal programmes, and liaison with film
soCieties.

The Rotha plan sees cinemas as loca
cultural centres. There is no reason why
they should not be owned by the loca
authority and integrated for “programme

urposes with the Corporation-owned

alls, but whatever their ownership, they
should be made available in the mornings
and on Sundays at specid rates for schools,
film societies and any local organization in
need of a hal. The management and
policy of each cinema should be such that
people fed it as a place which belongs to
them, and where they belong. This should
be our aim. Therecord of the 1945 Labour
Government's  dedlings with the film
industry makes depressing reading: it would
take a separate article to detail the history
of their lost opportunities. But the en-
lightenment value of commitment discus-
sions needs to be reinforced with some
political moves: it is not, &fter al, so long
now before the next Party Conference.



