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Introduction

Keith M. Johnston and Sarah Street

This book explores the impact of Eastmancolor film stock on British cinema. While colour filmmaking today is ubiquitous, in the twentieth century its introduction was a story of intermittent trial and error, intense debate and speculation before gradual acceptance. The reasons for this were multifarious, involving the higher costs of photochemical processes such as three-strip Technicolor, as well as the persistence of taste cultures which appreciated black and white films as the norm. In the 1950s, however, the introduction of Eastmancolor’s cheaper, single-strip stock that could be used in any camera revolutionized the ways in which colour films were made. In its wake many film industries converted to colour which over the next thirty years became the dominant aesthetic choice for filmmakers and audiences. The book’s focus is on how British cinema, its filmmakers and other professionals adapted to one of the most important technical innovations in film history.

The Eastmancolor Revolution constitutes a fascinating case of how a game-changing new technology was experienced after decades of market domination by black and white films. Yet the change did not happen overnight, with the transition to colour constituting more of a ‘long revolution’ in the sense that it was not until the late 1960s that the majority of films were shot in colour. Revealing the full complexity of the rise of colour cinema in Britain revises long-held assumptions that it was purely a response to competition from television, or that its adoption was straightforward. While some studios embraced colour in the 1950s with enthusiasm, notably Hammer with its range of horror films, others such as Ealing were more cautious. We examine the full economic and aesthetic consequences of the shift towards colour films in Britain that was consolidated in the 1970s and never looked back.

Despite the success of the revolution in colour production, the long-term influence of Eastmancolor remains largely unknown, apart from Hammer’s output or films notable for their striking colour motifs such as Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973), as seen in the opening sequence with the disturbing red ‘spill’ effect that features on the cover of this book. While Don’t Look Now is renowned for its distinctive chromatic style, as we demonstrate, the corpus of British colour films produced between 1955 and 1985 is far more extensive and varied when analysed from the perspective of colour. Freed from having to operate within the strictures of Technicolor’s colour consultancy service which had guided the use of that process in the 1940s and early 1950s, filmmakers using Eastmancolor could experiment as they wished. With this in mind, we evaluate what they achieved, working with the stock’s creative and aesthetic possibilities. The ‘look’ of Eastmancolor was different from Technicolor in that it rendered contrast more sharply but colours were in general less vivid, although the post-1968 faster stock became capable of rendering a richer, less grainy chromatic range. With reference to many films and genres, we investigate in the following chapters how changes in stock affected aesthetic practices and approaches to narrative and genre in British colour films, highlighting their variety, chromatic range and aesthetic sensibilities. Although many of the conventions established during the Technicolor years persisted, Eastmancolor films took advantage of new technical developments such as widescreen, ever faster stocks and new generations of technicians, costume, production designers and other creatives who were keen to explore the full spectrum of chromatic expression, while colour was also used to enhance the visual impact of films set in the past and future.

As well as focusing on colour expression in mainstream film genres we consider the significant, parallel impact of Eastmancolor on artist filmmakers, documentarists, amateur filmmakers and advertisers, among others. These examples demonstrate different paths and timescales; for example, amateur film producers used Monopack colour film earlier than the mainstream, so many of the debates around the use of colour were initiated in amateur publications of the 1940s. Artist filmmakers were eager to expand the experimental qualities of colour, from hand-painting and film scratching to the use of multiple exposures and filters. Finally, we explore the gradual shift to colour film restoration from the 1980s, after decades of preserving film prints in black and white. Colour continues to be a topic of recurrent national and international debate, fuelled especially by digital capacities for colour creation, manipulation and its role in the restoration of historically significant colour films.

The British experience of Eastmancolor is particularly striking in terms of its relative neglect in assessing British cinema’s historic engagement with colour filmmaking. The literature on colour films has expanded over the last fifteen or so years, including studies on silent cinema (Yumibe 2012; Street and Yumibe 2019), an historical overview (Misek 2010), critical studies (Coates 2010; Brinckmann 2014) and collections of essays on theory and archives (Dalle Vacche and Price 2006; Brown, Street and Watkins 2013; Flueckiger, Hielscher and Wietlisbach 2020). Other studies have concentrated on early Technicolor in the USA (Higgins 2007; Layton and Pierce 2015), while the most extensive existing study of colour films in Britain emphasizes the silent era and Technicolor in the 1930s and 1940s (Street 2012). The technological details of other processes have been documented and described by historians (Cornwell-Clyne 1951; Coe 1981; Haines 1993; Flueckiger, ‘Timeline of Historical Film Colours’: http://zauberklang.ch/filmcolors/). But apart from a study of the early years of Eastmancolor’s technical development in the USA (Heckman 2015) there has been no thoroughgoing, book-length study of Eastmancolor. A number of publications are available on film preservation and restoration, but again the focus tends to be on non-UK film, as featured in the Journal of Film Preservation and Fossati (2009).

Literature about British cinema covering the decades 1950s–80s seldom mentions colour. Harper and Porter’s study of British cinema in the 1950s makes brief reference to how the early Hammer horror cycle ‘largely owed its aesthetic coherence to Eastmancolor’ (2003: 208), and Patch has written about Nicolas Roeg’s use of colour (2010b). Harper and Smith’s research on film culture in the 1970s makes some reference to the impact of Eastmancolor stock and increased quality, speed and efficiency in processing colour films in British laboratories (2012: 157). But by and large, colour aesthetics has been neglected in scholarship about post-1955 British cinema. Even those works focused on the studios and directors most associated with colour in this period make only passing reference to the use and range of colour approaches adopted (Hutchings 1993; Hutchings 2001; Sinyard 1991). A recent exception is a study of 1960s British cinema that references colour’s significant impact on cinematography, production and costume design during a decade often remembered as being ‘colourful’ (Farmer, Mayne, Petrie and Williams 2019).

This book, and the research project on which it is based, therefore aims to redress an important gap in research about British cinema’s relationship to technological developments, while informing the imperatives of much contemporary digital production to replicate past colour ‘looks’ and traditions, as they have been inherited from the photochemical era. We were interested in exploring the primary drivers for Britain’s conversion to colour film, charting this shift by closely examining colour’s application in key genres, short/instructional/amateur films, and art/experimental films. While films remain the key objects of analysis we have foregrounded the many individuals, several of whom we interviewed or accessed primary testimonies from publicly available interviews, responsible for advancing colour experimentation, design and innovative application.

Prior to 1955, Britain was known for an important, influential pre-history of colour filmmaking. Eastmancolor inherited a distinguished legacy from the many remarkable Technicolor films produced in Britain which established a reputation for being aesthetically distinctive. The ‘British School of Technicolor’, pioneered by cinematographers such as Jack Cardiff, Ossie Morris and Chris Challis, filmmakers such as David Lean and Powell and Pressburger, and colour consultants Natalie Kalmus and Joan Bridge, was internationally recognized as promoting colour as a positive aesthetic choice, despite its impact on increasing a film’s budget. This concerned a subtle, ‘painterly’ approach to colour that critics often praised when compared to colour design in American films which had a reputation for being more ‘gaudy’. It was this ‘tasteful’ approach that post-war French filmmakers admired, as seen in Henry V (Laurence Olivier, 1944), a film in which ‘gaudiness was turned into a virtue, where colour separation was used thematically and where the brightness and saturation of Technicolor made the scenes seem lit from within as if they were indeed pages of illuminated manuscripts’ (Andrew 1979). It was not the case that colour in British films was muted or indistinct; on the contrary, it could be applied strategically, relishing the visual richness of Technicolor’s chromatic range at key points. As Street has argued: ‘The legacy of British colour films from the Technicolor period is their imaginative exploration of colour restraint; expressive play with colour design within genre cinema, and the production of some of the most significant short and avant-garde colour films in the first half of the twentieth century’ (2012: 208).

Though British Technicolor films were distinctive, they were far from numerous: in 1948, for example, of the 705 feature films released in Britain, forty-five were in colour and of these only ten were British (Street 2012: 258). Technicolor controlled use of the process through leasing the relatively few available three-strip cameras and insisting productions use their consultancy service. Even though British technicians built up considerable colour expertise and Britain had its own laboratory for Technicolor processing, colour films were far from the norm in the mid-1950s, the starting date of this book’s timeline. Although the legacy of British Technicolor films has remained a seminal one for British colour scholarship, the revolution offered by Eastmancolor invited a new, mass engagement with colour aesthetics.

We have adopted the term ‘Eastmancolor Revolution’ in part to differentiate that post-1954 world of British colour film production from the preceding Technicolor-dominated years. Yet that choice also allows us to underline the importance of Eastmancolor to the aesthetic and industrial shifts found in British cinema across the period 1955 to 1985. Using the term ‘revolution’ clearly comes with historical, ideological and political baggage that another term might neatly sidestep, but as the book demonstrates, this period is not about a particular Eastmancolor ‘moment’ but is best understood as a series of phases. The impact of Eastmancolor generated a revolution in understandings and uses of colour within film production, allowing British film creatives to craft specific approaches to colour that developed, yet also differed from, the legacy of the British School of Technicolor. While later chapters pick up specific aspects of that revolution, it is worth covering some of the basics here.

First, a brief note is necessary regarding the slight variations in nomenclature that was used for the stock by contemporaries. While there is a slight linguistic difference between Eastman Colour, Eastmancolour, Eastman Color and Eastmancolor (the four most common usages of the brand in British trade press and advertising), there is no physical distinction in terms of the film stock, or its application. For the purposes of clarity we have adopted Eastmancolor as the core term, although certain chapters (notably the discussion of branding in Chapter 1) use the other spellings as appropriate. Given that Eastmancolor was effectively brought into the British film industry by American company Eastman Kodak, rather than being a home-grown colour technology, we felt there was no need to insist on the process being ‘Eastman Colour’ simply due to a national linguistic fiat that was not adopted universally across the British industry. A guide to the various technical terms associated with the stock and related developments in colour filmmaking is provided in the book’s Technical Appendix.

The long revolution of Eastmancolor in British cinema occurred in two phases: the initial phase, those years in the early-to-mid 1950s when Eastmancolor’s Monopack film stock offered the first real challenge to Technicolor, followed by a longer, second phase when the stock was intermittently taken up and then used more intensively so that by the end of the 1960s colour had become the default economic and aesthetic choice for filmmakers. By 1955, when Technicolor retreated from physical film production and regrouped around the more financially lucrative area of film processing, the first phase of the revolution had occurred. It was a relatively bloodless coup, although perhaps succession is a better term: as Chapter 1 explores in more detail, any attempt to build an adversarial narrative around Eastmancolor and Technicolor is inaccurate, given their historical partnership and ongoing collaborations. Within the world of British film, the revolution for producers was stark. There was now no requirement for companies to hire Technicolor’s large three-strip cameras, to pay for on-set colour consultants or to use Technicolor’s patented imbibition processing. Any pre-existing 35mm film camera could use Eastman Kodak’s new colour stock, and most major laboratories were able to process that film; the stock effectively democratized the range of British productions that could now use colour. As Eastmancolor became available, the number of productions filmed in colour increased and producers were keen to exploit its relative novelty value.

The second phase lasted almost fifteen years. Although Eastmancolor was the most widely available colour film stock by the mid-1950s, the number of British colour films remained low. After an initial increase in colour films caused by the introduction of Eastmancolor and the promise of cheaper colour filming, the number of productions dipped again by the end of the 1950s, with colour production then rising incrementally into the early 1960s before a more concerted push saw colour dominating mainstream film production by 1969. The reasons for this slower second phase are multiple, as explored in more detail in the book. For now, it is worth contextualizing this trend with the lower economic performance of all British films through the late 1950s and early 1960s, the closure of many British cinemas, and the continued ascendancy of Britain’s strong and pre-existing social-realist mode of filmmaking (most notably in the British New Wave) that privileged a black and white film aesthetic. The desire to reduce the intensity of colour, to create a more restrained and realistic colour palette, remained a key theme during this period. As Branigan has noted, technological developments can be seen to progress from ‘invention’ to ‘innovation’ and then to ‘diffusion’ (1986: 132). At the same time, the temporalities within each phase can be accelerated or arrested by many complex factors, including ideological ones. A key shift in the Eastmancolor period was colour’s attainment of a more stable association with realism and then becoming the dominant representational mode in the 1970s. As in previous decades, colour presented mainstream filmmakers with a dilemma: to justify its use, colour needed to some extent to be visible but many critics insisted it should not distract audiences by unnecessarily standing out. As more became known about Eastmancolor, some commentators were curious about its likely impact. From a technical perspective, British films attracted the attention of critics such as Herb Lightman writing in the American Cinematographer, as well as British writers in The Cine-Technician, the Kinematograph Weekly and other publications. In 1956 cinematographer Erwin Hillier urged technicians to be ‘colour conscious’, paying attention to Eastmancolor’s tendency to emphasize blue (1956: 11). Since relatively few directors were experienced in working with colour some were concerned that: ‘Film producers have hardly matched up to the challenge created by this wider availability of stock. Too few completed films show any sort of understanding of the demands of colour, and picture composition in terms of colour is sadly lacking’ (Taylor 1955: 21). As well as learning to fully exploit the technical benefits of Eastmancolor, filmmakers were nevertheless aware of the opinions of critics who often had firm ideas about colour, with long-held assumptions persisting in reviews, such as ‘appropriate genres’ for colour.

Colour, however, had some vocal and influential supporters: David Lean used Eastmancolor for Summer Madness (David Lean, 1955), The Bridge on the River Kwai (David Lean, 1957) and Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean, 1962), an aesthetic choice that underpinned the director’s shift to a more epic mode of filmmaking. Across these thirty years, a new generation of cinematographers and directors crossed between media, bringing different colour sensibilities to bear. Directors such as Clive Donner, Alan Parker, Ridley Scott and Julien Temple brought visual skills learned in advertising or music video production into feature-length narratives, with colour central to the individual filmmaking approaches seen in Nothing But the Best (Clive Donner, 1964), Bugsy Malone (Alan Parker, 1976), The Duellists (Ridley Scott, 1977) and Absolute Beginners (Julien Temple, 1984). Nicolas Roeg’s career trajectory from camera operator to director is intrinsically linked to colour, from his early cinematographic work with Donner, The Masque of the Red Death (Roger Corman, 1964), Fahrenheit 451 (François Truffaut, 1966) and Far From the Madding Crowd (John Schlesinger, 1967), to his directorial work on Performance (Donald Cammell and Nicolas Roeg, 1970) and Don’t Look Now.

The second phase of the Eastmancolor Revolution benefited from, and was influenced by, cultural and technological shifts in other media forms. As indicated above, this shift is often linked to the gradual introduction of colour television, with the mid-1960s rise in British colour film production synchronous with the first colour broadcasts on BBC2 in June 1967. Although that connection remains a potent one, colour television’s growth across Britain was slow, leaving film as the main colour audio-visual medium until the early 1970s. A number of trends in other media contributed to the conversion to colour by the end of the 1960s. Colour played a central role in casting off the drabness associated with the immediate post-war decade by heralding in ‘an age of joyful and experimental consumerism, manufacturing and advertising’ (Loske 2019: 202). The decade’s reputation for vivid colours was expressed in fashion, advertising, domestic design, and publishing initiatives such as the launch of colour supplements in The Sunday Times in 1962 and in the Observer Magazine and Weekend Telegraph in 1964 (Farmer 2019b). Colour was associated with youth, prosperity and the exercise of consumer choice, a trend that was influenced by American colour consultant Faber Birren who teamed up with British marketing specialist Eric P. Danger in 1959 to establish a colour marketing and consultancy firm in London. Economic Colour Trends Ltd provided manufacturers with specialist, research-driven advice on the colour palettes most likely to influence contemporary consumers. Birren’s ideas on colour psychology in household furnishing and women’s fashion were also popularized in best-selling British magazines such as Home, Woman and Woman’s Illustrated (Blaszczyk 2017: 217). The increasing availability of mass-produced colour paints encouraged people to easily transform their homes with vivid colours such as orange and pink, as documented in several films from the period. The quite literal explosion of colour was highly expressive of the decade’s counter-cultural reputation and relaxation of sexual mores. There was, then, a fertile contemporary media culture surrounding colour, and Eastmancolor films played an important part in promoting this chromatically vibrant creative symbiosis. As media forms increasingly became saturated with colour, so too did cinema. The key turning point was the mid-1960s: whereas in the first four years three out of four feature films were black and white, ‘by 1966 the proportions had been reversed’ and by the end of the decade black and white ‘had all but disappeared from all but the occasional arthouse film’ (Farmer, Mayne, Petrie and Williams 2019: 18).

Unlike earlier work on Technicolor or other British colour systems, which feature a finite number of British colour films, one of the key challenges of this project was defining the corpus of relevant films and accessing the widest range of films across a thirty-year period. We compiled a database covering over 1,800 colour feature films produced or co-produced in Britain between 1954 and 1985, a list dominated by Eastmancolor but also necessarily including later colour processes such as Fujicolor and Metrocolor. This database drew information from a range of popular and trade press materials, including reports and data from Kinematograph Weekly, The Cine-Technician, Today’s Cinema, Sight and Sound, Screen International and Denis Gifford’s The British Film Catalogue: The Fiction Film, 1894–1994 (1994). The database included information on different genres that were identified largely through contemporary descriptions rather than applying categories in current use, and this was influential in the choice of case studies featured in Chapters 3–8 that represent the six broad generic categories that dominated colour production: comedy/satire; social realism/contemporary drama; crime; fantasy/horror/science fiction; historical/costume; and musical/pop music/concert films. In addition, we documented processing laboratories and other technological processes, as well as identifying key practitioners including directors, cinematographers, costume and set/production designers who contributed to the development of British colour aesthetics. A parallel database traced over 1,000 short, amateur and advertising films that were also produced in Eastmancolor and other colour processes.


Table 0.1 Genre distribution for colour films by year, 1954–1985 (Data sourced from Kine weekly)
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The early identification of those six central genres aided in the selection, viewing and analytical processes that followed, via the widest range of available media resources which included some original film prints or accessing copies via television, video, DVD, Blu-ray or the internet. We worked with the British Film Institute, Powerhouse and Studio Canal throughout the project, offering our knowledge about different colour productions – including films that are well known for vivid colour traits such as The Masque of the Red Death, Don’t Look Now and The Ladykillers (Alexander Mackendrick, 1955), as well as lesser-known examples including The Old Dark House (William Castle, 1963) and Charlie Bubbles (Albert Finney, 1967). The work of such companies to increase the range of good-quality digital versions of these films remains important, but they do not necessarily have the capacity to cover all the British colour films, particularly the more overlooked titles. To gain access to many such films, we acknowledge the important role of Talking Pictures TV in opening up a range of otherwise inaccessible or difficult to access titles, from early examples of Eastmancolor such as Our Girl Friday (Noel Langley, 1953) through to later films including Steaming (Joseph Losey, 1985).


Table 0.2 Genre distribution of colour films, 1954–1985 (Data sourced from Kine Weekly)



	 
	Genre Distribution 1954–85 (%)




	Comedy

	19




	Drama

	15




	Crime

	10




	Horror

	9




	Adventure

	8




	Musical

	7




	Sex

	6




	Children

	4




	Fantasy

	4




	Melodrama

	1




	Other

	14






The quality of available prints across those different media can, however, be variable, underlining the precarious nature of the early Eastmancolor film stocks. We experienced a significant quality spectrum in terms of print wear and tear, as well as considerations about what versions were being made available. Throughout, our desire was to view the best colour version available to us, and to acknowledge that the lack of better colour restorations (a topic covered in more detail in Chapter 14) remains an intrinsic part of the story of the Eastmancolor Revolution.

Taking Britain as the focus has enabled us to chart the experience of how colour filmmaking became the norm in relation to that specific cinematic context. It constitutes an interesting comparator with other countries that similarly experienced revolutions in colour production from the 1960s onwards, as well as being part of an international network of co-productions and collaborations that in many cases transcended national boundaries and differences. As Eastmancolor, Agfacolor, Fujicolor, Gevacolor, Ferraniacolor and other stocks (for details see Technical Appendix) became cheaper, national film industries increasingly converted to colour, exhibiting a variety of aesthetic, cultural, economic and intermedial approaches to its application, and demonstrating different temporal trends in terms of uptake and exploitation. Although the invention of cheaper colour stocks expanded the potential market for colour films it was not until the late 1950s and 1960s in Europe and the USA that colour became the dominant aesthetic choice for filmmakers and audiences, a trend that more or less continued to the present and pertains across the world. For cultural, economic and other reasons this process was delayed in other countries including India, Brazil, Iran, China, Africa and Japan; once the conversion was in motion, however, it was irreversible.

Colour films made outside Britain were reviewed and exhibited, and it was still the case, as for previous decades, that American films dominated the box office. British films constituted 23 per cent of the total number of films distributed in Britain in 1958; in 1971 the figure was 31 per cent and in 1980 it was 19 per cent (Perilli 1983: 376). As early as 1954 Tony Richardson, who went on to direct Tom Jones (1963), a visually sumptuous, highly distinctive colour film as noted in Chapter 7, reviewed Jean Renoir’s The Golden Coach (French/Italian, 1952) in Sight and Sound, describing it as ‘visually breathtaking’ with colour contrasts and decoration giving ‘the whole harmony an added strength and vibrancy’ (1954: 199). Richardson also reviewed John Huston’s experimental colour film Moby Dick (1956) in which cinematographer Ossie Morris achieved ‘a remarkable and original exploration’ of grain and bleached-out effects that proved influential for later filmmakers, particularly in the development of the ‘bleach bypass’ techniques described in Chapter 9 (Richardson 1956/7: 151–2). Lindsay Anderson was sent by the same magazine to review films screened at the Cannes Film Festival, and many of his reports commented on colour techniques used in American, French, Russian and Japanese films. An outstanding title that received a wealth of praise for its colour was Jigokumon/Gate of Hell (Kinugasa Teinosuke, 1953), a Japanese historical film shot in Eastmancolor. Critics praised its subtle use of colour and texture, low-key lighting and beautifully coloured silken costumes which made it a stand-out foreign film of the 1950s (Street 2018b). Critic Penelope Houston was intrigued by Michelangelo Antonioni’s Il deserto rosso/Red Desert (1964), particularly when a set changed colour within a sequence to unsettle the viewer and ‘to strike a series of dissonant chords or to contrast a momentary visual harmony’ (1965: 80–1). As referenced in Chapter 10, Antonioni continued to experiment with colour when filming in Britain for Blow Up (1966). These are but a few examples of how colour caused comment, indicating that it continued to fascinate critics and audiences as more and more national cinemas left black and white filmmaking behind to enter an exciting world of colour. The British case constitutes a rich and multifaceted example of that revolution within a particular national context. Looking to the past and future, in concentrating on the British experience the book aims to achieve a greater understanding of the significance of colour within differing aesthetic sensibilities and variations within film cultures.


1

Eastmancolor and Branding

Keith M. Johnston

Take a look at the colour credits next time you visit the cinema. Eastmancolor is an indication that Kodak has scored all along the line: Eastmancolor is Eastmancolor negative film printed onto Eastmancolor positive. Technicolor? Technicolor is Kodak film except with Technicolor’s dyes printed on it. If you go into hospital for an X-ray the chances are that the X-ray film is manufactured by Kodak … Film, then, is where Kodak really makes its money.

(ADAMS 1973: 6)

The first British narrative feature film in Eastmancolor was Our Girl Friday (Noel Langley, 1953), released in December 1953, an unlikely standard-bearer for the revolution that was to come. The years before that release had seen a significant increase in American colour films (largely in Technicolor and Eastmancolor) being released to British cinemas: 82 colour films in 1951 (7 British), 132 in 1952 (18 British), rising to 152 in 1953 (18 British) (Anon 1957: 509). Despite that number, the absence of any mention of colour in reviews of this first British Eastmancolor film is still surprising. The film is ‘a humourless comedy’ (Anon 1954a: 11), ‘often turgid and obvious’ (Fitzgerald 1954: 14), although it may ‘create a surprise when it does the rounds’ given ‘it is a big success with popular audiences’ (Billings 1954: 12). The Monthly Film Bulletin and Kinematograph Weekly reviews do list ‘EastmanColor’ as the colour process, while Picturegoer mislabels it as ‘Technicolor’. This was a mistake that contemporary audiences could also have made, given the dominance of Technicolor and because posters for the film simply advertised it as being in ‘colour’ rather than a specific process. It was left to the US trade paper Variety to note ‘the Eastmancolor process gives the backgrounds a handsome and striking appearance’ (Myro 1953: 6). As well as being a factual statement, Variety’s choice to label the film as ‘British-Color’ might also suggest a pre-existing chromatic distinction being made about UK colour film production.

While this may seem an inauspicious start, British audiences had in fact seen a more celebrated debut for British Eastmancolor six months before the release of Our Girl Friday, of which they may also have been unaware. Elizabeth is Queen (Howard Thomas, 1953) was one of three colour Coronation films quickly filmed, edited and released in July 1953, alongside A Queen is Crowned (Castleton Knight, 1953: Technicolor) and Coronation Day (British Movietone, 1953: Gevacolor). Elizabeth is Queen was promoted as WarnerColor, but it was ‘photographed on Eastman colour negative and printed on Eastman colour positive’ (Anon 1953c: 89). While being critical of the ‘over production’ of Elizabeth is Queen and A Queen is Crowned, Monthly Film Bulletin noted:

the colour … has been most effectively caught … The shining white gowns of the Maids of Honour and the simple white gown which the Queen wears … provide a dramatic contrast to the shimmering velvets and glittering cloth of gold.

(Anon 1953a: 112)

While that review offered no specific comment on the different aesthetic qualities of the Technicolor or Eastmancolor processes, Kinematograph Weekly hailed the process used for Elizabeth is Queen: ‘Eastman Color has proved to be the only integral process capable of securing adequate colour at the low light intensity’ inside the Abbey (Anon 1953b: 11).
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Figure 1.1 Elizabeth is Queen (Howard Thomas, 1953) title image featuring Warnercolor credit.

These initial 1953 examples offer early evidence of the visibility issues the Eastmancolor Monopack film stock encountered during its introduction to British film production. The exhibition market was well served by a range of colour films, and the introduction of a new colour film stock was not accompanied by a strong brand image, regularly being mistaken for a well-known competitor (Technicolor), rebranded as a different studio process (WarnerColor), or overlooked completely. If brands operate as ‘a trademark or “maker’s mark” that worked to guarantee quality or to give the potentially anonymous mass-produced commodity an identity’ (Arvidson 2005: 244), then early British Eastmancolor struggled to create such an identity. A shifting use of nomenclature did not help: the process was variously listed as Eastmancolor, Eastman Color, Eastman Colour and Eastmancolour across advertising, trade press articles, on film posters and in on-screen titles. While some of this could be linked to an inherent British dislike of the ‘color’ spelling, that clearly did not affect the dominant brand Technicolor.

This chapter will explore the early and often erratic British adoption of Eastmancolor from 1953 through to the late 1970s. In Britain, as elsewhere, Eastmancolor was hailed as a cheaper solution to colour production, and a way to break Technicolor’s production and laboratory-based monopoly on colour processing. Eastman Kodak developed a range of marketing campaigns across the decades that attempted to create and instil a brand identity around Eastmancolor, to give it a ‘significance … in the minds of consumers’ (Arvidson 2005: 244). Exploring three specific aspects of Eastmancolor in the UK – its relationship to Technicolor, its association with other technical processes, and its industry-focused marketing campaigns – the chapter will demonstrate how its brand identity shifted across the three decades after its initial introduction in Elizabeth is Queen and Our Girl Friday.

Eastmancolor and Technicolor

It is tempting to see the 1950s relationship between Eastmancolor and Technicolor as adversarial, pitting the new Monopack colour film stock against the established three-strip colour market leader. Naturally, the truth is less dramatic. In the US, Eastman Kodak had worked closely with Technicolor through the different stages of Technicolor’s two- and three-strip development, and all Technicolor processing facilities used Eastman Kodak black and white film stock. Technicolor saw Kodak as ‘both a necessary and desirable partner … Technicolor lacked the capacity to manufacture print stock … [and] it could benefit from Kodak’s highly capitalized research and development programme’ (Heckman 2015: 51). In the 1930s and 1940s, as Technicolor developed its colour monopoly in film production and processing, that relationship with Kodak was crucial.

From the early 1940s the multilayer colour film stock Technicolor Monopack was used for films that were shot extensively on location, such as Lassie Come Home (Fred M. Wilcox, 1943) and Scott of the Antarctic (Charles Frend, 1948), where the bulky three-strip Technicolor camera was less practical. From the Monopack’s positive image ‘three separate negatives … can be obtained by printing through blue, red and green filters on to panchromatic duplicating stock. From such separations, matrices are made and final positive prints are produced by dye transfer as before’ (Happe 1959: 6). Although described as Technicolor Monopack, it was an unbranded Eastman Kodak product, a 35mm version of Kodachrome Commercial: a stock Kodak produced, but on which Technicolor owned some of the patents. The 1934 Monopack agreement between the two companies allowed Kodak to produce multilayer 16mm Kodachrome for the amateur market (which it did successfully from 1935), while Technicolor had exclusive use of the 35mm Monopack stock.

Although not a direct development of that Monopack stock, Eastmancolor was crucially related to the companies’ close relationship:

Kodak first envisaged that its new film stock technology might provide professionals with a daily print film for Technicolor … [which] struggled to get rushes to studios … To this end, Kodak assembled the research team that ultimately created Eastman Color. From infancy, then, Eastman Color was designed to fit into Technicolor workflows.

(Heckman 2015: 51)

A 1947 antitrust suit brought by the American Monopolies Commission concerning the 1934 Monopack agreement led Eastman Kodak, and subsequently Technicolor, to sign consent decrees renouncing that agreement (Heckman 2015: 52). It also reshaped Kodak’s Eastmancolor plans from the initial ‘daily print film’ to a colour Monopack camera negative and print film. A financial agreement between the Associated British Picture Corporation and Technicolor in 1948 suggests that Technicolor, likely aware of Kodak’s plans, was eager to produce its own ‘photographic raw stock’ across the lifetime of that agreement, a stock that would be ‘referred to as “Technicolor multilayer negative” and “Technicolor multilayer process”’ (Technicolor Ltd 1947: 1). Without Kodak’s extensive research and development expertise, however, the language of that agreement seems to have been a further protection of the Technicolor brand more than a practical reality.

As Kodak was introducing Eastmancolor, an analysis of Technicolor’s financial status raised two competing problems for Herbert Kalmus’s company. First, cost-conscious Hollywood studios and associated companies were looking to save money on colour film production; second, that Technicolor’s ‘earning power is dependent in a large measure upon its three strip colour process … [the introduction of] a cheaper colour process having similar high quality would be a serious matter to the company and its stockholders’ (quoted in Anon 2000: 386). The successful introduction and expansion of Eastmancolor for film productions between 1950 and 1954 led Technicolor’s response: it closed its production arm by the mid-1950s and pivoted its business model towards imbibition processing and release printing at its US and UK sites. This was not as seismic a shift in Technicolor’s practices as it first appears, given the company’s three-strip colour process had always used Eastman Kodak negative stock and because laboratory processing, imbibition printing and release printing had long been a financial strength of the company. In shutting the production arm, Technicolor was able to repurpose its laboratories to work from the new Eastmancolor negative, rather than the previous three-strip camera or Monopack negative, as explained by Alan Masson who worked for many years at the Kodak Research Laboratories in Harrow:

Eastmancolor Negative … [could provide] a single strip colour negative film, from which the yellow, cyan, and magenta separations could be made for the so-called ‘IB’ imbibition or dye transfer process used by Technicolor. So, they would still be releasing Technicolor prints but they had been originated on Eastmancolor Negative film.

(Masson 2017)

This model, which shares some similarities with the Monopack/Kodachrome 35mm processing developed in the 1940s, became the heart of Technicolor’s revised business model. The company also offered standard (non-imbibition) film processing onto Eastmancolor print stock, but since that service was also on offer at Denham (Rank), Humphries and other British and US laboratories, it was not a unique selling point for Technicolor, and rarely highlighted in the company’s publicity.

This early-to-mid 1950s period offers the first phase of the Eastmancolor Revolution, although as noted in the Introduction, this was relatively slow-paced. With Technicolor successfully repositioning itself as a provider of high-quality film processing and laboratory work, Eastmancolor became primarily associated with film production rather than full production processing. This was aggravated by Kodak’s decision to let individual film studios rebrand Eastmancolor as a studio process such as ‘Warnercolor … Metrocolor … Deluxe … nothing more than a kind of branding exercise really … essentially, it … [was] Eastmancolor’ (Collard 2017). There is also a compelling counterclaim that part of Kodak’s decision not to brand films as Eastmancolor was based on the processing practices of some US laboratories:

When Kodak offered their negative/positive process to the studio owned labs, they gave specific instructions on how to develop, fix and wash the film. If these specifications were not followed, quality control and image stability would suffer. The labs quickly discovered that an acceptable image could be generated while cutting corners in certain areas, like washing the film after fixing. Improper washing resulted in image deterioration, since residue hypo and other chemicals left on the emulsion of both prints and negatives acted as a corrosive and made the dye couplers fade.

(Haines 1993: 54–55)

This claim is directly aimed at US laboratories such as Pathé Color and DeLuxe, with no evidence of similar practices happening at British laboratories such as Denham, Humphries or Kay. While Kodak benefited financially from either approach – Technicolor processing Eastmancolor negatives through the IB process, or other laboratories processing onto Eastmancolor positive and release stock – claims of inconsistent colour reproduction compared to Technicolor could explain the lack of a stronger Eastmancolor brand in this decade. It was also a topic reamplified in film preservation debates of the 1970s, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 14.

The example of Our Girl Friday, when Picturegoer misattributed Technicolor as the colour process, may have been a simple mistake, but it served as an augur of things to come in terms of the different promotional approaches taken by the companies. Technicolor had always attempted to exert its control over colour film production, and the switch to processing saw the company protect and promote its trademark through legal agreements that continued to stress ‘Colour by Technicolor’ despite the move away from three-strip camera production. While there appears to have been no official pushback from Eastman Kodak on this move, likely due to their strong history and ongoing commercial work with Technicolor, the distinction did not go unnoticed by directly competing laboratories.

In November 1954 Technicolor took out full-page advertisements in the British trade press. Thanking the industry for its ‘co-operation in helping us to protect the Trade-Mark TECHNICOLOR’, the advertisement goes on to explain ‘the proper uses of Technicolor credits’:

The credit phrase ‘Colour by TECHNICOLOR’ is used for motion pictures which have been controlled from the developing of the original negative or “taking” film to the manufacture of the positive release prints by a Technicolor company.

In brief, the credit is ‘Colour by TECHNICOLOR’ if the original negative is developed, and the release prints made, by Technicolor, regardless of the type of original negative used or the method of making the release prints.

The credit phrase ‘Prints by TECHNICOLOR’ is used for motion pictures in colour which are photographed on negative or “taking” film other than that developed by Technicolor but which are, however, controlled by Technicolor through some of the stages subsequent to photography, always including manufacture of the positive release prints.

The credit is ‘Prints by TECHNICOLOR’ if the original is not developed by Technicolor, but the release prints are made by Technicolor.

(Technicolor Ltd 1954: 14)

The timing of this advertisement in British journals is telling, coming off the back of reports in the British press earlier in 1954 around a dispute between Technicolor and the American-based Pathé laboratory. Pathé claimed it was ‘“unfair and deceptive” for the Technicolor label to be put on films printed by Technicolor but photographed in the Eastman Color process’ (Coulter 1954: 8). Pathé took its case to the US Federal Trade Commission, claiming that the practice of using Technicolor for material filmed in Eastmancolor had ‘lured customers away from those labs using the Eastman process … because many in the industry were misled to believe that Eastman and Technicolor were one and the same process and obtainable only from Technicolor’ (Anon 1954b: 8). Technicolor’s response rehearsed the same arguments as in the subsequent November advert, specifying that ‘Color by’ and ‘Print by’ were ‘authorised by the trade-marks laws and have long been used “to connote that prints of pictures bearing such phrases are products of Technicolor or its related companies”’ (Anon 1954b: 8).
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Figure 1.2 Technicolor 1954 advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, 18 November 1954.

While Pathé withdrew their suit at the last minute, the crux of the debate was the nascent Eastmancolor Revolution: the stature of Technicolor’s three-strip dye imbibition process, its link to Technicolor’s old production practices, the recent switch to processing, and the long-term relationship between Technicolor and Eastman Kodak. The placement of British trade press advertisements five months after this American legal spat, reasserting Technicolor’s trademark status, is a reaffirmation of the strength of Technicolor’s brand precisely at the point where Eastmancolor was struggling to define its own brand identity. Some British films of the mid-to-late 1950s have the dual process spelled out in posters and credits. ‘Photographed in Eastman Colour. Prints by Technicolor’ (sometimes shortened to ‘in Eastman Colour’) can be seen on posters for It’s Great to be Young (Cyril Frankel, 1956), Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958) and Tom Thumb (George Pal, 1958), and in the title credits for Beau Brummell (Curtis Bernhardt, 1954), The Man Who Loved Redheads (Harold French, 1955), Dracula and The Mummy (Terence Fisher, 1959). A trade advert for Summer Madness (David Lean, 1955) opted for ‘Filmed on location in Venice, Italy, in EASTMAN COLOUR. Print by TECHNICOLOR’. Given this is not found across all posters or titles suggests that the British industry ‘cooperation’ stated in the November advertisement had given Technicolor the support it needed to reiterate and apply its trademark in this way. The 1959 example of The Mummy appears to be the last chronological example of the split accreditation: Technicolor’s success here came at the expense of Eastmancolor making its own contribution visible.

This is not, however, simply an issue of accreditation. Technicolor’s response to the Pathé suit, as stated in the advertisement, focuses mainly on issues around processing. ‘Colour by’ refers to Technicolor developing the original negative to manufacture release prints, ‘regardless of the type of original negative used’ (Technicolor Ltd 1954: 14). This last clause is clearly meant to cover Technicolor’s processing of Eastmancolor, either through imbibition or standard printing. What it also works to elide, however, is a series of mid-1950s British film productions that can best be described as hybrids: shot in both Eastmancolor and Technicolor, before the latter company shuttered its production arm. From trade press reports, two films stand out: The Purple Plain (Robert Parish, 1954) and To Paris With Love (Robert Hamer, 1955).
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Figure 1.3 Dracula poster illustrating the dual mode of crediting Eastmancolor and Technicolor.

In July 1954, Kinematograph Weekly reported on a series of films currently in production. At Pinewood, cinematographer Geoffrey Unsworth was shooting interiors on Simba (Brian Desmond Hurst, 1954), using Eastmancolor. The article states that the film’s location shooting ‘was completed very conveniently at the same time as The Purple Plain was being made … Geoff Unsworth being on both films. Geoff is now quite an expert with the Eastman stock’ (Clarke 1954: 27). Promotional materials for Simba advertise the use of ‘Eastman Colour’ in the film. Posters and film credits for The Purple Plain, however, tell a different story, with both stating: ‘Colour by Technicolor’. At first, this could seem like an extension of the debate concerning Technicolor’s trademark, but there is an additional quirk. The same Kinematograph Weekly article discusses To Paris With Love:

Lighting cameraman Reg Wyer … added that he was satisfied that the marrying of the use of Technicolor (in the studio) and Eastman Colour (on location) with a final print by Technicolor, had now reached a stage of near-perfection.

(Clarke 1954: 27)

To Paris with Love was also promoted exclusively as ‘Colour by Technicolor’. Yet along with The Purple Plain, it represents a different production model: Eastmancolor as a location stock, with three-strip Technicolor cameras being adopted for interior work back in Britain and clearly echoing the earlier Technicolor Monopack process. What is most suggestive is Wyer’s comment that this marriage ‘had now reached a stage of near-perfection’, indicating that these films may have been part of a larger group of British hybrid productions, albeit one largely unaccounted for at the time.

These early-to-mid 1950s machinations and branding issues speak to the ways in which Eastmancolor was elided from contemporary and subsequent discussions of film production. It also reveals the methodological complexity implicit in researching the impact of the technology in the first decades of its use in Britain. Promotional discourses around the use of Eastmancolor and Technicolor in productions can be unreliable, as can the evidence of the film’s own titles, which often speak only to the legally required Technicolor trademark. Uncertainty over the precise distinction between Eastmancolor and Technicolor continued in subsequent years. In 1973, even as Technicolor was beginning to wind down its imbibition printing process, Technicolor Operations Manager S.D. Brown explained:

For the films we print on Eastmancolor positive we still ask to have a Technicolor credit included on the titles because we feel the Producer and Distributor have had the benefit of our experience and colour control throughout the entire photographic and completion stage of their picture.

(Brown 1973: 1)

Almost twenty years on from the Technicolor-Pathé dispute over what ‘counted’ as Technicolor or Eastmancolor, and despite Technicolor now regularly printing onto the Eastmancolor stock rather than through the IB process, the brand identity of Technicolor remained dominant.

The other side of this mid-1950s debate was a more positive one for Eastmancolor in British colour film production. 1954 was a bumper year for British colour film releases, up to forty-two from eighteen the year before (Anon 1957b: 509). Twenty-two of those films were Technicolor (including the hybrid The Purple Plain, as discussed above), two were TruColor and sixteen were Eastmancolor. Four of the Eastmancolor films were documentaries: monarchy-based releases Royal New Zealand Journey (Oxley Hughan, 1954), Welcome the Queen (AB-Pathé, 1954) and Flight of the White Heron (Gordon Craig, 1954), and an entry in the travelogue series Armand and Michaela Denis Under the Southern Cross (Armand and Michaela Denis, 1954), which was filmed in 16mm and released in 35mm Eastman Colour prints by Ealing Studios. The colour fiction feature films included Conflict of Wings (John Eldridge, 1954), Knights of the Round Table (Richard Thorpe, 1954), The Seekers (Ken Annakin, 1954), Dance Little Lady (Val Guest, 1954), Flame of Africa (T.V. Bulpin, 1954), For Better, For Worse (J. Lee Thompson, 1954), Lease of Life (Charles Frend, 1954), Men of Sherwood Forest (Val Guest, 1954), Beau Brummell (Curtis Bernhardt, 1954), Make Me an Offer (Cyril Frankel, 1954) and Svengali (Noel Langley, 1954). Processing for these films was dominated by Denham Laboratories and Humphries.

These first British films shot in Eastmancolor emphasize certain characteristics. They stress the stock’s ability for extensive location filming, with UK shoots in Lease of Life (Beverley and the East Riding of Yorkshire), Conflict of Wings (the Norfolk Broads), For Better, For Worse (London), Men of Sherwood Forest (Black Park, Pinewood), Make Me an Offer (the Home Counties), and foreign shoots for The Seekers (New Zealand) and Flame of Africa (Africa). Elsewhere, conventions from other colour productions recurred: strong use of colour in costume in the green and red outfits in Men of Sherwood Forest, the garish-coloured pageantry of Knights of the Round Table, or the silken costumes for the dance routines in Dance Little Lady. Two decades earlier, Technicolor’s Natalie Kalmus had recommended that colour cinematography should consider the harmonization of a ‘definitely indicated colour’ with an emotional response (Kalmus 1935: 142). Elements of this approach can also be seen in these early British Eastmancolor features. Svengali features a degree of expressionistic lighting techniques, most notably the green hue that falls on Trilby (Hildegarde Neff) as she tends her dying father, or the use of green tones throughout Make Me an Offer that chromatically reiterate the obsession Charlie (Peter Finch) has with a green vase.

Through the 1950s and into the 1960s, as Eastmancolor became more commonplace within film production, those most involved in its use began to experiment more with what the stock could offer in comparison with black and white, and with pre-existing ideas of Technicolor photography. Cinematographers who worked with both film processes, and with a range of laboratories, often felt very differently about the Eastmancolor aesthetic. Paul Beeson has noted that ‘the big problem with early Eastmancolor was that you still got the best results by letting Technicolor handle it with the IB process’ (Beeson quoted in Brown et al. 2013: 96), while the younger cinematographers of the 1960s, many of whom wanted to experiment with Eastmancolor’s visual look, had a different opinion:

You might shoot on Eastman Colour but if the company had a contract with the Technicolor lab it was printed a different way. It was not printed on Eastman Colour … [and] it looked quite different from the rushes that you would have seen in the studio cinema … I wanted the film to look the way I saw the rushes and it looked different … the reds were definitely emphasised and it gained in contrast as far as I remember.

(Suschitzky 2018)
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Figure 1.4 Men of Sherwood Forest (Val Guest, 1954), colour in costume and location shooting.

The look Peter Suschitzky refers to here is tied to dominant trends within 1960s British film production, not least the continued emphasis on social realism and documentary. Many cinematographers and directors saw the naturalistic elements of the Eastmancolor stock as an opportunity to develop more desaturated colours, moving towards a muted monochrome effect that reduced the striking chromatic hues of earlier Technicolor films (different approaches to desaturated colour are discussed in Chapter 9). Although this was not the only approach within British cinema, which was equally capable of producing the colour-tinged Gothic melodrama of Hammer or the glossy sheen of the James Bond franchise, it points to the new range of chromatic options that Eastmancolor offered to creative filmmakers.

By the mid-1960s, although Eastmancolor’s brand identity had never been as well defined as Technicolor, it had become the dominant colour film production stock across the British film and television industries, as they moved toward full colour production. Within the Technicolor laboratories ‘the balance of the production schedule moved from being completely dye transfer to probably half Eastmancolor’ (Davis quoted in Brown et al. 2013: 127), with Eastmancolor print stocks being improved across the decade and into the 1970s (see Technical Appendix). Between the 1950s and the mid-1960s, the mooted Eastmancolor vs Technicolor battle happened more in the laboratory and processing arena than in film production, where the Monopack stock quickly won out.

Technicolor remained the key challenge to Eastmancolor’s UK monopoly, with few of the other colour processes making significant inroads into British production. Of the post-war expansion of Agfacolor’s patents across Europe (as detailed in the Technical Appendix), the only significant entry in the project database is Group 3’s Man of Africa (Cyril Frankel, 1956) filmed in Ferraniacolor. The American Ansco Color (later Anscochrome) was a development of Agfa but in the 1950s was slow to develop the negative-positive process that Eastmancolor would make industry standard in the UK and US: although British audiences might have seen the process in Brigadoon (Vincente Minnelli, 1954). The most significant challenge to Eastmancolor came later in the period, with the introduction of Fujicolor, a cheaper film stock that was used for horror and exploitation films such as Satan’s Slave (Norman J. Warren, 1976) and Under the Doctor (Derek Ford, 1976), as well as lower-budget comedy That Sinking Feeling (Bill Forsyth, 1980). The Eastmancolor brand was not in competition solely with colour processes, however. It also had to contend with a constant stream of new and different film processes that offered other challenges.

Eastmancolor and competing cinema technologies

The introduction of Eastmancolor in the early 1950s was simply one of a range of competing and compatible technologies which attempted to increase the experiential and immersive qualities of cinema. These technologies are traditionally seen as a broad response to falling audience numbers, a shift in demographic and leisure practices, and the increasing competition offered by the domestic medium of television. Widescreen and stereoscopic 3D were not new visual technological ideas by any means, with multiple attempts to utilize them in the decades since cinema began, but they were marshalled with new purpose by film studios and exhibitors eager to rebuild a declining cinemagoing public. The quest for new and improved visual technologies did not end in the 1950s either, with revised attempts to promote 3D recurring over the time period of this book, as well as other, arguably more niche, technologies such as Smell-O-Vision, Spectamation or Dynarama.

The following discussion is concerned with those collisions of technology in the 1950s, when Eastmancolor had to adapt to competing production processes in order to keep its brand relevant. Many of the technologies listed above were introduced by American film studios, but the focus here remains the British response to new processes, either through homegrown alternatives or the adoption of different aesthetic approaches. Every process emphasized colour as part of the package being offered: from CinemaScope to Technirama, there was an expectation (at least at first) that a wider screen was also a colourful one. This trend began with Cinerama (first introduced to British audiences in September 1954), continued through the popularization of widescreen with 20th Century Fox’s CinemaScope, and was affirmed with the industry dominance of Panavision through the 1960s.

British producers and exhibitors were initially noncommittal about widescreen technologies, not least because of the increased costs and specific technical requirements: the anamorphic lenses of CinemaScope, and the initial requirement for six-track stereophonic sound. Echoing the early Eastmancolor focus on royalty, the first British CinemaScope film was Flight of the White Heron (British Movietonews, 1954), a colour travelogue focused on the New Zealand trip of newly crowned Queen Elizabeth II. London Films experimented with CinemaScope in Storm Over the Nile (Zoltan Korda, 1955) as did Warwick Films with Cockleshell Heroes (Jose Ferrer, 1955), while Rank – which refused to convert its cinemas in line with Fox’s demands for stereophonic sound – bet instead on VistaVision with titles such as An Alligator Named Daisy (J. Lee Thompson, 1955), Doctor at Sea (Ralph Thomas, 1955) and Simon and Laura (Muriel Box, 1955). After the initial fanfare around CinemaScope, and when Fox pulled back on the need for stereophonic conversion, Rank produced a limited number of CinemaScope films, including North West Frontier (Ken Annakin, 1959) and Ferry to Hong Kong (Lewis Gilbert, 1959).

Several companies experimented with alternative, and lesser used, systems: Ealing’s only foray into colour widescreen filmmaking was Davy (Michael Relph, 1957), Britain’s first Technirama film. Developed by Technicolor in order to compete in the widescreen world, Technirama combined elements of VistaVision (a larger negative area) with a CinemaScope-style anamorphic squeezing of the image. While Davy demonstrates some of the potential for Technirama, notably through the location work at the Covent Garden Opera House that shows off the rich deep colours of the imbibition process, Technirama was only adopted for a small number of British productions (Johnston 2012). Perhaps its most famous is Zulu (Cy Endfield, 1964), which used the 70mm version of the process, Super Technirama (or Technirama 70). Technicolor offered another colour widescreen option via its Rome laboratory. Like Technirama, Techniscope was a cheaper alternative to CinemaScope, using half-height images to double the shooting duration of each camera negative, and then converting that anamorphically during processing. More successful than Technirama, and adopted by British horror producers Hammer and Amicus for films such as Dracula: Prince of Darkness (Terence Fisher, 1966) and Dr. Who and the Daleks (Gordon Flemyng, 1965), the process was used through the 1960s, before Panavision became the industry’s widescreen standard. Further examples of Techniscope are discussed in Chapter 5.

Unlike widescreen, British stereoscopic 3D colour films are less widely known, despite the key role that British technicians and companies played in exploring its creative and technological opportunities. In 1950, Raymond Spottiswoode was commissioned by the British Film Institute to produce a series of three-dimensional films for the 1951 Festival of Britain. Spottiswoode produced four films, three in colour: two of these were animated colour films by Norman McLaren, while the third, Distant Thames (Brian Smith, 1951), was a live-action travelogue filmed with ‘a rig of twin 3-strip Technicolor cameras … [an] ungainly 6-strip assembly … mounted on a barge, floating down the river’ (Smith 1987: 26–7). Spottiswoode and his colleagues went on to form Stereo Techniques, a production company that worked with other drama and documentary companies to produce a series of short films between 1952 and 1955 (Johnston 2015). While many of the initial films were in black and white, Stereo Techniques moved into Eastmancolor for Royal Review (Robert Angell, 1953), a stereoscopic record of the Coronation and different trips taken by the Queen, including one to Scotland. Working with Stereo Techniques’ new lightweight Spacemaster camera and ‘the newly available Eastman Colour’ (Smith 1987: 29) proved easier to use on location than the previous Technicolor rig, and the film captures the Queen’s travels from pageantry on a boat trip down the River Thames to the Highland games in Scotland. The company moved further into colour production with travelogue Summer Island (Robert Angell, 1953), and a series of colour stereoscopic 3D advertising films, including The Real Thing (Ralph Thomas, 1953) for Capstan Cigarettes. Shown ahead of the British screenings of US 3D feature Bwana Devil (Arch Oboler, 1952), and infamous for its star Dora Bryan ‘throwing’ cigarettes off screen towards the audience, The Real Thing also displays the positive and negative elements of Stereo Techniques. For all its early financial and critical success, and creative combination of colour and 3D, the company could not scale up quickly enough to compete with the American feature films of the 1953–5 period. Suffering from the failure of 3D at the box office, Stereo Techniques withdrew from colour 3D production in 1956.

Stereo Techniques had a direct link to the resurgence of British 3D in the early 1970s. The stereoscopic colour camera the company developed and built was brought out of storage in 1972 for The Four Dimensions of Greta (Pete Walker, 1972). Clearly inspired by the success of The Stewardesses (Alf Silliman, 1969), a stereoscopic softcore pornographic colour film that broke box-office records in the United States, Greta combined Eastmancolor, stereoscopic sequences and 1970s sexploitation in its story of a young German woman in London. Claimed to offer ‘the most frenzied display of mass nudity and sexual gymnastics yet seen on British screens’, the film had ‘trouble integrating the four 3D sequences (the flashbacks) into the narrative’ (McGillivray 1974: 47–8). Despite using the 1950s Spacemaster camera, the film was a technological step backwards, utilizing the anaglyphic process rather than Polaroid which had been used by Stereo Techniques and most of the 1950s feature films. In relying on the overlaying of red and green-tinted reels to create its stereoscopic effect that was viewed by the audience with red-green cardboard spectacles, the film adopted a technology that was over 100 years old. This did not stop the film becoming a massive success at its London screenings, breaking records at the Classic Piccadilly, and no doubt providing the encouragement for Walker to include another 3D sequence near the end of his next film, The Flesh and Blood Show (Pete Walker, 1973), although here the stereoscopic flashback sequence was in black and white.

Eastman Kodak – and Eastmancolor – was ultimately a beneficiary of the different immersive screen processes, with Eastman Kodak stock the basic component of all the wider screen experiments, and many of the stereoscopic 3D ones. Even a relatively minor novelty, Smell-O-Vision, relied on the multiple technologies of widescreen, colour, stereophonic sound, and smell, although perhaps not as successfully. One reviewer of the British-American Smell-O-Vision production Scent of Mystery (Jack Cardiff, 1959) noted ‘fortunately, the scents do not distract from the … [spectacular] colour and photography’ (Ostrove 1960). Despite direction from famed colour cinematographer Jack Cardiff, in this instance the combination of colour and an additional immersive process may ultimately have been a less convincing blend. By contrast, the use of Eastmancolor as the core stock for the Panavision technology introduced in 1957 was a crucial step in helping cement the Eastmancolor process within the mainstream film industry. That link between Panavision’s wider screen aspect ratio and colour film stock cannot be understated – as the stock of choice for the different experiential technologies of the 1950s, Eastmancolor became central to all blockbuster film production in the UK and beyond. In parallel with the rebranding of Eastmancolor seen in WarnerColor and other studio processes, the flexibility of the Eastmancolor brand may have helped it weather these other technological shifts.

Eastmancolor advertising: shifting brand identity

The most visible element of the Eastmancolor brand, separate from its involvement with competing technological processes at the production and laboratory stages, was its press advertisements. From the 1950s, when the stock was introduced, and through the 1960s and 1970s as it made improvements to the stock, Eastman Kodak spent a significant amount of money on industry-focused advertising. Tracing the path of several key advertising campaigns across that time period allows us to consider what is being stressed or pushed within the sales messages, offering a sense of the underlying brand or product issues that Kodak needed to address. It adds a final element to the chapter’s analysis of how this colour brand developed and changed as the Eastmancolor Revolution became a mainstream occurrence.

Even with that focus on the specifics of the Eastmancolor brand, it is hard to get away from that dominant idea of Eastmancolor and Technicolor as competitors. In 1953–4, just as Eastmancolor began to get its first foothold in British film production, Technicolor released advertisements to British trade press publications, including The Cine-Technician, Kinematograph Weekly and Today’s Cinema. Stressing strong colours – notably greens and reds – the adverts were based on a simple phrase, ‘colour attracts …’. The choice of artwork is also suggestive. A butterfly lands on a cactus flower in one, stressing the colours of nature. In a second advertisement, four children play and paint in a room, emphasizing strong skin tones and colourful costumes. Viewed together, they stress nature, actors and colour design: all elements that had long been part of Technicolor’s sales message. Two years later, a second Technicolor campaign offered more abstract drawings and key colours. Coming after Technicolor ceded the production field to Eastmancolor, the choice to foreground individual colours in these advertisements likely stresses the control Technicolor offered through the different printing layers of the imbibition process. A drawn scene of a ship in ‘Yellow Dogs’ is largely in monochrome, with sailors dressed in yellow outfits threatened by a swashbuckling pirate. ‘In the Pink …’ has a drawing of a boxer in the ring, hand held aloft, with large overhead lights shining pink light down onto the scene. The overall campaign slogan, ‘Colour Tells – If It’s Colour by Technicolor’, is a useful echo of the previous campaign, and the company’s trademark. Colour attracts. Colour tells. Colour by Technicolor.
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Figure 1.5 Technicolor ‘Yellow Dogs’ advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, May 1956.

[image: ]

Figure 1.6 Eastmancolor ‘Kodak for Colour’ advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, December 1954.

By contrast, the early Eastmancolor advertisements that appeared in many of the same trade journals were more limited in their chromatic palette. The January 1955 ‘It’s Kodak for Colour’ advertisement appeared in both colour and black and white versions, but even the colour one stressed limited hues that were largely black, white and red. That colour scheme continued to dominate through Eastman Kodak trade advertising of the late 1950s and into the 1960s, including the advertisements ‘The Heart of Many a Good Picture’ (1959), ‘Faster – Faster – Faster’ (1960) and ‘Ring Kodak for Eastman Colour’ (1961). While one possible explanation for this limited colour palette could lie in the contemporary printing options available in many trade publications, the Technicolor advertisements were printed in full colour in the same journals, and sometimes in the same issues.

By 1965, as seen in Kodak’s ‘people prefer colour’ campaign, the company’s approach had changed. Likely emboldened by their dominant position within film production, but aware that colour production had not yet become the mainstream option within the British industry, Kodak’s 1965 campaign balanced emotional pulls with empirical consumer research. The shift in sales message can be traced back to two elements: the work of Kodak’s London-based Statistics, Economics and Market Research Department, and the growing influence of Kodak’s international advertising agency J. Walter Thompson on domestic and film product campaigns. The Statistics, Economics and Market Research Department specialized in box-office analysis and audience survey work. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, this allowed Kodak to expressly relate its interest in cinema audience research to business needs:

We are of course basically interested because we are suppliers of important raw materials to the industry … We only have customers who buy motion picture film because at some stage … people are buying tickets for admission to cinemas … Without a demand for cinema entertainment, the demand for our product is zero. The decline in cinema admissions is therefore of considerable importance to my Company.

(Leeks 1959: 140)

In a specific 1959 survey, coming at a point when colour film production had dipped, Kodak included questions on the audience’s attitude to colour in relation to film genres. The results signalled a preference for colour in the categories of musical, travel, biblical, historical, western and romance, with black and white preferred for drama, science fiction, horror, mystery and gangster. Categories such as classical books, comedy, war, rock and roll, and family life were located at a median point of the results (Leeks 1959: 147). More interesting was the result of an experiment where two Eastmancolor films, The Admirable Crichton (Lewis Gilbert, 1958) and Gideon’s Day (John Ford, 1958), were shown to audiences in both black and white and colour prints. All prints were processed by Technicolor, underlining again the close relationship that still existed between the companies. The study’s methodology may be open to criticism, but the results suggested ‘a shift of 10–13 per cent of our audience … rating the films as very good when the films were shown in colour’ (Leeks 1959: 149, emphasis in original). As Leeks noted, such results did not mean colour turned ‘an average film into a world beater’, but that colour was capable of ‘heightening the enjoyment of a film … Greater enjoyment will … only be measureable by the desire to repeat the enjoyable experience’ (Leeks 1959: 150–1). Kodak specifically linked its audience research to a call to the industry to increase colour production, and this message around consumer expectations and an emotional connection to colour clearly fuels the company’s 1965 ‘people prefer colour’ campaign.

These advertisements combine financial and emotional triggers. Each iteration follows the same design: a square colour picture, usually of a family or an individual in the top half of the page, surrounded by an expanse of white page (which acts to emphasize the bright colours of the central photograph). Below that is a short question, then more explanatory text and sales message along the bottom fifth of the page, before the one common strapline across the bottom: ‘People prefer colour’. To take one example, the image is of a family outside a cinema, mother in a striking red coat and her daughter in a green coat, pointing off camera, and the father and son are hanging back a little. The family is lit in a golden glow from the canopy lights above, with the wooden doors of the cinema off to the left. Underneath this image, the question is posed: ‘What do they expect?’ The text offers an answer:

Excitement; action; pathos; laughter – just as they always have. But today they expect something else, too. They expect colour. To most people, colour is what separates the cinema from the sitting room, the big screen from the one at home. It adds to the excitement of an evening out, gives an additional reason for ‘going to the pictures’. The exhibitor knows this. He’ll tell you that, given pictures of approximately equal merit, the one in colour has the better chance of filling more seats. So when you shoot in colour you are taking out an insurance. An insurance that will pay off at the box office time and time again. Is your next production in colour? Kodak. Makers of ‘Eastman’ Colour Films.

The same family appear in another advert, set inside the cinema foyer, noting that people now ‘care about something else. Whether they get colour.’ Other advertisements stress other characters and opinions – an older man staring at a television set, with ‘This one’s big enough for me’ underneath; an annoyed young boy in emerald-green school uniform, with the exclamation ‘You said it was in colour!’ under the picture – but both return to the central conceits: people prefer colour, and exhibitors know there is a difference. This campaign also featured advertisements stressing the role of colour for amateur and home movies, as well as domestic photography, underlining the idea that colour is everywhere … except on television. The added influence of J. Walter Thompson, the advertising agency that looked after the full Kodak account (including photographic film), clearly led to this shift in the company’s 1960s advertising campaign. Recommendations from the UK branch of J. Walter Thompson included the need for UK campaigns to follow international Kodak advertising that stressed the ‘emotional rewards’ of Kodak film, using pictures that ‘wring every ounce of emotion from a situation so that we touch on those moments of fun, sentiment, excitement or sadness’ (J. Walter Thompson 1964: 12). This policy, which suggests the underpinning concepts that fuelled the ‘people prefer colour’ campaign, allowed Kodak to provide a more confident assertion of the value of colour than its initial 1950s efforts.
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Figure 1.7 Eastmancolor ‘What do they expect?’ advertisement, British Kinematography, June 1965.

By the early 1970s, with colour film now commonplace across both the film and television industries, a new approach for industry advertising was taken. With no need to argue for the financial advantage of colour, the 1970s campaign offered a more abstract idea of the aesthetic attributes of Eastmancolor. These advertisements featured a dominant splash of one colour that takes up between half and three-quarters of the page. ‘Night safe’ has dark blue, ‘green keeper’ green, ‘sun trap’ orange, and ‘sea sure’, a lighter blue. While mention is made of specific film stocks (EC Negative Film 5254, EC Print Film 5385), the emphasis of the sales message falls more on visual artistry, nature and aesthetics: ‘the quiet colours of the night’, ‘the subtlest colours of sea and land’, ‘every colour under the sun’, ‘recorded the way you see it’ and ‘Everyone can appreciate your eye for colour.’ It is tempting to read these as Eastmancolor reaching a level of brand awareness that Technicolor had previously found in the 1950s, with its ‘colour attracts’ and ‘Colour Tells …’ campaigns. The shift in message also came at a time when Eastmancolor was developing and introducing new emulsion technology for negative and positive films (Eastmancolor Negative 2 process, Eastmancolor Print 2 process) which led to ‘improved productivity, basically faster processing by the labs of these films’ (Masson 2017). The 5247 35mm stock was introduced by Kodak to improve ‘quality … we now have a stock with improved grain and better sharpness … Colour reproductions … are better than the current stock, particularly the greens’ (Davies quoted in McLeod 1974: 15). Kodak’s advertising was thus able to respond effectively to the company’s shifting product improvements in the 1970s just as ably as it shifted tone in the 1960s to focus on customers and exhibitors.

[image: ]

Figure 1.8 Eastmancolor ‘You said it was in colour!’ advertisement, British Kinematography, September 1965.
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Figure 1.9 Eastmancolor ‘Green Keeper’ advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, 23 May 1970.

The story of Eastmancolor’s shifting brand identity clearly runs parallel to its longer-term adoption within the film industry. Between 1954 and 1960, the use of Eastmancolor rose and fell, never gaining as significant a foothold in production as the early success of 1954–5 suggested, and regularly struggling to differentiate the final product from Technicolor’s more established brand and processing industry. Eastmancolor advertising of this period is therefore more hesitant, rarely selling the advantages of the process and focusing instead on raising awareness of the stock. The lack of core messaging was only addressed in the early 1960s as colour film started its slow climb towards mainstream adoption, and Kodak (helped by J. Walter Thompson) created a potent link between colour, audience emotion and box-office success. As the main colour film stock, and firmly embedded within all other technological processes, Eastmancolor was now in the ascendant, with a suitably assertive advertising campaign. By the 1970s, with Eastmancolor dominating all colour film production and increasingly dominant in processing and release printing, the advertising reverted to a subtler tone, stressing aesthetic and tonal qualities that directly linked to technical improvement and expertise.
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Figure 1.10 Eastmancolor ‘Sun Trap’ advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, 19 September 1970.

The route from Eastmancolor’s launch to mainstream acceptance was not simple or straightforward in technological or promotional terms. Eastmancolor’s success would rely heavily on Kodak’s ability to establish its new film stocks and techniques within the existing structures of British film production. As the next chapter explores in more depth, the expansion of colour augured by the nascent Eastmancolor brand would need to find a way to work within the institutions of the British film industry itself.


2

Institutions and Eastmancolor

Keith M. Johnston and Sarah Street

The impact of the Eastmancolor Revolution reverberated across the British film industry. The epicentre of that revolution was the film directors and producers choosing to adopt the new process, and the existing film studios where cinematographers, art directors, costume designers and other personnel had to adjust to the chromatic possibilities of this disruptive production element. The focus of this chapter, however, is on some of the additional industrial consequences as parts of the industry that ran parallel to the primary sites of film production adjusted to Eastmancolor: the film laboratories that converted to process 35mm Eastmancolor film stock; the special effects departments responsible for essential techniques such as travelling mattes and back projection; the British Board of Film Censors, the regulator which classified every film released within the UK; and Film Finances, the company responsible for issuing completion guarantees to reduce the risks for investors in film productions. As this chapter demonstrates, these four different contexts prompted new perspectives on the relationships and collaborations that shaped the gradual adoption of Eastmancolor from the mid-1950s through to the late 1960s. The revolution was not always smooth; the shift in film production practices caused a ripple effect across the industry which impacted many of its underpinning institutions.

Eastmancolor and the film laboratories

The contribution of the film laboratory to the production of a film goes largely unrecognised … the service it renders to the producer is unrivalled … One tends to think of the work of laboratory as comprising negative development and release printing. But between these two stages is a vast amount of detailed work, the efficient execution of which is vital to the film producer …

(Cricks 1961: 4)

The film laboratory remains broadly overlooked in academic histories of the British film industry, a problematic elision particularly when considering the central role that colour processing and grading contributed to the visual aesthetics of Eastmancolor films. The introduction of Eastmancolor was a financial and stylistic boon to film production, but it also expanded the range of laboratories that could develop colour film, successfully challenging Technicolor’s colour-processing monopoly. Eastmancolor could be ‘printed in a single printing operation on to print film … the process was standard … And then in order to make multiple release prints from that, you had to make a duplicate negative because you don’t want to risk damaging the original negative’ (Masson 2017). For British film laboratories, while the new stock necessitated investing in new equipment, it created lucrative opportunities through processing rushes, final prints, optical processing and the production of release prints for distribution that had not been possible due to Technicolor’s dominance.

The British film industry had four main and well-established choices for 35mm film processing: Technicolor (est. 1937), Denham Laboratories (est. 1936, later rebranded as Rank Film Laboratories), Humphries Laboratories (est. 1923), and Kay Laboratories (est. 1917). As former laboratory specialist Brian Pritchard explains, the distinction between the labs was a combination of expertise, money, and personal connection:

Places like Kays and Humphries tended to do the B-pictures, although Humphries did do some of the big ones … Kubrick always went to Humphries … until Rank stole him away … you do get directors and cameramen who like to use particular labs and if they’ve got sufficient influence they can say ‘Yes, I want to go to Humphries … they will look after me, whereas Rank … [are] doing a James Bond’ … And the same, the people who loved Kays … always went to Kays.

(Pritchard 2019)

The laboratories were clearly aware of the financial possibilities inherent in Eastmancolor. Humphries had Eastmancolor processing in place in the early 1950s, and invested heavily in a new building extension whose ‘major objective is colour: the basement, ground floor, and first floor are devoted to printing and processing Eastman Colour’ (Cricks 1956: xi). Denham’s expertise in negative development, via ‘the largest battery of … [Debrie Multiplex machines] in Europe’, saw them convert ‘a number … to process colour’ (Cricks 1961: 4). With this investment and restructuring, Denham and Humphries were able to dominate the early Eastmancolor negative processing in the UK.

As detailed in the last chapter, Technicolor’s shift to specialist colour film processing aimed to ‘supply colour prints of the highest possible quality in quantities large enough to meet all the needs of distribution in the commercial cinema’ (Happe 1959: 4). The four large laboratories were aware of the importance of being involved in both sides of post-production work: on one side, ‘the origination of materials through to a master [print] … much slower … more labour intensive’; on the other, the move ‘from the master to bulk … high volumes, big products, straight out’ (Flight 2018). While laboratories would vie to do both, there was an awareness of the financial value of the second stage: release printing of the reels of film that would go to London’s West End cinemas, and then on the UK cinema circuit. The economics of release printing for colour films was something that Technicolor benefited from throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, as larger release print runs became more common. Colin Flight, who worked for Kodak and in the Rank laboratories at Denham, recalled: ‘If you needed 500 prints of something, then it was economic to set up a Technicolor dye transfer line and knock off 500 prints because the individual cost of each print was lower’; release print stock, however, was more cost effective with Eastmancolor ‘for small to medium runs’ (Flight 2018).
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Figure 2.1 Denham Laboratories advertisement, Kinematograph Weekly, March 1954.

Each laboratory had special contact men (this aspect of the industry remained particularly gendered) whose job was to lure producers and projects to their company, preferably gaining both sides of the lab work. Contact men were also there to reassure film producers about the role the laboratory could play. Many production companies saw the lab as ‘the black box … the unknown’: the contact man demonstrated that the ‘relationship [between] … manufacturers, filmmakers, and the laboratory was essential to get [the film] to screen’ (Flight 2018). Key to the contact man’s role was to promote the skill and expertise of laboratory staff, particularly the relationship between colour grader (or timer) and cinematographer, as cinematographer and director Chris Menges notes:

When you have a close relationship with the grader and the lab, you can almost fix any problem … There were two labs I worked with a lot and one of the people I enjoyed most of all was a man called John Ensby who was at Technicolor and then David Hemmings at Kays … that relationship was incredibly important, as important as dealing with … the art department or the costume department.

(Menges 2019)

The partnership between cinematographer and grader was particularly potent because it helped create the colour look of the film from rushes through to the creation of a master print. Experienced graders would determine the correct printer light due ‘to the density of the image’, would assess and ‘ensure colour continuity’ and decide ‘upon the correction properties of the three primary colours … no fewer than 360,000 permutations are possible’ (Cricks 1961: 6). The financial arrangements between laboratories and producers could, however, raised issues for cinematographers concerned about creating a specific look. The decision to have processing and grading completed at Kay for Local Hero (Bill Forsyth, 1983) was what the producer David Puttnam had decreed rather than Chris Menges’ choice (Menges 2019). Also, as discussed in Chapter 1, different company agreements and contracts meant a film shot in Eastmancolor might be processed by Technicolor, meaning ‘one would see the rushes one way and then the film looked different’ (Suschitsky 2018).

The importance of the laboratories for colour production in this period cannot be understated. Given the expanded location shooting enabled by Eastmancolor, studios and production companies shooting in foreign locales had to establish routes of communication and delivery with British laboratories to ensure consistency of rushes and processing. During the production of The Little Hut (Mark Robson, 1957), MGM British memos detail the flying of raw film stock from London to Jamaica, with exposed stock returning from Jamaica to Denham Laboratories (where initial shooting tests had been processed) to produce rushes, which were then dispatched to the Rome production base (Henigson 1956).

British laboratories worked on American as well as British film productions. The quick expansion of colour processing in British laboratories in the 1950s played ‘an important part in maintaining Britain’s reputation as the laboratory of the world’ (Cricks 1956: xii). The Eastmancolor production Long John Silver (Byron Haskin, 1954) imported Eastmancolor stock from America ‘in ice refrigeration cartons, kept frozen in Australia until exposed and ice-packed to England for processing at Denham Laboratories. The final cut picture had to be re-shipped to England for colour processing, the prints being made at the British Technicolor Laboratories for the world markets’ (Kaufman 1955: 6).

As suggested by cinematographer Peter Suschitsky and the example of Long John Silver, it was not uncommon for films to be dealt with by two different laboratories, often for reasons of finance, creativity or special expertise. There could be contention around the quality of colour reproduction through rushes and final prints. While Kodak representatives stressed the use of surveys and process controls to fix Eastmancolor standards across laboratories, the individual laboratories had ‘different ideas of what constituted a good print’ (Anon 1958a: 77). The producers of The Constant Husband (Sidney Gilliat, 1955) originally chose Humphries for processing but during the shoot the film’s cinematographer Ted Scaife demanded that Technicolor take over developing and printing. Sidney Gilliat felt this directly affected the film’s delayed release although he shared the blame across the companies: ‘Both labs made an absolute mess of it … Some reels we never got right’ (quoted in Reid 2015: 53).

Humphries’ work on All Neat in Black Stockings (Christopher Morahan, 1968) included solving a potential legal problem by obscuring the label on a (branded) bottle of sherry by using ‘a special optical effect’ (Ramsay 1968a). Yet shortly after Humphries lost a reel of picture negative, Technicolor was additionally brought in to create an answer print, matrices and release prints (Littlejohn 1968) – an arrangement that included the addition of Technicolor to film credits, ‘under the credit to Eastmancolour’ (Ramsay 1968b). Other disputes were tied less to colour reproduction and more around broader content issues. During the shooting of Performance (Donald Cammell and Nicolas Roeg, 1970) Humphries called associate producer David Cammell to announce

that the previous day’s film contravened the obscenity laws and that the lab were going to destroy it forthwith … Sandy Lieberson and David Cammell managed to retrieve the negative but they were obliged to sit and watch as the chief executive of the lab destroyed the print with a hammer and chisel … The furore at Humphrey’s was not allowed to disrupt film or schedule and processing was simply transferred to Technicolor.

(McCabe 1998: 56)

The relationship between director and laboratory could also affect post-production decisions where financial and creative ends clashed, and where laboratory skills were required. Director Lindsay Anderson had worked with Humphries on if … (Lindsay Anderson, 1969) with no specific controversy. For his next film, O Lucky Man! (Lindsay Anderson, 1973), the relationship with Denham/Rank Laboratories deteriorated, due to Warner executive Paul Hitchcock telling the lab to destroy all extra negatives held there. Trying to insert a previously cut section of film, Anderson turned to Les Ostinelli at Technicolor to ‘produce a respectable dupe negative … [and then] a positive which showed that the sequence can be replaced in the film without a huge loss of quality’ (Anderson 1976), and which could then be used for future printing of the director’s preferred cut.

The invisibility of the film laboratory work may be one reason it has not been more central to historical or aesthetic understandings of the film industry. With multiple laboratories working on one film, it is difficult to pick apart which company was responsible for which element. Humphries, Kay or Denham may have processed the negative and been involved in colour grading, but for a large release Technicolor might be chosen to create ‘the first print … for showing at premiere cinemas and then the rest [of the prints] would just be done on Eastmancolor’ (Pritchard 2019). Those latter Eastmancolor release prints could still be produced at Technicolor because, as noted by S.D. Brown, Technicolor’s UK operations manager: ‘Some customers prefer colour positive rather than dye transfer so we make prints on either system as requested by the Producer’ (Brown 1973: 1).

When Technicolor retired the dye transfer/imbibition process in the mid-1970s the shift to an end-to-end Eastmancolor experience, from production through laboratory processing to release print, was complete, almost twenty years after the first 5247 Eastmancolor stock was introduced. Technicolor noted in 1975 that there were no longer real differences in stock in respect of ‘a film being credited to Technicolor, Rank Denham, Humphries or Kays etc.’ (Brown 1975: 1). This indicated that laboratory techniques were now comparable across companies. Despite that convergence, the British labs kept expanding and improving, partly in response to the increased demand for processing films for colour television. In 1969 Rank Film Laboratories advertised being ‘four years ahead of the rest of Europe’ due to the installation of ‘ultra-modern equipment to handle the latest intermedial reverse stocks’ (Rank Organisation 1969), while Kay modernized its plants in the early 1970s (Anon 1971: 161).

If the laboratories were the black box of the film industry, the labour and expertise of those laboratory workers was summed up in 1956: ‘It is a miracle that my colleagues ever get a satisfactory colour film’, given the practical, photochemical, industrial and economic difficulties that lay between exposing a film negative and producing the final release print (Levenson quoted in Anon 1956b: vi). Technology may have solved some of those difficulties by the time colour became mainstream in the late 1960s, but that cannot mask the important role the laboratory workers have played in the Eastmancolor Revolution.

Special effects and colour

The contribution of laboratory workers to the Eastmancolor Revolution runs in parallel to the development of colour in special effects processes, from practical effects on set to optical combinations of imagery in a laboratory setting. The increase in colour production in the early 1950s led to a need for new techniques in those optically created effects that were commonplace across all film production, including editing techniques such as ‘fades, wipes, superimpositions, titles, enlargements, reductions, skip-frames’, through to ‘mattes (or split-screens) and travelling mattes’ to more fantastic and illusory options (Margutti 1970: 12). In consequence, special effects and optical processes are not restricted to those more fantastic genres, given that there is ‘scarcely a major film … which does not owe some of its appeal or some of its economy to the discreet use in production of travelling matte technique’ (Hoult 1960: 12). Although the more fantastic usage has long been the focus of both popular and academic discourse, recent work has emphasized the need to look beyond the fantastic to the way effects are embedded across film production (North, Rehak and Duffy 2015), and across a wider sample of British cinema (Johnston and Rickards 2019).

The creation of special effects clearly pre-dated colour film production: optical or ‘trick’ effects had been in use in British cinema since its earliest days, more overtly displayed in films such as The ‘?’ Motorist (Robert Paul, 1906) and Things to Come (Cameron Menzies, 1936), but intrinsic to the creation of the diegetic worlds of films as diverse as The 39 Steps (Alfred Hitchcock, 1935) and The Bells Go Down (Basil Dearden, 1944). Yet the introduction of Eastmancolor created additional problems for what might be termed the ‘everyday’ usage of optical effects: colour tones needed to be matched between background and foreground images when using back projection or matte work; the use of blue screens now had to consider the impact of using blue tones in the foreground action, and colour tones could create chromatic clashes that would not have been an issue in a monochrome world. Technicolor had been working on many of these issues with their three-strip process, but the mid-1950s increase in colour production, and the different processing laboratories involved, created a greater need for efficient, reliable and economically feasible special effects techniques.

The combination of production and laboratory skills required is perhaps best exemplified by two standard techniques used to produce shots that were not otherwise economically viable: back projection and travelling matte. Back projection is a studio-based optical process where ‘a print of the background scene is projected on to a translucent screen placed behind the foreground action’, allowing the director to see the projected background during filming and in next-day rushes (Margutti 1960: 131). Travelling mattes are more laboratory-based, relying on optical printers to combine ‘foreground and background scenes … into one single image by using a “matte” … to mask that portion of the background image which it is intended to replace by the foreground image’ (Margutti 1960: 132). This latter process was claimed to offer more flexibility for filmmakers: a greater degree of focus, the option to change background scenes, the reduction of space needed on set, and fewer restrictions on camera angles (Margutti 1960: 131). Both techniques had been around for decades, but the expansion of colour technology raised new issues and opportunities which were regularly discussed in the technical and popular trade press.

When Humphries Labs opened its new premises in 1956, the accompanying promotional piece in the ‘Studio Review’ section of Kinematograph Weekly hailed its ability to work with ‘the many films needed in colour production – internegatives, black and white separations … [and] all types of opticals, from fades and dissolves to the most intricate special effects’ (Cricks 1956: xix). In a similar vein, Denham hailed the creation of specialist departments that could be sent out to studios to advise on travelling matte shots for the director of photography:

He may employ whatever lighting arrangement he wishes. Nor is there any restriction on the range of tones or colours which may be included in the foreground décor: all normal colours, and all tones from white to black are reproduced faithfully by this process.

(Hoult 1960: 16)

In practice, back projection and travelling matte could create similar effects, such as the sky seen through an apartment window, or street scenes passing by a car’s windows. The early Eastmancolor film For Better, For Worse (J. Lee Thompson, 1954) offers a potent example of solid optical work and what could happen when composite effects were not properly processed. A gentle romantic comedy, the film uses effects processes with varying levels of success. Scenes of characters driving a car through city streets appear to use travelling matte, given the appearance of slight colour-masking issues where the optical effect of exterior scene clashes with the studio-shot interior action. The use of travelling matte is more obvious in the penultimate scene of the film, although for different reasons. This set, intended to be a high-quality London restaurant on Piccadilly, has a long back wall containing a series of large picture windows that are supposed to show a view over either the street below or nearby Green Park. However, in the widely available print of the film the view from those windows is of a strong bright-blue canvas, clearly the blue backing that was intended to be optically replaced with a filmed location image. The lack of this image suggests either financial or technical woes led to it never being completed. This early example of Eastmancolor travelling matte work is suggestive of the teething problems laboratories may have faced as they responded to the new stock.

British special effects departments in this period did not initially have the best reputation with their American co-production partners, due in part to the shift to Eastmancolor and colour optical work. When the decision was made to film The Inn of the Sixth Happiness (Mark Robson, 1958) in the UK in order to qualify as a British quota film, it was noted that ‘it is a slow procedure to get any trick shots out of London’, with MGM British having previously had to ask permission to use Hollywood laboratories, a potential breach of quota rules (Rogell 1958: 2). Although Denham Laboratories was responsible for most of the optical work on the film, production supervisor James E. Newcom pursued a competing US laboratory to make new colour prints of some negative material as ‘in similar circumstances the De Luxe Hollywood prints were a great improvement’ (Newcom 1958). The issue was exacerbated due to the extensive optical process work the film needed to ensure its Welsh location shoot could pass effectively for 1930s China. Director Mark Robson wanted to avoid travelling mattes where possible: by opting for ‘a considerable amount of back projection’, Robson set cinematographer Freddie Young a particular challenge, which included the use of competing back projection systems available in the UK through MGM or Pinewood Studios (Goldstein 1957: 2).
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Figure 2.2 For Better For Worse (J. Lee Thompson, 1954), blue screen background highlights where the optical effect should have been added.
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Figure 2.3 A closer shot of Tony (Dirk Bogarde) and Anne’s father (Cecil Parker) against blue screen background.
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Figure 2.4 Carry on Cruising (Gerald Thomas, 1962) used matte techniques in the background of scenes on board ship.

The 1960s saw an upsurge in optical and special effects work across the film industry, and a parallel increase and confidence around British optical work. This was partly driven by the sharp growth in US-UK co-productions in that decade, including the lucrative James Bond series and films such as 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968), but also in more nationally specific productions such as the Carry On films. Carry On Cruising (Gerald Thomas, 1962), the first colour film in the series, was budgeted for two days of matte work that was ‘mainly of the crew and passengers in foreground, against the rails of the ships, with moving sea in background’ (Thomas 1962: 2). Rank Film Laboratories, responsible for all opticals in the series until the final film, Carry On Emmanuelle (Gerald Thomas, 1978, processed by Technicolor), continued to invest in the optical side of their organization, creating ‘fully comprehensive special effects facilities in a separate modern block’ by the end of the decade (Margutti 1970: 13).

Throughout the 1970s and with the impact of fantasy and science-fiction films from Hollywood, many cinematographers who had come from the more realist or documentary-led side of British cinema needed training or specialist help in more effects-heavy productions. Chris Menges and Peter Suschitzky recalled their experiences in this regard:

I spent four months basically doing blue screen working with a Todd-AO camera and doing plates for the film [Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Irwin Kershner, 1980)] … It was a wonderful learning curve … I knew nothing about blue screen and the visual effects unit … they knew I was a novice and they looked after me.

(Menges 2019)

What made me anxious prior to shooting The Empire Strikes Back was the use of technical expressions with which I was not familiar. Describing processes that I knew nothing about, like front-projection and back projection and matte photography etc. And I quickly learnt that they were not complex. You had to use your eyes and your best visual judgement. And using the processes and there would always be a post-production technician on hand to exchange ideas with and to ask.

(Suschitzky 2018)

By the 1980s, British laboratories were still innovating and expanding their techniques, and cinematographers were now more aware of visual effects processes. The impact of Eastmancolor, and the changes it wrought on the British effects industry, were largely positive. Yet there remained an echo of the 1950s discourse around British special effects, with American director Tobe Hooper commenting ‘I love the craftsmanship in London … Almost everything can be done there on a grand scale … [but] You can’t really generate topnotch optical unless you bring a whole crew from the states’ (quoted in Scapperotti 1985: 10). The successful rise of a British visual effects industry lies outside the scope of this book, but the professionalization of that element of British film production is intrinsically tied to the first decades of the Eastmancolor Revolution.

British Board of Film Censors/Classification

Popular and academic discussions of the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) have tended to focus on decisions to cut sex and violence, to restrict nudity, or to protect children and other audiences from filmed material that was deemed socially unacceptable at the time (Trevelyan 1973; Robertson 1985; Matthews 1994; Barber 2010; Lamberti 2012). What is less obvious in such debates is the attitude the BBFC adopted towards different cinematic technologies such as colour or widescreen, which changed the physical and visual nature of the films they were attempting to censor. For example, work on the BBFC’s opinion of an Eastmancolor film such as Tom Jones (Tony Richardson, 1963) considers the recommendations made to cut particular scenes to achieve a lower certificate, rather than whether the excision of such scenes was also influenced by the chromatic nature of the film (Matthews 1994; Trevelyan 1973).

The lack of fuller BBFC records of a broader range of colour films submitted for classification is partly to blame for the partial coverage of this issue (Frith 2018). What the extant records do reveal is that films produced in the first two decades of the Eastmancolor Revolution contributed to the problems faced by the BBFC, while also offering creative solutions to censorship demands. The files that remain, specifically on horror and nudist films of the late 1950s and through the 1960s, tell a specific story about the place of colour within the BBFC’s censorship process, and the assumptions that institution made about the effect(s) of colour.

The relationship between the BBFC and the rise of the British horror film of the late 1950s, most notably the Hammer horrors, is well known (Matthews 1994; Lamberti 2012; Frith 2018). The position of the BBFC was that colour emphasized and increased the ‘potentially dangerous … sadistic and nasty’ (Trevelyan 1973: 159) elements of the sex and violence found in horror films such as Horrors of the Black Museum (Arthur Crabtree, 1959) and Peeping Tom (Michael Powell, 1960). Circus of Horrors (Sidney Hayers, 1960) was considered to be a high risk because it featured ‘scenes which went beyond what was legitimate horror and were repulsive and disgusting … horror mixed with excessive violence and brutality … horror mixed with sex … [these] problems will be intensified and made more difficult’ with the addition of colour (BBFC 1959). Equally uncertain about this new chromatic world, early script comments on Hysteria (Freddie Francis, 1965) noted ‘that the film will be shot in colour … we may have trouble with bloodstained water. This kind of thing was made acceptable in Psycho by it being in black and white’ (BBFC 1964a, our emphasis). The BBFC’s discomfort around colour in the late 1950s and well into the 1960s was inextricably linked to this wider industrial push towards a new and more explicit form of horror.
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Figure 2.5 Peeping Tom (Michael Powell, 1960), Helen (Anna Massey) suffused in red.

The BBFC appears to have created additional problems for their censors’ decision-making process by failing to institute a systematic approach to assessing colour, and so potentially misunderstanding the technological possibilities of the new Eastmancolor system. The way the BBFC worked with film producers varied very little when the new colour process was introduced: the censor offered an initial assessment at script stage, and then a later viewing of a print of the near-finished film; this could also include personal communication between individuals at the BBFC (normally the Secretary) and directors/producers. Comments were offered at each stage, and where necessary a negotiation would ensue over what cuts were needed for certification. Viewing different prints of a film, as additional cuts were requested, was built into the BBFC process well before colour came along. But as the reviewing process expanded to include multiple viewings of black and white prints, and then additional viewings of colour prints (or reels), it created additional complexity for producers and censors.

One of the dominant narratives that has emerged around the BBFC’s assessment process is the way that Hammer was able to disrupt it, using colour technology to push the boundaries of what the censor found acceptable. In most academic work, Hammer comes out as the victor, able to mislead or challenge the censor, although more subtle interaction between both parties has begun to be acknowledged (Frith 2018, 2020). Taking Hammer as our initial example, it is possible to illuminate how the BBFC censorship process found itself unprepared for a growth in colour films, and how it developed its approach through the mid-1960s.

The reader report of the second draft script of Hammer’s Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958) noted: ‘There is nothing censorable in the story as a whole, but good deal to complain of in details. The curse of the thing is technicolor blood … strong cautions will be necessary on shots of blood’ (BBFC 1957b: 2). Putting aside the issue that the ‘technicolor’ blood would actually be shot in Eastmancolor, the concern around this specific colour element is clear, with the report identifying ‘Dracula’s blood smeared-face … Lucy has a trickle of blood at the corner of her mouth and blood on the front of her nightdress. Quite uncalled for’ (BBFC 1957b: 3). There is also a pointed reference that: ‘This would be much better as a black and white film, with colour only used for shock effect’ (BBFC 1957: 3), an early example of the discourse seen above in relation to Peeping Tom or Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960). Before even seeing a frame of the film, the BBFC had identified colour as a significant problem for censorship.

The next stage – the viewing of a print – has been described as Hammer deliberately subverting the BBFC’s processes as part of a continuing ‘battle’ between studio and institution (Pirie 2008: 42). As they had done with The Curse of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 1957), Hammer initially submitted a black and white print of Dracula, with several scenes missing. The BBFC responded: ‘The final version will be in colour and its addition … will make certain scenes intolerable’ (BBFC 1958a: 1) and ‘we could not promise even an “X” certificate till we had seen the coloured version’ (BBFC 1958b: 1). A colour version was then submitted, with feedback from the BBFC on the disintegration sequence. Hammer’s subsequent response carefully played up the gap between industry process and BBFC process, with producer Anthony Hinds noting they had made alterations based on feedback ‘and then had it scored, dubbed and the matrices made from the Technicolor print’ (BBFC 1958c). In effect, Hammer made the case that colour processing and printing – and the financial costs incurred through Technicolor producing an imbibition print – could trump the censor’s demands. The BBFC ultimately accepted at least some of this argument, still insisting that in Reel 9 ‘the first shot of the [disintegrating] face with the hand pulling down will therefore be out’ (BBFC 1958d).
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Figure 2.6 Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958), one of Dracula’s brides (Valerie Gaunt) and trickling blood which concerned the BBFC.

The specifics of the back-and-forth of the censorship discussion is of less immediate concern here than how this example illuminates the BBFC’s attitude towards colour: notably that colour prints were not being viewed until very late in the process. Hammer’s attempt to use the cost and effort of the Technicolor IB process as an excuse for not making any further cuts can be read as both a financial reality for the company and a calculated feint around colour technology. The film was shot on Eastmancolor, and Technicolor had the ability to produce an Eastmancolor print of that material without producing matrices and going through full imbibition printing. The prominence of Hammer at this moment, and in this debate, obscures another issue, however: by 1957 the BBFC appears to have already committed to a system where black and white prints could stand in for colour, unless examiners felt that colour might complicate or accentuate particular aspects of a film, based either on a reading of the script or a black and white print viewing. Hammer may have exploited this system, but they did not create it: that decision appears to rest with the BBFC, and its desire not to complicate the pre-existing classification process.

Hammer would continue to send black and white prints to the BBFC for initial viewings well into the 1960s, and the BBFC continued to insist on seeing colour prints (or specific reels) before making final decisions. The Gorgon (Terence Fisher, 1964) could be ‘acceptable for the “X” category, but we must reserve final judgement until we see certain scenes again in colour’ (BBFC 1964b). Colour reels were ‘resubmitted’ for Dracula: Prince of Darkness (Terence Fisher, 1966), with subsequent cuts required around ‘blood flowing into or congealing in the sarcophagus’ (BBFC 1965a). The BBFC requested to ‘see certain sequences in colour before making a final decision’ on Plague of the Zombies (John Gilling, 1966) (BBFC 1965b). Frankenstein Created Woman (Terence Fisher, 1967) was viewed in a black and white print, with Trevelyan commenting ‘Frankenstein’s assault on Anna may have to be reduced, depending on how revealing her nightdress is in colour … The brain transplant operation will almost certainly have to be reduced because even in black and white, it has some very gruesome shots’ (BBFC 1966).

The recurring references to this process make it appear less and less like an elaborate or strategic ruse by Hammer, and more like the BBFC’s standardized operating procedure, a simple extension of its black and white approval process that made few allowances for the changes wrought by Eastmancolor. Although horror films represent most of the extant files available at the BBFC, this process is demonstrably in use elsewhere. A parallel industrial development to the horror film was the rise of nudity, most obviously in a series of naturist and nudist films of the late 1950s. The BBFC discussion around one of these films, World Without Shame (Donovan Winter, 1961), offers further evidence that the use of black and white prints as a guide to possible colour elements was central to the censor’s approach to all colour films, not just those of Hammer.

Upon viewing an initial ‘collection of rushes’, John Trevelyan noted ‘we cannot make any real judgement on it until we see it at a later stage in colour’ (BBFC 1961b). The film’s director, Donovan Winter, subsequently submitted another black and white version, stating ‘I feel sure you will have no difficulty in recognising the poetic and artistic quality that will blossom fully in colour … I composed the scenes pictorially … [and] treated this as a serious job of film making’ (BBFC 1961c). The appeal to artistic intent, often seen as a way of getting around Trevelyan’s censorship predilections, was backed up with a financial reference, as with Hammer’s experience. Winter pointed out that having made cuts, ‘we shall now go ahead with having a colour print made’ (BBFC 1961d), and in a later letter added the hope that even an ‘uncorrected colour print’ would allow the BBFC ‘to recognise its true potential’ (BBFC 1962). The BBFC would ultimately classify it as an A certificate, a decision in line with its attitude to many of nudist films of the period, confirming Trevelyan’s advice to Winter that the film ‘has been treated, and will be treated, in exactly the same way as any other film of this kind’ (BBFC 1961e).

At some point between the mid-1960s and the 1970s, probably in response to colour becoming the dominant mode of production, the censor’s attitude changed and viewing colour prints became the norm rather than the last stage in an otherwise complex process. Notes of BBFC discussions of controversial films such as A Clockwork Orange (Stanley Kubrick, 1971) and Straw Dogs (Sam Peckinpah, 1971) make no specific reference to colour, while the discussion of nudity in if … is mostly restricted to a debate around the balance of fantasy and realism in the film, where Trevelyan felt ‘the fantasy is less successful than the realism’ (Trevelyan 1968: 1).
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Figure 2.7 Curse of the Werewolf (Terence Fisher, 1961). The BBFC felt this baptism scene was ‘less offensive in colour’.
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Figure 2.8 BBFC certificate in colour in 1981.

Colour cinematography and colour grading could occasionally work in the censor’s favour. Although noting that colour continued to ‘add to our censorship problems’ in other scenes, the BBFC accepted that it also ‘greatly improved’ Hammer’s The Curse of the Werewolf (Terence Fisher, 1961) and removed a specific objection to a baptism scene because it was ‘less offensive in colour than it was in black and white’ (BBFC 1961a) – although the precise reason why it was less offensive is not explained. Almost a decade later, John Trevelyan asked for changes to the infamous naked wrestling sequence in Women in Love (Ken Russell, 1969). Here, the producers were able to work with colour graders at the laboratories so that the shots were ‘darkened to replicate firelight, which the Secretary found “helpful”’ (Matthew 1994: 180). Despite this, Trevelyan’s insistence that another shot, which showed Reed’s penis, should receive similar treatment could not be fulfilled, with Russell writing to Trevelyan that ‘the material available in the cutting room was not as “helpful as he thought it would be”’ (Matthews 1994: 180).

There was one final way in which colour and the BBFC proved contentious, although this was not classification-based. The film exhibitors were unhappy with the ‘continued use of Censor certificates made on black and white stock for colour films’ because it was ‘detrimental to good presentation, from both the practical and artistic points of view’ (British Kinematograph Society 1961: 121). The BBFC’s reluctance to move into the new world of colour processing brought about by Eastmancolor can, therefore, be seen in their censorship decisions and their own filmed certification practices.

Film Finances

As well as supplying the censors with pre-production information, film producers were also subject to scrutiny from another source, this time relating to getting their projects funded. While producers benefited from funds linked to governmental protection of the film industry such as the National Film Finance Corporation and the British Film Production Fund, obtaining adequate financial backing for a film often depended on complex packages involving banks, private investors, distribution and co-production agreements. During the years covered by this book Film Finances, a completion guarantee company founded in 1950, provided guarantees to investors to ensure that a film was finished on time, according to an agreed specification, and that it was delivered to the distributor ‘by the agreed date without the investors being required to advance more than the sum they originally agreed’ (Chapman and Drazin 2014: 1). To assess risk and offer specialist input into a new project Film Finances was provided with drafts of scripts, budgets, production schedules, daily progress reports, cost reports and, if the guarantee was called upon, revenue statements from distributors. In the event of the latter, Film Finances had the right to recoup its guarantee from the film’s earnings after the principal investors had been paid. Guarantees were sought by many British film companies, a significant number of them producing colour films. A survey of thirty such films permits an assessment of the extent to which colour added complexity to the production process, and also a sense of how it may, or may not, have been an issue when John Croydon, the lead assessor at Film Finances and a former production manager at British studios including Beaconsfield, Ealing and Highbury, scrutinized projects under consideration at Film Finances.

In the 1950s the generally higher-key lighting requirements for colour featured as the most common, recurrent theme in Croydon’s reports. He linked these with the draft budgets that had been submitted by companies seeking a guarantee from Film Finances in respect of electricity, equipment and time. The following films in particular were asked to review their budgets to allow for electricity costs: A Kid for Two Farthings (Carol Reed, 1955), Behind the Mask (Brian Desmond Hurst, 1958) and also later productions dominated by location shooting such as Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973) that involved shooting sequences in different light conditions on the Grand Canal in Venice. Occasionally, additional complex issues were raised such as rigging sets for colour. The Passionate Stranger (Muriel Box, 1957), shot by Otto Heller, used colour for scenes inspired by a romantic novelist’s imagination that were contrasted with black and white to depict ‘real’ events. Croydon was interested in whether shooting the same sets in colour and black and white had an impact on Heller’s cinematography: ‘I would say that as the negative is Eastman colour there should be little basic difference in the rig for either type of exposure. However, I think we should be wise to make the enquiries to be absolutely sure that nothing unusual or hazardous is being contemplated’ (Croydon 1956). The amount of film stock was consequently upped, divided equally between black and white and colour. This ensured that any rigging problems were offset by careful matching of the footage between the film’s two chromatic schemes. Josephine and Men (Roy Boulting, 1955), shot at Shepperton, involved a set for a cottage scene taking up nearly the entire stage. Croydon commented: ‘Making a film in colour involves … a substantial number of lamps and with the stage totally filled the manipulation of those lamps is necessarily a long and tedious business. Move a lamp and you have to move part of the set’ (Croydon 1955). This indicates the logistical problems of working with colour, especially if a production was committed to being shot in a particular studio with restricted space.
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Figure 2.9 The Passionate Stranger (Muriel Box, 1957), Carlo (Carlo Giustini) in black and white.
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Figure 2.10 The Passionate Stranger, Carlo (Carlo Giustini) in colour.

Croydon’s assessment included examining the production schedules for each film. Films such as Oh...Rosalinda!! (Powell and Pressburger, 1955) that were processed by Technicolor were prone to post-production delays. On the other hand, he pointed out that these would be offset in this case by shooting the film on one stage and using one lighting area for every set. The film was shot on a silent sound stage to a pre-recorded soundtrack, as with Powell and Pressburger’s other ‘musical film’ experiments such as The Red Shoes (Powell and Pressburger, 1948). For Oh…Rosalinda!! Hein Heckroth’s sets were demarked by their symbolic use of saturated colours rather than intricate detail. In this case colour’s integral importance to the film’s design served multiple purposes, both creative and pragmatic: ‘The effects will be achieved more by colour than by the solidity of the sets’ (Croydon 1954). For another production, Footsteps in the Fog (Arthur Lubin, 1955), shot in Technicolor, extra editing time was recommended because Technicolor’s delivery problems were raised again as a reason for concern.

Colour was seen as a positive attribute, however, in spite of anticipated logistical and technical problems. For Dr Terror’s House of Horrors (Freddie Francis, 1965), a ‘portmanteau’ film comprised of five different horror stories, colour was seen to be highly desirable, especially when combined with special effects and Techniscope, Technicolor’s economical widescreen negative shooting process. And for Dr. Who and the Daleks (Gordon Flemyng, 1965) colour was a novelty since the popular TV series was in black and white. Also, Eastmancolor colour films did not necessarily present larger than average budgets to Film Finances. Nothing But the Best (colour, Clive Donner, 1964) cost £176,500; the black and white ‘new wave’ film The Entertainer (Tony Richardson, 1960) cost £192,928. While Peeping Tom cost £131,000, Darling (black and white, John Schlesinger, 1965) cost much more at £348,415. Although Ken Loach had reservations about using colour for Poor Cow (1967), a film that cost £242,600, it did very well at the box office as the fifth highest-grossing release in 1968 (Petrie 2019: 48). On the other hand, when British companies collaborated with American funders budgets could be substantially raised, as in the case of Sammy Going South (Alexander Mackendrick, 1963), a film shot in Africa that cost £385,000 (Petrie 2019: 52). The key point is that once Eastmancolor was introduced colour did not necessarily add substantially to the cost of a film as it had done in the Technicolor years. Reviewing the budgets of films during the period covered by this book shows that a host of factors, other than colour, might add costs, including salaries of major stars, complex logistics, production delays and, on occasion, malfunctioning co-production arrangements with American distributors.

This chapter has shown how many commercial service facilities, organizations, institutions and companies were affected by the increase in colour films. The emphasis has been on pre-production (creating effects, censorship and financing) and post-production (the labs), key parts of the filmmaking process which entailed scrutiny of what difference colour made in terms of technology, affective impact and aesthetic qualities. Focusing on the impact of colour films once they were produced and exhibited, the following six chapters shift attention towards how Eastmancolor contributed to changes in the major genres of British cinema.


3

Comedy and Satire

Keith M. Johnston

Comedy is the most popular of all genres in British cinema, sustaining the film industry in times of economic slump … and drawing mass audiences when other genres fail … the comedy film has dominated production, created major stars … and often reached an international audience with cult hits … as well as slapstick blockbusters.

(PORTER AND HUNTER 2012: 1)

Across the thirty years covered by our project, almost 400 separate comedy films were produced and released in Britain, around 19 per cent of all colour feature films in the period, and the highest number of any single British genre. Comedy had been present in pre-Eastmancolor films, such as Blithe Spirit (David Lean, 1945), An Ideal Husband (Alexander Korda, 1947) and Genevieve (Henry Cornelius, 1953), but Eastmancolor clearly contributed to the growth in colour comedy production, fuelling early efforts such as For Better, For Worse (J. Lee Thompson, 1954), Make Me An Offer (Cyril Frankel, 1954) and A Yank in Ermine (Gordon Parry, 1955). The domestic preference for this genre of film was supported by those British cinemagoers sampled in the 1959 Kodak audience research survey (discussed in Chapter 1). Almost 90 per cent of the respondents identified comedy as a genre they ‘usually’ enjoyed, with over half saying they preferred their comedy in colour (Leeks 1959). With comedy a potent part of production strategies and audience appreciation, it is not surprising that the genre became a key element of the burgeoning Eastmancolor Revolution.

All of the main British comedy producers, comedians and partnerships had moved into colour by the end of the 1960s. Ealing Studios’ 1950s comedies included a mix of Technicolor and Eastmancolor productions, including The Titfield Thunderbolt (Charles Crichton, 1953), The Love Lottery (Charles Crichton, 1954), The Ladykillers (Alexander MacKendrick, 1955), comedy-drama Out of the Clouds (1955), Touch and Go (Charles Frend, 1955) and Davy (Michael Relph, 1958). The Carry On … series experimented with colour in Carry On Cruising (Gerald Thomas, 1962) before committing to regular Eastmancolor productions with Carry On Cleo (Gerald Thomas, 1964). The St. Trinian series moved into colour for The Great St. Trinian’s Train Robbery (Sidney Gilliat and Frank Launder, 1966), while the series of seven Doctor films were in colour from Doctor in the House (Ralph Thomas, 1954) to Doctor in Trouble (Ralph Thomas, 1970). Other popular film comedy series and comedians waited until much later in the 1960s to switch to colour: Norman Wisdom, for example, did not make a colour film until The Early Bird (Robert Asher, 1965).

Despite the dominance of comedy within British film production and in audience enjoyment, academic studies of these films have rarely focused on the contribution colour made to comedy. Indeed, the wider aesthetic or stylistic attributes of comic films are often overlooked in favour of approaches that consider comic performance, verbal dexterity, narrative coherence versus gag-based slapstick, audience pleasures, social relevance, or thematic shifts across time periods (King 2002). There remains a potent discursive link between comedy and colour via common phrases such as ‘blue’ humour, ‘black’ comedy, or ‘off-colour’ jokes, yet these references most often return to language or narrative use, verbal puns and tonally specific stories rather than chromatic issues. Given those contexts, it might be suggested that there is nothing specifically funny about colour, and that the addition of colour in British film production from the 1950s onwards was less about its comic possibilities and more about the perceived value colour added to films for domestic exhibition and international export. Using a series of case studies and examples from across thirty years, this chapter will explore whether there is anything funny about the use of colour in British films.

Colour and the ‘light’ British comedy

The dominance of colour comedies between the introduction of Eastmancolor and the mainstream adoption of colour by the end of 1969 is clear from our project database: in that period, over 27 per cent of all British film productions were comedy-based. Through this section, we will focus on examples of the ‘light’ or romantic colour comedies which dominated that period, including those films that broadly follow the popular British comedy tradition most often exemplified by the Ealing comedies. At their production peak in the 1950s and early 1960s, before the shift towards satire and sex-oriented comedies, this form of comedy-romance has some similarities to internationally successful post-1980s productions such as Four Weddings and a Funeral (Mike Newell, 1994) and Notting Hill (Roger Michell, 1999). Between its 1950s heyday and that later success, the light comedy-romance had a popular and industrial resurgence in the late 1970s and early 1980s via the renaissance in Scottish filmmaking inspired by Bill Forsyth’s blend of comedy, realism and surrealism.

One of the earliest Eastmancolor comedies, Make Me an Offer is a gentle 1950s comic tale whose narrative is fuelled by the pursuit of a green Portland vase. Antiques dealer Charlie (Peter Finch) sees the vase as a small boy, where its green colour stands out among the white-grey walls of the British Museum gallery set. Green hues and tones echo through the film’s mise-en-scène, most notably in the costumes worn by Nicky (Adrienne Corri), Charlie’s main comic foil in his quest for the vase, and the Home Counties-based location work. When Nicky initially shows Charlie the vase, it is dusty and unremarkable; later, when washed and polished, it gleams at the centre of the image. Alternately standing in for Charlie’s nostalgic avarice (he has coveted this item for years), Nicky’s greed (she keeps increasing the amount Charlie has to pay for it), and finally, Charlie’s domestic bliss (the vase eventually takes up pride of place in his home), the vase functions as both pragmatic narrative device and potent chromatic symbol. Yet despite its prominence in the narrative, the vase itself is not a source of humour. Its presence adds little to the film’s comedy, apart from comic elements arising from its precarious status in a scene in which Nicky and Charlie argue.

Charlie’s hunt for the green vase offers a central metaphor in the quest for comic colour in this early period, relied upon to add a chromatic element to the more traditional gentle narrative-based humour. Rockets Galore (Michael Relph, 1958) was an Eastmancolor adaptation of Compton McKenzie’s book, a sequel to his original Whisky Galore novel, which had been filmed in black and white by Alexander Mackendrick in 1949. Described by Variety as ‘having the advantage of color and superb shots of the island scenery’, the film initially offers few chromatic additions to the locations made famous in Ealing’s earlier film (Rich 1958b: 6). The film makes good use of its naturalistic location work, but it is not until the final act of the film that colour takes on a more plot- and comedy-driven function. Failing to protect their island from an English rocket-testing base, the islanders opt for one final trick: painting some of the local seabirds pink to convince an ornithologically obsessed military commander that a rare species lives there. Like Charlie’s Portland vase, the pink seabirds are an important chromatic element of the narrative, here allowing colour to save the day. Here, however, the birds also offer a final colour-based gag. The islanders discover some eggs have hatched, revealing the creation of a new generation of genetically pink birds.

The narrative use of colour in Next to No Time (Henry Cornelius, 1958) works to differentiate a temporal and occasionally comic space that exists for nervous engineer David Webb (Kenneth More) during his trip to New York on the QE2. Webb discovers that the clocks on the ship stop for an hour each night as they head west across the Atlantic: in that hour where ‘nothing counts, nothing matters’ he gains confidence and purpose. Lighting techniques and costume help to delineate that space, composed and captured via Freddie Francis’s ‘excellent … color lensing’ (Rich 1958a: 10). When Webb dances with film star Georgie Brant (Betsy Drake), they are bathed in red light; when he pretends to be a bull in a bullfight, red light transforms Georgie’s white cape into a matador’s muleta. Throughout, the second hand on the clock that physically stops and starts this magic hour is also a striking scarlet red. This fantasy space begins to cross into Webb’s normal hours on board the ship. He sketches his machine for Georgie in red pencil, then builds a full-size model of the machine in his cabin: huge red balls (apples and red-covered cheese), red-and-green fluid shooting around pipes and tubes, red lightbulbs. In another film, this would be the horrific construction of a mad scientist but here, in the light comedy, it is the narrative device (like the green Portland vase, or the pink seabirds) that allows the central character to succeed.
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Figure 3.1 Rockets Galore (Michael Relph, 1958), the islanders used pink seabirds to save the day.

The emphasis on colour within such lighter or romantic comedy in this first period of the Eastmancolor Revolution was highlighted by a 1956 report on the success of British films in America, identifying the importance of comedy films as a British export. Noting that ‘certain films are probably more popular in America than in England’, the article lists a series of nine Rank films released in the US: ‘All but two of these films are comedies, five of them starring Alec Guinness … American audiences like their British films British’ (Roud 1956: 119). From the initial list of nine, six films were in colour and, of the seven comedies, four were in colour: Genevieve, Doctor in the House, The Ladykillers and To Paris With Love (Robert Hamer, 1955). British film producers would have been aware of the shift towards Eastmancolor in Hollywood, which may suggest the rise in colour comedies from both a domestic and export perspective. Rockets Galore clearly uses its colour to stress the remote island location, an approach matched in Geordie (Frank Launder, 1955), where a clichéd representation of the green rolling hills and colourful heather of the Scottish Highlands seems designed as much for an international market as for a domestic one. Monthly Film Bulletin described the film as ‘photographed in colour sometimes reminiscent of Raphael Tuck postcards’ (Lambert 1955: 136), a mocking reference to the popular colour-postcard series published by Raphael Tuck & Sons, rather than a positive aesthetic assessment.

The next two decades saw a decline in the production of these specific kind of genre films, as popular comedy shifted away from the gentle humour of Ealing Studios and its contemporaries. A more acerbic social note could be found in colour comedy-dramas like The Mouse on the Moon (Richard Lester, 1963) and Alfie (Lewis Gilbert, 1966), while more explicit content made its way into the entendre-heavy world of the Carry On and Doctor series, culminating in the 1968–78 sex comedy cycle (covered in more detail in Chapter 13). There are some exceptions to this trend: Peter Rogers Productions made lighter comedies for Rank in the early 1960s such as Raising the Wind (Gerald Thomas, 1961) and The Iron Maiden (Gerald Thomas, 1962), ABPC produced Go to Blazes (Michael Truman, 1962) and Crooks in Cloisters (Jeremy Summers, 1964), and higher-budget colour comedies combined light romance with a more slapstick style in Peter Sellers’ vehicles such as The Millionairess (Anthony Asquith, 1960), and The Pink Panther (Blake Edwards, 1963).

A partial return to the lighter, more whimsical and character-driven humour of the Ealing comedies can be found in Bill Forsyth’s films of the late 1970s and early 1980s. These offer comedies of the everyday, with identifiable and realistic settings, and characters firmly embedded in recognizable situations. Unlike social realist writer-directors such as Mike Leigh or Ken Loach, Forsyth’s comedies blend the everyday with the surreal, producing a form of comic magic realism in the process. Having been compared to Preston Sturges, Jacques Tati, François Truffaut and Eric Rohmer, as well as the team behind the Ealing comedies of the 1940s–50s (Adair 1981; Stein 1984), Forsyth was also the unlikely source of a new breed of Scottish filmmaking in the 1980s and beyond. The international success of Gregory’s Girl (Bill Forsyth, 1981) and Local Hero (Bill Forsyth, 1983) encouraged the production of Scottish-based comedies such as The Girl in the Picture (Cary Parker, 1985) and Restless Natives (Michael Hoffman, 1985), as well as the later television comedy-drama series Tutti Frutti (BBC, 1987) and Your Cheatin’ Heart (BBC, 1990).
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Figure 3.2 Gregory’s Girl (Bill Forsyth, 1981), Gregory (John Gordon Sinclair) and Susan (Clare Grogan) dancing on their backs.
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Figure 3.3 Gregory’s Girl, Gregory and Susan in the park at ‘magic hour’.

The use of colour in Forsyth’s films underpins the depiction of the everyday, the surreal narrative interludes and the sense of magical spaces that exist alongside the mundane. Gregory’s Girl is set in and around the largely naturalistic space of a Scottish secondary school, characters’ houses, and the streets and parks of a 1960s new town, Cumbernauld. The surreal and magical elements contained within such spaces are created and enhanced by colour in costume and cinematography. A child dressed in a black and white penguin costume waddles through several scenes set in the realistic milieu of school corridors and classrooms, becoming ‘a familiar and even reassuring element of the school’s curriculum routine’ (Adair 1981: 50). This combination of the surreal within the everyday is emphasized by its monochrome properties, a moment of black and white comedy within the largely naturalistic colours of the school. The use of monochrome tones for comic purpose has an echo later in the film, in a costume element that highlights Gregory’s discomfort when he goes on a date, ostensibly with Dorothy (Dee Hepburn). Gregory’s luminously white dress jacket chromatically jars against the everyday streets of Cumbernauld, underlining his awkward and gangly nature, but stressing his narrative centrality (like the penguin, he is impossible to miss on screen). The visual gag is further reinforced by the different young women he meets on his night out, who are all dressed more casually, colourfully and comfortably. In this outfit, Gregory may wish to be the white knight who sweeps Dorothy off her feet, but he is really an unwitting white pawn: the young women have worked together to pair him up with Susan (Clare Grogan), who is actually interested in him.
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Figure 3.4 Comfort and Joy (Bill Forsyth, 1984), colour turns the decorated department store into a magical space.

Near the end of the film, Gregory and Susan walk through a large park in the centre of the town, which becomes a final and compelling magic space. Their date is bathed in the yellow-orange tones of the late evening sun, a use of ‘magic hour’ cinematography that can be read as a traditional romantic conceit – a wash of colour as young love blossoms – but which is linked to the film’s surrealism via Gregory’s suggestion that they should dance on their backs on the grass. Accompanied by the camera tilting towards ninety degrees, their horizontal bodies become almost vertical in the frame, and remain silhouetted against the strong sunset colours. As they continue this surreal dance, their silhouettes almost merge as the monochrome look that previously separated him from the world is permanently replaced by the warmer, magical glow. As the shift in colour underlines, Gregory has finally found his girl.

Forsyth’s use of colour, including the fascination with ‘magic hour’ cinematography, continued in Local Hero and Comfort and Joy (Bill Forsyth, 1984). Both films paired him with cinematographer Chris Menges (for more on Menges, see Chapter 9), and this partnership emphasized the surreal and magical use of colour alongside the prosaic everyday locations. In Comfort and Joy, colour initially establishes a magical Christmas space, full of colourful decorations, red-clothed Santa Clauses, and a vast department store decked in red, purple and white decorations spiralling down from the ceiling. The film uses colour to present this as a fantasy space, where shoplifter Maddy (Eleanor David) is revealed to be ‘playing games’ with her radio presenter boyfriend Dickie Bird (Bill Patterson) (Forsyth quoted in Stein 1984: 56). Unlike Gregory’s Girl, this magic space is not natural, but commercial, and the colourful artificiality is an early suggestion that Maddy and Dickie’s relationship may be equally false. Dickie’s journey in the film takes him from this synthetic Christmas through the underworld of ice cream wars – where rival ice cream companies compete in fleets of red or blue-striped vans – back to the chromatic urban reality of an everyday Glasgow.

Local Hero offers Forsyth and Menges’ strongest combination of colour cinematography and thematic storytelling, played out through the representation of communication and the construction of unreliable fantasy spaces. Following Gregory’s Girl, this is a film where magic and the surreal can exist within the everyday, where a supporting character might be a mermaid, and where visitors travel through a mysterious grey fog to reach the village. Forsyth and Menges use colour to create generic uncertainty in a sequence where the villagers march across the beach to confront Old Ben (Fulton Mackay) in his shack. Set at the end of the day, as the sun sets, the golden glow of the sand fades and the camera dollies alongside the angry villagers in a scene that is suggestive of the rampaging mob familiar from the end of horror films such as Scars of Dracula (Roy Ward Baker, 1970). Then a heavenly golden-white light tracks across the orange-red sky that American visitor Mac (Peter Riegert) has been consistently told to keep an eye on. This is not an angelic or fantastic visitation, as the light has a more realistic source located on the nose of a helicopter that has brought Mac’s Texan oil boss Hopper (Burt Lancaster) to this remote place. It is a striking visual gag, delaying the revelation of the source of this mysterious hovering light, and using colour to obscure the generic shift from horror and science fiction to an enhanced normality.
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Figure 3.5 Local Hero (Bill Forsyth, 1983), the ‘glow’ of Scotland in twilight.

In a February 1983 episode of ITV’s arts programme The South Bank Show (London Weekend Television, 1978–2018), Menges and Forsyth stressed the importance of light to the film’s connection to location, nature and magic, commenting on its ability to capture ‘what twilight in Scotland is all about … this kind of glow that hangs in the air … the light actually seems to come from … the rocks, and the sea’ (Forsyth quoted in The South Bank Show 1983). Menges described the desire to capture the ‘delicate light’ of Scotland, to record the colours ‘in a way that doesn’t make it look like a picture postcard – that somehow you can feel on film the magic’ (Menges quoted in The South Bank Show 1983). That reference back to picture postcards, with its unintentional echo of Monthly Film Bulletin’s mockery of Geordie, is telling. Local Hero may also have been made with international export in mind, but its magical realist view of Scotland is tempered by Menges’ use of colour to capture and utilize natural effects, rather than artificially create them (as in the unstable fantasy world of Comfort and Joy’s department store).

The film’s comic treatment of transatlantic communication and the remote nature of the village is also embodied by colour in set design. There is an obvious contrast set up between the chromatic simplicity of the village and Hopper’s luxurious office in America, which is decked out in cool greys and glass, and has its own observatory. The practical connection between those spaces is a solitary red telephone box that sits on the harbourside, created and placed there by the production. That striking red box is regularly framed against the expanse of the sea beyond, or the evening sky, set against deep blue or the orange-tinted skies of ‘magic hour’. The box sits at the centre of the narrative; it is Mac’s link to the outside world, where he first revels in the beauty of the night sky, and it contributes to the theme of cross-cultural communication because Mac struggles to understand what the villagers, or Old Ben, really want. For Mac, this place is culturally and chromatically different. Given the comparison made between Forsyth’s films and the Ealing Studio comedies, the box also offers a suggestive link back to The Ladykillers, where an equally bright red telephone box served as a crucial communication device within the criminals’ plan (Johnston 2012).
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Figure 3.6 Local Hero, Mac (Peter Riegert), the red phonebox and the night sky.

Forsyth’s international success and influence on future Scottish-based film production was cited in critical responses to Restless Natives, from Peter Biskind’s note that the film was ‘firmly in Bill Forsyth country’ (Biskind 1986: 4) to Monthly Film Bulletin’s summary of it as a ‘cheap and cheerful slice of forced frivolity and forged Forsythery’ (Taylor 1985: 226). Thorn EMI’s second venture into Scottish-based filmmaking after Comfort and Joy, this story of two Scots who take up highway robbery attempts a similar balance of mundanity and fantasy to that achieved by Forsyth and Menges. Director Michael Hoffman noted the film was not ‘realist … it’s meant to be a fairy tale’ (quoted in McDonagh 1986: 17). Yet Restless Natives offers a more traditional approach to colour composition: Highland scenes are resolutely green and wild, urban areas are grey or blue-lit, and criminal bars are lit almost exclusively in red light. The fairy-tale elements are ultimately more narrative-based than chromatic, lacking ‘the eccentric twist of Forsyth’s vision’ (Weinstein 1986: 42) or any of the surreal comedy found in the earlier films. Harking back to the picture-postcard tendencies of Geordie as much as the surreal everyday comedy of Gregory’s Girl, Restless Natives demonstrated the difficulty of using colour to add to such gentle comic narratives.

Parody and satire

The parodic or satirical nature of British cinema is often seen as one of the defining features of the national comedy industry, using the ‘incorporation, relocation and reworking of predominantly American texts … [for] comic effect’ (Archer 2017: 3). British films had parodied popular American and British texts for decades, but the 1960s satire boom on television (with programmes such as That Was the Week That Was, BBC 1962–3) and journalism (the satirical magazine Private Eye was first published in 1961) gave a further intermedial incentive to cinema parodies. Many famous British genre parodies run in parallel with the 1960s satire boom, including the perennially popular and populist Carry On series. Initially parodic of institutions (the army, hospitals, police), the decision of the Carry On … producers to move into genre parodies was concurrent with their adoption of Eastmancolor film stock. This stock functions as a key component in creating the recognizable locations, costumes and features of each genre being mocked. In so doing, colour helps stress production and audience familiarity with the original genre, even while the series was constrained by a financial need ‘to keep costs down by … recycling and cheap location matching’ (Ede 2010: 74–8). This policy included the creative reuse of standing sets: directly fuelling the parodic potential of Carry On Cowboy (Gerald Thomas, 1965), which used an existing Western town set, and Carry On Cleo (Gerald Thomas, 1964) which used sets from the Hollywood production Cleopatra (Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1963). This recycling of international production design to make lower-budget British comedy appear more lavish and colourful continued beyond the Carry On series: Monty Python’s Life of Brian (Terry Jones, 1979) used ‘many of the same locations [Franco] Zeffirelli had used, and in some cases specially constructed’ for Jesus of Nazareth (1976) (Archer 2017: 73).

Despite the Carry On … series’ need for such frugality, set design and costumes provided crucial opportunities to utilize colour for visual puns. The information folder for Carry On Cleo notes the use of ‘the familiar green and gold’ in the logo above the film’s slave market run by Marcus et Spencius (Hill 1964: 40); equally, when the gold costume of Caesar (Kenneth Williams) is splattered with red tomatoes, it presages the widely known stabbing in the forum (which in the film is a much more bloodless affair). Colour in costume was also essential when parodying particular historical genres: dusty brown cowboy outfits and brightly dressed saloon girls in Carry On Cowboy; naval blues in Carry On Jack (Gerald Thomas, 1964); and strong red and blues in British and French soldiers’ uniforms in Carry On Follow That Camel (Gerald Thomas, 1966), Carry On Don’t Lose Your Head (Gerald Thomas, 1966) and Carry On Up the Khyber (Gerald Thomas, 1968).
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Figure 3.7 Carry on Screaming (Gerald Thomas, 1966), mimicking Hammer’s chromatic techniques.

Carry On Screaming (Gerald Thomas, 1966) may be the strongest of the series’ parodies, with its sights set on a combination of American and British horror sources, not least the success of Hammer’s colour Gothic films. This tone is set by the combination of art designer Bert Davey and cinematographer Alan Hume, a veteran of the comedy series who had also worked (in colour) on Hammer’s Kiss of the Vampire (Don Sharp, 1963) and Amicus’s portmanteau Dr. Terror’s House of Horrors (Freddie Francis, 1965). Davey decorates each room in the Watt mansion in different tones: red for the mad scientist’s laboratory, purple for the living room, and yellow in the basement where Orlando (Kenneth Williams) and Valeria (Fenella Fielding) create shop mannequins out of their female victims. Hume, in turn, uses similar lighting tones in each of those spaces, while also mimicking techniques used in Hammer’s horror films: a strong red hue on Doctor Fettle (Jon Pertwee) as he inadvertently creates a monster from a single finger in his police laboratory, and purple light for the mummy inside the sarcophagus, and on the side table where Valeria mixes Detective Sergeant Bung (Harry H. Corbett) a drink. The use of such strong semiotic colour connections closely followed Hammer’s own use of key colours to convey meaning and theme (Frith 2019a), and that chromatic ability to mimic elements of mise-en-scène was essential not just to other Carry On … genre parodies, but a range of other film parodies produced in Britain.

Alongside Hammer and the Carry On … series, the most successful British film franchise of the 1960s was James Bond. The series itself took a turn towards humorous genre parody in the 1970s with the Blaxploitation-influenced Live and Let Die (Guy Hamilton, 1973) and the post-Star Wars space fantasy of Moonraker (Gilbert, 1979), but the films of the Sean Connery era were already ripe for parody. The Intelligence Men (Robert Asher, 1965), The Spy With a Cold Nose (Daniel Petrie, 1966), Modesty Blaise (Joseph Losey, 1967), Catch Me a Spy (Dick Clements, 1971), Licensed to Love and Kill (Lindsay Shonteff, 1979) and Condorman (Charles Jarrott, 1981) all offered varied comic interpretations of the 007 characters and narratives. The creation of the Bond look relied heavily on luxurious mise-en-scène, including strong and striking colour design elements (for more on the Bond franchise, see Chapter 6). One of the earliest parodies, Hot Enough for June (Ralph Thomas, 1964), set the tone for the films that followed: Ernest Steward’s Eastmancolor cinematography created suitable ‘color backgrounds’ for this parody (Rich 1964: 6), including the mahogany and red leather mise-en-scène of the offices in British intelligence, the primary colours of Padua-based location work of a fairground and the crystal-blue tones of a luxury swimming pool. Yvonne Caffin’s costume design continued the chromatic parody: reluctant secret agent Whistler (Dirk Bogarde) is dressed in a variety of outfits (smart black evening dress, tailored blue shirts, and blue swimming trunks), while glamorous Czech spy Vlasta (Sylvia Koscina) wears pink, peach, orange and white outfits throughout the film.

The reliance on costume, set design and location work would become central to the film parodies of one of Britain’s most popular comedy groups, the Monty Python team of Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Eric Idle, Terry Jones and Michael Palin. The stylistic approach of their first 1970s film parody, Monty Python and the Holy Grail (Terry Gilliam and Terry Jones, 1975), was to use ‘cinematography and mise-en-scene … to capture some sense of period content, of dirt, violence and hardship … placing its characters within often oppressive or barren landscapes’ and utilizing ‘muted light, natural shadows and mist’ (Archer 2017: 59). Colour plays a key role in that approach. There is a clear contrast between the clean white uniforms of those in positions of power (Arthur and his knights, as well as priests) and the dirty brown rags of the everyday Britons; while the location filming has a firm emphasis on the muddy greens and browns (where those Britons live) and contrasts it with the stone and grey interiors of castles such as the softer yellow glow of Castle Anthrax. Here, costume designer Hazel Pethig also dresses the female inhabitants in simple white outfits that reflect that same warm glow.

Colour plays a specific role in delivering comic moments beyond its thematic or world-building use. In one sequence, King Arthur (Graham Chapman) is challenged to a duel by the Black Knight (John Cleese), clad all in black, with a red lion motif emblazoned on his chest. Arthur proceeds to lop off one of the Knight’s arms, then the second arm, then a leg, finally the last limb. In each case, the visual comic element is reliant on both the red stumps that remain, and the spurts of blood that spray out each time another limb is hacked off. A similar bloody sequence occurs when the knights encounter the Rabbit of Caerbannog, with streaks of red blood and white fur contributing to the surreal imagery of the rabbit killing the assembled priests and soldiers. In such cases, the film adds to its overall parody of epic Arthurian films, harks back to Hammer’s gleeful use of scarlet-red blood, and offers a visual satire of the extravagant bloodletting seen in the films of Sam Peckinpah.

Monty Python’s Life of Brian continues that combination of colour for background scene-setting and specific chromatic gags. The film’s extensive location shooting made use of the sandy vistas, and stone and sand-coloured buildings, as well as studio sets that emphasize the excesses of the Romans, such as the spacious white and gold rooms of Pontius Pilate (Michael Palin). A key sequence in the film sees Brian (Graham Chapman) trying to graffiti ‘Romans Go Home’ on the pedestal of a statue. Brian’s white-clothed figure scuttles around a plaza shot in blue night-time tones; he is discovered by Roman guards, led by John Cleese, who gives him a lesson in Latin and demands Brian write it out 100 times. The chromatic visual gag comes after a fade to black: sunrise reveals Brian has painted the correct phrase over the sand-coloured walls in bright red paint, covering the wall in scarlet letters of different sizes, heights and thickness. Like many of the Python’s jokes, it is rooted in a love of word play, but the combination of colour and scale creates an epic visually comic moment in a film that sets out to parody such spectacle.

Close to these parodies in tone sit the ‘black’ comedies of British cinema: the likes of The Magic Christian (Joseph McGrath, 1969) or Lindsay Anderson’s loose trilogy of films with Malcolm McDowell, if … (Lindsay Anderson, 1968), O Lucky Man! (Lindsay Anderson, 1974) and Britannia Hospital (Lindsay Anderson, 1982). Rather than offer parodies of a specific genre or style of filmmaking, such films tend to offer satires of aspects of British society. In the case of The Magic Christian, the target is contemporary capitalist society, where everyone and everything is for sale: ‘Yellow is the color of gold and it is also the color of urine … in a way, the combination of the two is what The Magic Christian is about’ (Anon 1970b: 65). The Peter Sellers-Ringo Starr film, adapted from Terry Southern’s novel, uses colour metaphorically throughout: the murky yellow-brown liquid sober-suited London businessmen wade in to retrieve a fortune in ten-pound notes is a potent example of colour used in set design and props to underline its message. In a comic sequence near the end of the film, set on board the (fake) ocean liner called The Magic Christian, the representation of upper-class social breakdown relies upon clear chromatic references to the horror genre. Christopher Lee plays the ‘Ship’s Vampire’ who stalks along the corridors of the ship, complete in black cape, and the strong blue lighting on the bridge where the ship’s captain (Wilfred Hyde-White) is attacked by a gorilla, is reminiscent of Konga (John Lemont, 1961). In addition, the panic of upper-class passengers in the ship’s bar is drenched in pink, red and orange lights, an echo of the strong colours seen in many Hammer horror films. The apocalyptic breakdown of society created by the main characters is a chaotic explosion of colours that draws heavily on cinematic ideas of fantastic and horrific destruction.

[image: ]

Figure 3.8 Monty Python’s Life of Brian (Terry Jones, 1979), the scarlet letters of the anti-Roman graffiti.

The use of specific chromatic techniques to suggest other genres – most notably horror, fantasy and science fiction – is also found in Britannia Hospital. The usual spaces of the older areas of the hospital are presented in largely neutral, institutional and faded colours, while the Millar research centre is more high-tech, designed in gleaming whites and with pristine silver machines. The heart of this institute, the Genesis project, is rooted in colour horror tropes: scarlet-red lights for a room full of hacked-off limbs, and green hues for a surgical space where Professor Millar (Graham Crowden) sews body parts together to create an artificial man. By situating the strong red and green lighting styles of this Frankenstein-like creation sequence alongside the naturalistic tones found elsewhere, the generic boundaries of horror, fantasy, social realism and satirical comedy become blurred, aiding the creation of an ‘allegorical battleground for all the ills besieging the modern world’ (Lond 1983: 51).
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Figure 3.9 Britannia Hospital (Lindsay Anderson, 1982), lighting techniques offer an ‘expressive, more remarked’ use of colour.

Anderson’s knowing use of colour as a generic signifier offered an echo of his earlier attempts to mix monochrome and colour film in the satires if …, O Lucky Man! and the short film The White Bus (Lindsay Anderson, 1967). Anderson described the latter, which follows a young woman (Patricia Healey) on a comic and surreal journey from London to, and around, Salford, as a ‘comedy-fantasy’ (Anderson 1977). It offers an early demonstration of the stark juxtaposition of colour and stark black and white stock that Anderson and cinematographer Miroslav Ondřiček would adopt for if …. As in the later feature, The White Bus offers no clear meaning for its shift between colour and black and white. There are fantasy and blackly comic moments in both, from a body abruptly dangling from the ceiling of a London office, or an entire train falling asleep, to the inhabitants of a park recreating famous works of art, or the fireballs and explosions of a Civil Defence Force demonstration. Anderson has argued in relation to this film and if … that

[the] variation in the visual surface of the film would help create the necessary atmosphere of poetic licence … an incitement to thought … Doesn’t colour become more expressive, more remarked if drawn attention to in this way? The important thing to realise is that there is no symbolism involved in the choice of sequences filmed in black and white, nothing expressionist or schematic. Only such factors as intuition, pattern and convenience.

(Anderson and Sherwin 1969: 10)

Despite those protestations around intuition over intention, the use of colour in key sequences of The White Bus, notably its mockery of high art, feels designed to heighten comic interludes as much as offer visual poetry. After successfully combining ‘fantasy and farce’ in if … (if … promotional folder 1968), Anderson was eager for his next satire to be in colour, even though it presented problems: ‘It does take longer and you don’t get the money that you need to shoot in color … if you want to check every set up and every location, particularly for color, then it takes longer’ (Anderson quoted in Cohen 1970: 5).

O Lucky Man! offers a similar ‘incitement to thought’ through its monochrome/colour aesthetic (Anderson and Sherwin 1969: 10). The film’s opening sequence shows the mistreatment of Third World coffee bean pickers using black and white stock, intertitles, irises and other 1920s stylistic techniques. It is the first of several vignettes (although the only one in monochrome) that are used throughout the film to challenge any straightforward classical narrative progression, the most obvious being several sequences of Alan Price and band performing tracks from the film’s soundtrack in a recording studio. The opening monochromatic aesthetic is revisited via black and white intertitles that recur at later stages, starting new chapters of the film or offering narrative detail about the trial of Mick Travis (Malcolm McDowell). Throughout, strong bursts of colour are used to both embellish and interrupt the main narrative: Mick’s growing success as a salesman is marked by his shiny silver-gold suit; his social descent via jail and homelessness is marked by wearing grey shapeless outfits that are then torn off him; while the ending reveals Mick, back in his gold suit, gazing happily at the release of multicoloured balloons at a wrap party. The visual style and use of colour shift across the film, a crucial aesthetic element of its wandering odyssey across contemporary Britain: grey industrial settings, drab institutional corridors and rooms, sharp bursts of explosions and orange fire, bucolic green countryside, opulent manor houses and neon-lit Soho streets.

By the time of Britannia Hospital, Anderson’s use of colour was less obviously targeted at the distancing techniques of his earlier films, with no use of monochromatic shifts, and only the Millar centre as an ‘expressive, more remarked’ use of colour (Anderson and Sherwin 1969: 10). Critics noted the film’s many discursive chromatic references as ‘a controversial black comedy’ (Vaines 1982: 19) with a ‘deft eye for black humour and absurdism’ (Lond 1983: 51), and with moments of comedy ‘that works best when it comes out of the gray and into the black’ (Auty 1982: 205–6). Despite those implications, and the clear link that is suggested between satire and ‘black’ comedy, the British films that fall into this category reveal no specific visual aesthetic tradition. While there are clearly delineated moments of satire in films such as The Magic Christian and Britannia Hospital, the reliance on comedy as an element of genre parody within that satire mean that each film’s aesthetic approach brings it closer to the use of colour and parodies found in the Carry On … and Monty Python films.

Sitcoms and intermedial comedy

The intermedial relationship between variety theatre, radio, television and cinema has informed many British comedy films, with comic actors such as Kenneth Williams, Hattie Jacques, Jon Pertwee, Eric Sykes, Peter Sellers and John Cleese moving between projects and media. Many of the parody-based projects discussed in the last section were also intermedial in nature: the cult film The Rocky Horror Picture Show (Jim Sharman, 1975) adapted an existing theatrical hit by using colour to emphasize the play’s existing horror and musical influences. Intermedial exchange is perhaps best exemplified by the rise in television-to-cinema transfers of popular situation comedies from the late 1960s and through the 1970s. Television comedy’s visual style of close-ups and medium shots has been claimed to be ‘less suitable for cinematic presentations’ (Mather 2006: 76), but there was little chromatic difference across media versions, due in part to most fictional television programmes (including sitcoms) utilizing 16mm Eastmancolor for location sequences. Some 1970s sitcom film adaptations remained in their familiar locations, while others utilized a plot device where the regular cast members would leave the familiar studio sets for a holiday destination. While this could have led to an expansion of colour, films such as Are You Being Served? (Bob Kellett, 1978) rely instead on stock footage of Spain and a clearly studio-based Spanish holiday hotel set, with limited colour flourishes evident in costume or set design. The sex comedy, which ran in parallel to the situation comedy adaptation boom and shared some of its aesthetic tendencies, is considered in more detail in Chapter 13.

There was more intermedial movement through established comedy partnerships such as Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise who moved from black and white television to colour films in The Intelligence Men, That Riviera Touch (Cliff Owen, 1966) and The Magnificent Two (Cliff Owen, 1967). The films, parodies of contemporary international genres (Bond, crime thrillers, westerns), have been criticized as ‘unusual and uneven … unsure how to properly integrate their stars into their narrative world … they are rarely allowed to impose themselves on the films’ construction of narrative space’ (Archer 2017: 41–2). Chromatically, the films broadly follow the models already seen in the Carry On … films and Hot Enough for June, with colour used to suggest the films being parodied: dusty brown and ochre tones in the opening sequence of The Magnificent Two’s western setting; lusher Mediterranean colours for the South of France seen in That Riviera Touch. Otherwise, the stronger colour usage comes via costume design and location work. In The Intelligence Men, Eric’s bar outfit of pink top, green cummerbund and large sombrero is an easy visual gag, setting up his persona against Ernie’s brown-suited figure, while different comic escapades across all three films see both men in various-coloured military outfits, green tunics, or white and gold Egyptian togas. The three films also link colour, costume and the sexualization of female characters: various colourful bikini-clad women are gazed at by the duo (and the camera) in That Riviera Touch, while the female Latin American revolutionaries who storm the palace in The Magnificent Two wear red underwear. This emphasis on colour, costume and sexualized women is also the basis of a specific verbal colour gag in The Intelligence Men when Eric orders a ‘white lady’ cocktail, and Gina (Gloria Paul) turns up in his room, dressed all in white. While these films are by no means unique in linking colour and sex via the woman’s body, they rely on that combination to position Morecambe and Wise as rather useless men who – as in their television roles – are more interested in each other’s friendship than in these largely unattainable and colourful women.
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Figure 3.10 The Intelligence Men (Robert Asher, 1965), Eric Morecambe in pink bar outfit.

Morecambe and Wise’s comedy partnership moved into colour television when they began The Morecambe and Wise Show (BBC, 1968–77), first shown on colour channel BBC2. It was here that their sketch-based comic parodies of films, including their famous 1976 version of ‘Singin’ in the Rain’, would become more successful than their earlier colour film parodies. Yet that movement of comedians between media continued into the 1980s, where both traditional and a new breed of ‘alternative’ comedians followed in Morecambe and Wise’s footsteps. Tommy Cannon and Bobby Ball were stalwarts of the British television industry in the 1970s and 1980s. Following the variety-based model of Morecambe and Wise, they appeared across a range of light entertainment programmes, before fronting their own sketch-based series The Cannon and Ball Show (ITV, 1979–88). They made their first and only film, The Boys in Blue (Val Guest, 1983), at the height of their television careers but also found it difficult to translate their television personas into cinema. The film itself, a remake of Ask A Policeman (Marcel Varnel, 1939), is a standard comedy caper with Cannon and Ball’s inept policemen blundering their way through an episodic plotline. That parallel with Morecambe and Wise extends to the colour aesthetic found in this film: the long-established trend of strong colours being associated with key (sexualized) female characters is represented by the short purple dress Kim (Suzanne Danielle) wears when first introduced; the opulence of crooked aristocrat Lloyd (Roy Kinnear) is emphasized with deep maroon and red tones in the walls and curtains of his dining rooms; and the final chase sees Cannon and Ball pursuing crooks while driving a green-liveried double-decker bus. Using a colourful vehicle within a comic narrative, often in a film’s third act, can be traced back to The Titfield Thunderbolt, Genevieve and The Iron Maiden: here, the green bus (along with a small and cramped blue police car) offers one of the few visually comic elements linked to colour.

In the 1980s British comedy scene, Cannon and Ball’s traditional humour was increasingly at odds with the emergence of more political and parodic sketch comedy found in Not the Nine O’Clock News (BBC 1979–82) and the popularity of ‘alternative’ comedy writer-performers such as Dawn French or Rik Mayall. That crossover between intermedial productions and parody is clear in Morons from Outer Space (Mike Hodges, 1985), written by, and starring, Griff Rhys Jones and Mel Smith, who had initially found fame in the BBC comedy show. Morons was a popular commercial success, the fourth highest grossing British film in 1985, just ahead of A Private Function (Malcolm Mowbray, 1984) (Anon 1986: 1). The production slate at Thorn EMI, where Verity Lambert championed Morons, Comfort and Joy and Restless Natives, saw comedy as its ‘central programming ambition’ (Park 1985: 109), drawing from and promoting a range of British comic talent. The film combines several themes considered through this chapter: it is a relatively light comedy, offering a mild satire of Britain and the United States, and reliant on colour to highlight specific moments of genre parody. The film’s director, Mike Hodges, had experience with creating colourful fantastical worlds in Flash Gordon (Mike Hodges, 1980), a larger-budget science fiction film which had relied on colour to create a comic-book universe dominated by primary colours. Morons is not as chromatically lavish but contains affectionate parodies of Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Steven Spielberg, 1977), recent science-fiction films.

The film’s colour aesthetic is initially rooted in tones reminiscent of Alien, with strong blue lighting used to create early space-set scenes such as the alien Desmond (Jimmy Nail) floating along the outside of the main spaceship, or several special effects shots of the same craft. The interior of this ship also resembles the utilitarian colour and set design of the Nostromo, with added colour-based visual gags that are less genre-specific but may be rooted in the sketch-show origins of the writers: a pair of furry red dice hanging in the cockpit window, or the contrast between the brilliant pink outfit worn by Sandra (Joanna Pearce) and the more workmanlike clothes worn by the three male aliens. Other chromatic genre staples are parodied: the British government’s idea of what ‘little green men’ might look like are traditional rubber-costumed, green, blue and orange costumes rather than the humanoid quartet who accidentally land on Earth. Assumptions about how aliens should look, and the important role colour plays there, recur through the film. When three of the aliens are revealed to the world, and have become international rock stars, their stage make-up draws from generic ideas of alien ‘otherness’ combined with the potent 1970s rock imagery of David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust persona: Desmond in a heavy-metal style studded outfit, green wig, white face and green satin cape; Sandra with bouffant Mohican-style hair, red-purple corset, and purple eye make-up; and Julian (Paul Bown) in electric blue, with violet hair. When confronted by the fourth alien Bernard (Mel Smith), Sandra dismisses his dowdy, plain look: ‘you don’t even look like an alien’.

The film’s parodic shift from Alien to Close Encounters is clear. The government’s initial attempt at communicating with the aliens spoofs the massive coloured light array found in Spielberg’s film. Although the Morons’ version starts with a similar series of coloured flashes, they are revealed to be part of a giant Wurlitzer-style organ with flashing disco lights that rises out of the floor. The film also ends with a huge Close Encounters-style spaceship at the end, hovering over a large stadium. Its appearance and parody rely on colour, with an array of rainbow lights flooding the screen before a hatchway opens at the base of the ship, with searing bright light emanating from inside. Rather than first contact, this is a representative of the spaceship rental company, chasing up the aliens for not returning their ship on time. As noted earlier, the genre parody would not work without an effective mimicry around key aesthetic devices: that link between colour and science fiction is as crucial to the success of Morons’ visual humour as the more episodic sketch-show elements that draw on the writer’s television background. The addition of the visual scope offered by larger-budgeted film production offered a more successful parodic intermedial combination than was achieved by Cannon and Ball.
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Figure 3.11 Morons from Outer Space (Mike Hodges, 1985), the three aliens (Joanne Pearce, Paul Bown, Jimmy Nail) dress up as colourful rock stars to look more alien.

What, then, is funny about colour in British comedy films during and after the Eastmancolor Revolution? As is evident regarding several genres, there is no fixed chromatic path that runs across the comic films produced in Britain. It is also the case that there are few films where colour is intrinsic to the humour throughout the whole film; rather that colour can play a key role in selected comic scenes and sequences, directly contributing to and elevating the joke through colour elements of set design, costume, props or lighting. This is probably most overt in the type of genre parodies discussed above, where colour served an important role in the recreation of a pre-existing visual aesthetic such as in crime thrillers, ancient Roman dramas, Victorian-esque Gothic melodramas or outer space adventures. As the following chapters demonstrate, British film production would establish different chromatic approaches in those, and other, popular genres.


4

Social Realism and Contemporary Drama

Sarah Street

The ascendancy of colour films by the end of the 1960s had interesting consequences for social realism, a sub-genre of British cinema primarily associated with black and white cinematography as one of its codes and conventions. As we have seen, the mass introduction of colour did not happen overnight, and there are observable differences in how colour was used at different points and how some genres, such as comedy, took to colour more readily than others. Drawing on Raymond Williams, the arrival of mass colour can be thought of as an emergent style, while at the same time residual attitudes around black and white realist conventions persisted. While colour provided an opportunity for greater realism, critics were often out-of-sync, arguing that it produced the opposite effect by distracting audiences with hues considered inappropriate for social commentary (Street 2018a). This criticism continued a well-established strand of critical discourse about the impact of colour, while repeating stereotypical approaches to colour meaning. Drawing on some key examples, this chapter focuses on the issues raised by social realist films shot in colour, including the extent to which they extended and/or critiqued the range of representation, and whether a turn towards ‘vivid colour’ also worked to subvert previous ideologically inflected chromatic thinking.

The strong association between social realist films and black and white cinematography is well established, almost clichéd, applying to the majority of 1950s ‘social problem’ films and the ‘New Wave’ that followed. As Geoff Brown remarks: ‘Think British realism, and you think inevitably of kitchen sinks, tall chimneys, cobblestones, railway arches, bleak stretches of moor or beach, graffiti-lined council estates, people and landscapes placed in spare and striking juxtaposition. You also tend to think black and white: the perfect colour scheme for gloomy skies, smokestacks and poetic melancholy’ (2009: 29). Social realist texts tend to privilege content over style, as Hallam and Marshment note: ‘Since the construction of everyday life depends upon an apparent stripping away of artifice, choices about lighting and film stock aim to replicate the appearance of genres closely associated with the everyday and the ordinary’ (2000: 108). The tendency to homogenize the New Wave cycle de-emphasized its stylistic diversity, while critics were suspicious of films which strayed beyond ‘sociological realism’ into more poetic realms. Andrew Higson’s critique concentrated on the ‘poetic’ address of landscapes that were in danger of romanticizing industrial Britain while distancing the spectator. Looking back to the persistence of the Documentary movement’s ‘rhetoric of social responsibility, education and instruction’, Higson noted how aesthetics and style became problematic unless as expressive of ‘an iconography, and mise-en-scène as a neutral vehicle for “this content”’ (1996: 137). The resulting tension between ‘sociological’ and ‘poetic’ realism was a key idea in explaining the visual cartography of the New Wave. Yet, as other critics have pointed out, interpreting the New Wave as a discrete cycle has overlooked questions of stylistic difference between the films, and the extent to which realism itself had diverse strains present in other genres (Taylor 2006: 28; Hutchings 2009: 305; Forrest 2013: 57–9).

While John Hill subscribed to what has become the standard catalogue of New Wave films, he noted that realism is subject to change and development: ‘Realist conventions take place in a kind of dialectic with what has gone before, under-writing their own appeal to be uncovering reality by exposing the artificiality and conventionality of what has passed for reality previously’ (1986: 127). While he refers primarily to how the films claimed to be offering ‘authentic’ commentary on working-class life, the point is a useful one in raising the question of how innovation occurs in realist conventions, and how ‘artificiality’ is generally interpreted with suspicion. For colour this clearly created problems since as a technical innovation it was nevertheless associated with ‘artificiality’ in relation to a long history of critical discourse that regarded it as ‘distracting’, or only applicable to film genres associated with spectacle. The equation of realism with black and white is based on the persistence of a particular aesthetic regime that became naturalized in relation to film during the key decades of sound cinema, 1930–50, when the majority of films were black and white and when cinema was the mass entertainment of the twentieth century. This generated a powerful model of aesthetic practice that proved difficult for colour to subvert. As Stanley Cavell observes, the cultural power of black and white to ‘dramatise reality’ is challenged by colour, in spite of the knowledge that colour is capable of representing the world as we literally see it. His point is that paradoxically, the colour film-world is a less knowable one than that presented with more familiar conventions of the ‘black and white axis of brilliance … along which our comprehensibility of personality and event were secured’ (1979: 90–1). Consequently, a dominant strand of discussion amongst film professionals was that the introduction of colour should never be obtrusive, and that care should be taken not to depart from the conventions of naturalism.

Revisionist scholarship on British social realism has emphasized questions of visual style, for example, B.F. Taylor argues that realism is a relative term, and David Forrest notes how many pre-existing definitions ‘seem to place limits on a full and thorough consideration of its complexion and influence’ (Taylor 2006: 28; Forrest 2013: 2). The same can be said of colour, whose changeability and variety presented challenges for cinematographers. Guy Green, who shot the interior scenes of the Technicolor melodrama Blanche Fury (Marc Allégret, 1948) reflected how ‘separation and colour combinations change within a scene. The dramatic effect tends to disintegrate with movement if it is based on colour composition’ (Green in Huntley 1949: 118). For him black and white was always a safer option because it enabled the audience to forget comparing how something looked on-screen with their everyday experience, a problem that beset the introduction of many film colour systems. He observed how: ‘In colour we are showing the audience something with which it is very familiar. Common everyday settings are viewed with a critical eye … If then, in colour we must be completely naturalistic to convince, we have exchanged what can be an art for what at best is an exact science’ (Green in Huntley 1949: 118). But Green was writing at a time when Technicolor films were relatively rare and expensive. With the introduction of Eastmancolor, such caution arguably became unnecessary and the creative culture was wide open to experimentation. So how did filmmakers respond, and did attitudes about colour change as its usage became more widespread?

Colour and realism

In the 1950s colour films were still the exception to the rule, and filmmakers who experimented with colour in different generic contexts had to tread a tentative path. An audience survey conducted in 1960 found that colour was considered ‘a must’ for musicals, adventure and biblical epics, but that many people preferred black and white for crime and mystery films (Leeks 1960: 10–11). In terms of contemporary dramas, using colour to enhance exterior environments was perhaps a relatively safe arena for experimentation while subscribing to the aesthetic conventions of realist photography. A Kid for Two Farthings (Carol Reed, 1955) and Miracle in Soho (Julian Amyes, 1957), for example, attempted to infuse their exterior settings with the authenticity of colour, respectively London’s East End markets and the streets of Soho. These were both depicted as cosmopolitan locales within London, shot on location and in studios. While they are more magical realist than hard-hitting social realist films, their vibrant, multicultural settings invested them with a quasi-documentary imperative to deliver ‘authenticity’ at a time when colour was still a relative novelty.

Colour glosses the locations of A Kid for Two Farthings with a cosmopolitan aura, bringing out the exoticism and plenitude of the market stalls with an emphasis on play and public entertainment. Heightened colour underscores the film’s gentle premise about magic within the city, that the kid goat of the film’s title is actually a unicorn. Based on a novel by Wolf Mankowitz, the film follows a young boy’s belief that the goat he has purchased has magical powers to bring everyone good fortune. Reed’s choice to use Eastmancolor was to some extent generically determined, and the balance of fantasy elements over gritty realism for him tipped the balance: ‘A tragedy or drama might well be photographed so against [the East End’s] crowded streets, its war-damaged buildings and its grimy arches. A fantasy such as Wolf Mankowitz’s delightful book needs colour’ (Reed quoted in Brunsdon 2007: 175). The boy’s wanderings through the markets nevertheless permit an extended opportunity for the area’s visually rich, chromatically varied features to be showcased. Newly available consumer goods are shown for sale in close proximity to the market’s traditional wares and bright, neon signage indicates the incursion of American culture. As Charlotte Brunsdon notes, the film shows: ‘An East End on the cusp of modernity’, as ‘a sensuous, vital world in which consumption is recognized as a significant social motor, with the role of women’s desires in transforming traditional culture explicitly recognised’ (2007: 176).

Colour enhances the presentation of vivid-patterned fabrics and dresses (playfully dubbed by the salesman ‘Yiddish Dior’, and as integral to the consumer choices of Sonia (Diana Dors), one of the characters who dreams of a brand-new pink and black bathroom suite and a modern furnished bedroom. The film uses colour as expressive of multiculturalism, abundance, aspiration, youth and adventure, as the stallholders talk about Africa as a land of riches and plenitude. But critics were perplexed by the film’s aesthetic design, as exemplified by Derek Hill’s review which described the colour as ‘muddled’ and ‘disappointing … Petticoat Lane is seen through rose coloured spectacles … but the pale pink that is used will not do. This shilly-shallying between something akin to neo-realism and a half-hearted artificiality is the film’s undoing’ (Hill 1955a: 16). Familiar criticisms followed about colour being inappropriate as an effective means of depicting ‘the real’, as shown in The Monthly Film Bulletin’s review: ‘The colour is too harsh and artificial making the locations too often look like rather indifferent sets’ (Anon 1955: 83). The film nevertheless reflected the wider range of colour choices newly available to consumers, in anticipation of the mass production of vivid colour products and fashions in the 1960s. Sonia’s desire for a black and pink bathroom and her choice of bedroom furniture with a sleek, modern look shows the film’s engagement with contemporary trends.

The views of unenthusiastic critics, however, made other directors wary of taking risks, and caution over colour continued to prevail. Miracle in Soho features a cross-cultural romance between Michael Morgan (John Gregson), an itinerant road labourer, and Julia Gozzi (Belinda Lee), the daughter of Italian immigrants. Their relationship ends when the roadworks in Soho are completed and Michael moves away, but the ‘miracle’ of the film’s title inserts a magical-realist ending as Julia’s prayers appear to be answered when a burst water main heralds his return. Like A Kid for Two Farthings, the film’s emphasis on a socially vibrant local environment and romance had potential for using colour expressively, but in this case the desire to remain within established codes for photographing realist environments outweighed any temptation toward chromatic experimentation. Chris Challis’s cinematography was designed to convey a gritty, realist palette that was supported by art director Carmen Dillon’s ‘restrained’ vision. She was careful to avoid criticism by reining-in any temptation to make the colour look obtrusive: ‘We decided that all the colours should be as muted as possible, with no strong blacks, whites or primaries. The only patch of sky to be seen was through a narrow alley’ (quoted in Anon 1957a: ix).
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Figure 4.1 A Kid for Two Farthings (Carol Reed, 1955), ‘Yiddish Dior’.

Colour and race

It is somewhat ironic that, when colour was used to a more explicitly vivid purpose, it exemplified prevailing stereotypes about race, as in Sapphire (Basil Dearden, 1959) and Flame in the Streets (Roy Ward Baker, 1961). In Sapphire, a police investigation into the death of a student reveals a complex web of attitudes about her background as a mixed-race woman. At first, drawing conclusions from her sensible, brown and tweedy outer clothing, the police assume the body is that of a white woman. But they are puzzled to discover a red taffeta petticoat amongst her belongings, and after meeting her brother they learn of her mixed-race heritage as the murder investigation proceeds. The film’s overall sensibility does indeed make for uncomfortable viewing, as critic Raymond Durgnat remarked: ‘The tone about miscegenation struck me as distinctly sinister rather than sympathetic’ (2011: 76). While Sapphire was made as a liberal response to the injustice of racial prejudice, as Lynda Nead’s recent analysis demonstrates, this film was nevertheless ‘undermined by its dependence on a simplistic notion of racial difference, drawn through the visual discourses of color, race and dress. The gray world of the racist white population is contrasted to the color world of the black immigrant population’ (2017: 374–5). The film’s colour scheme was designed to reflect a juxtaposition between drab, sombre winter tones accented by lighting cameraman Harry Waxman for London locations, and gaudier hues for clothes worn by black characters, and for ‘Tulip’s’, a club they frequent. As Dearden commented: ‘My idea is to throw all this into contrast with the sudden splashes of colour introduced by the coloured people themselves. The things they wear, the things they carry, their whole personalities’ (Dearden in Edwards 1958: 15).

The red taffeta petticoat that reveals the secret of its dead owner’s Black identity, while ‘passing’ for white as a music student in London, made an unquestioned connection between colour, sexuality and racial identity. While this point has been made by a number of theorists, Nead’s analysis goes further by discussing the complexity of dress codes and colour choices in this period of colonial migration (Hill 1985: 34–49; Tarr 1985: 50–65). Nead argues that immigrants’ signs of sartorial respectability and status were ‘turned, in the hands of journalists and academics, into signs of alien strangeness and unpredictable sexuality. How the “lovely red coat” became a taffeta petticoat and the terrible secret of Sapphire’s black identity. The first step in this process was to interpret the crisp dresses, pretty cardigans and sharp suits as visual signs of cultural outsideness’ (2017: 380). These attitudes were part of a wider cultural understanding of colour, as institutionalized by the British Colour Council and numerous other organizations. So, while the film was unusual in its foregrounding of vibrant colour, it did so as a means of explicating its limited, social realist message rather than inviting the audience to question the assumptions about colour upon which it was based.

Appearing two years later, Flame in the Streets shares a similar imperative to deliver a white, liberal message about the ‘problem’ of race relations. The film has not been analysed as extensively as Sapphire, yet from the perspective of colour it is arguably less closed as a text. This is partly due to its dual focus on the issue of race, as a trade union matter when a Black worker is up for election to the position of foreman in a factory, and as a site of family conflict when the white trade union leader’s daughter wants to marry a teacher who has recently emigrated from Jamaica. The drama turns on the contradiction between ‘public’ and ‘private’ attitudes which expose controversial opinions. While the union leader Jacko Palmer (John Mills) is vehemently opposed to racial prejudice at work, his daughter Kathie’s (Sylvia Syms) situation is less clear-cut, especially when his wife expresses her total opposition to the liaison. Unlike Sapphire, the film shows interracial couples: Kathie and Peter Lincoln (Johnny Sekka), and Judy and Gabriel Gomez (Ann Lynn and Earl Cameron). Gomez is the worker who is elected as foreman, following a heated debate when Jacko gives an impassioned speech that persuades the union members to vote for him. The function of these two couples is to expose the prejudices they experience and to convey the strength and confidence they need to survive.
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Figure 4.2 Sapphire (Basil Dearden, 1959), Chief Inspector Hazard (Nigel Patrick) inspects the red taffeta petticoat.

Flame in the Streets shows racial discrimination as cutting across class and generation. While some critics thought its message was well intended but ‘contrived’, others admired its ‘trenchant social comments’ and ‘refusal to bundle the story up in an all-round happy ending’ (Robinson 1961; Breen 1961: 23; Powell 1961). Colour features in a similar way to how it does in Sapphire, in that otherness is associated with chromatic vibrancy, particularly for costume. The Jamaican men working at the factory are frequently seen wearing plaid shirts with distinctive bars and stripes of colour. Interestingly, and perhaps to underscore their status as an interracial couple, Peter and Kathie’s costume subverts this stereotype, however. Peter’s more professional status as a supply teacher is indicated by his beige coat, white shirt and neutral tie. Kathie is presented as ‘different’ in terms of her attitude to race, but also in terms of her chromatically distinctive attire, for example her purple, maroon and mauve coat worn with a patterned white and mauve silk headscarf, when she is out walking with Peter.

Colour is also important for coding the film’s urban landscape as muted and desaturated, as in a key sequence when the couple experience a utopian moment when their dream of being together seems possible. As they walk by the canal – a bleak landscape, drained of colour – Peter tells Kathie about Montego Bay, describing it as ‘sweet’ with ‘water, blue like the sky’. Their isolation from other people in this sequence similarly sets them apart from a landscape to which they do not seem to belong. This is different from ‘That Long Shot of Our Town from That Hill’ discussed by Andrew Higson as an evocation of poetic realism in New Wave films, since the canal is positioned as opposite to a distant land which is felt rather than seen. It comes alive for the characters through poetic description and imagination: Kathie closes her eyes and says she can see Montego Bay, as if to do so she must – literally – block out the bleak canal from sight. They look up to the sky which could not be more different from what has been described, locating Jamaica as a place with plenty of sun, even if it does not have the employment that has drawn people to emigrate. The contrast with London is repeated elsewhere in the film, similarly expressed in sensuous terms as a difference of temperature, light, colour and warmth, as one character wryly remarks: ‘The weather in this land of sunshine is turning my blood to ice.’ There is a sense of hopelessness in that London is depicted as unsuited to the immigrants, as a strange place where they can never fit in. As Nell despairs: ‘I wish there was somewhere in this world where Gabe and me had a right to be happy.’

[image: ]

Figure 4.3 Flame in the Streets (Roy Ward Baker, 1961), Kathie (Sylvia Syms) and Peter (Johnny Sekka) by the canal.

Colour as evocative of sensation is used for a very different effect in the film’s penultimate sequence. The fragility of the local community is further exposed when violence breaks out at a Guy Fawkes’ Night bonfire. Gabriel is badly burned when trying to rescue a man whose car has been set alight with him inside, following a fight with local thugs. The orange, flickering flames and white, sizzling sparklers are first accompanied by shots of excited children, happily enjoying the spectacle in a spirit of interracial harmony. When the white gang targets the immigrants this mood changes to fear and horror in a scene that some critics found too ‘contrived, gratuitous and basically irrelevant’ (Anon 1961a). Colour was used as a means of dramatizing sequences involving fire in silent cinema and also in Technicolor. Its function in Flame in the Streets is also to bring out the ‘value added’ provided by colour in terms of filming this natural spectacle. Eastmancolor captures the shock of seeing a safe, physically contained fire suddenly get out of control and become threatening. It also serves as a reminder of how the meaning of colours can swiftly change according to context: when depicting fire, orange and red connote warmth and life but also destruction and death. In terms of the film’s narrative closure, the bonfire leaves a similar trace of ambiguity. The violence provides a dramatic climax to the film’s contemplative, closing scene when, back in the house, Kathie, Peter and her parents face each other across the room. The space between them symbolizes the difficulties that lie ahead, as the implication that they will make their situation work is undercut by their recent experience of explosive, racial violence at the bonfire.

Colour and ‘social problem’ films

The ‘social problem’ elements of Sapphire and Flame in the Streets qualified them to be discussed in relation to realism but they are not generally considered to belong to the New Wave cycle, 1959–63. Following the release of Billy Liar (John Schlesinger, 1963), the first film to indicate that the cycle had run its course was Tony Richardson’s colour adaptation of the novel Tom Jones (1963). He later reflected that it was difficult to make the shift from filming primarily in black and white: ‘It gave me a chance to use colour, and colour film was becoming much faster and more sensitive. There had been a lot of prejudice against colour, which I, to my shame, had shared – we had all thought it to be too crude and brash. There had been a lot of talk about “taste” again, today, to my shame. In fact this snobbery still exists, and many people – inspired by their passion – still imagine that there is something intrinsically subtler, better, more artistic about black and white’ (1993: 126). The historical/costume drama genre of Tom Jones was deemed to be appropriate for colour, with its emphasis on establishing period authenticity and verisimilitude. The lack of confidence about using colour for contemporary social realist drama and the neatness of conceptualizing the New Wave around black and white aesthetics meant that less visible, but significant, films were overlooked by contemporary critics and then later by academics. A striking case of this is Some People (Clive Donner, 1962), a social problem film shot in Eastmancolor, that broke the mould in many respects.

Set in Bristol, Some People was ostensibly about the work of the then new Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme in giving bored, restless teenagers constructive activities. But as many reviewers noted, it defied expectations of this didactic function by being full of energy, with ‘good music, fast action, and effortlessly good playing. And it is photographed in fine suffuse colour against the splendid sights and slums of Bristol’ (Mosely 1962: 4). Clive Donner came from a background in film editing before working as a contract director with the Rank Organisation and then as an independent. In the early 1960s he worked for the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency and made commercials for television, an influence which shows in Some People, particularly its punchy opening montage accompanied by a blousy jazz theme. It shows neon signs flashing ‘Bristol’, followed by a succession of hoardings advertising food, jewels, motorbikes and hire purchase schemes, and shop window displays full of consumer products. The sight of Bristol’s green buses provides a humorous variation on the shiny red buses typically used as shorthand iconography for ‘Landmark London’. This visual assault is full of colour interest, announcing the film’s general tone of openness to stylistic experimentation, wit and energy. Nicolas Roeg (uncredited) worked on the film’s second unit, an interesting choice in view of his subsequent distinction in colour filmmaking.

Victor Perkins interviewed Donner for Movie in 1962 and discussed the decision to shoot the film in Eastmancolor. Donner explained: ‘It was partly done for the entertainment value, but also because to me the convention that reality is better in black and white is just a convention, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t adopt another one’ (Perkins 1962: 23). Perkins was normally very critical of British films, but he found Some People to be exceptional, describing it as ‘the most intelligent, honest and enjoyable picture from a British director since Seth Holt’s Nowhere to Go … It has a less self-conscious, and therefore more genuine, freedom than any of the films of the so-called British new wave’ (1962: 23). As well as the fresh outlook of the director, the film’s qualities were attributed to the excellent performances of its young actors, particularly early roles for Ray Brooks (Johnnie), David Hemmings (Bert), David Andrews (Bill), Angela Douglas (Terry) and Annika Wills (Anne). Kenneth More plays Mr Smith, an enlightened volunteer choirmaster who allows them to practise as a pop music band in the church hall after they have been banned from riding their motorbikes. Without being overtly propagandist, the Award scheme is mentioned a few times in the film. The group become engaged in its activities except for Bill, who eventually drops out from the scheme. As Perkins noted, the issue of combating juvenile delinquency never seems heavy-handed: ‘The scheme is only important to the movie in so far as it affects and illuminates the relationships of the characters’ (1962: 23).
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Figure 4.4 Some People (Clive Donner, 1962), Bristol neon sign.

Colour enhances the impact of Some People, from the brash, bright, primary colours of the advertisements in the opening sequence to the yellow, white and red décor of the El Toro coffee bar frequented by Johnnie and his friends. The emphasis is on a city in transition, represented by the incursion of neon signs and magazines with glossy front covers for sale on Christmas Steps, a local historic landmark constructed in the seventeenth century, and the modernist church the young men go into in search of a piano or organ to play after being thrown out of a youth club. In an otherwise grey, concrete structure, Donner includes overhead shots of the church that create graphic chromatic interest through the sight of red kneelers and blue hymn books appearing like decorative, small buttons. Costume is also used to display different colours, patterns and textures, from Johnnie’s yellow scarf he admires himself wearing in the mirror when getting ready to go motorcycling, to Terry’s close-fitting, yellow/green top and purple skirt worn when she joins the group as a singer. Colour also enhances the film’s depiction of the pleasures of consumerism. One sequence shows Johnnie and Anne going shopping. She chooses a selection of outfits to try on, including a paisley-patterned dress, and she buys a pink one we later see her wearing to go dancing. This scene also highlights colour in long shots that relish the spectacle of red, yellow and blue-coloured lanterns hanging from the ceiling above the packed dance floor. A large screen decorated with red, yellow, blue and green diamond-shapes stretches across the back wall, topped with a crown-like structure adorned with coloured lights. The impression is of funfair fixtures having been relocated for a new purpose, as gaudy dancehall décor that is reflective of the transition taking place in popular entertainment. In this way, Some People is alive to colour’s potential and to the ‘value added’ it can bring to a contemporary realist drama.

Some critics noted Donner’s deployment of a televisual, commercial aesthetic. The New Statesman claimed Some People was ‘the first British film to have purloined a stance and style from the one-minute commercial’ (Coleman 1962). As noted above, this style was conducive to colour that was an integral part of advertising theory and practice. Eric Danger’s Using Colour to Sell, published in 1968, emphasized connections between colour and affluence, youth and modernity. Increased awareness of the impact of colour in the 1960s created an environment that in some sectors promoted experimentation. Danger noted: ‘The principal feature of modern experience of colour has been the tendency towards brighter colours and to use more colours. This is chiefly due to the influence of the young who have more money to spend than past generations and who are, therefore, able to give rein to their inherent liking for colour and experimentation’ (1968: 48). While the teenagers of Some People are not particularly affluent, colour is very much part of their world and linked to modernity, changing fashions and consumer culture. This continues a similar theme in A Kid for Two Farthings, making it somewhat inevitable that in order to be truly realistic more films would have to be made in colour. But as we have seen, this was still considered a risk, even after the New Wave had run its course and the scope for colour broadened.
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Figure 4.5 Some People, café at Christmas Steps, Bristol.

[image: ]

Figure 4.6 Some People, overhead shot in church.

The Family Way (John and Roy Boulting, 1966) is another notable Eastmancolor film with a contemporary, realist theme that has not received much critical attention, in spite of its success at the box office. Set in Bolton and based on a play by Bill Naughton, The Family Way is a sensitive tale about a young couple, Arthur (Hywel Bennett) and Jenny (Hayley Mills), who live in his parents’ house after they get married. The stifling, close-quarters environment seems to prevent them from having sex, and Arthur’s subsequent humiliation when his friends and family learn of his impotence provides the situation through which the film explores the couple’s relationships with their respective parents, the impact of gossip in a local community and the pressures towards conformity. As in Some People, the incursions of modernity are presented in chromatic contrast to landscapes and interior sets. The film opens with a 360 degrees camera pan presenting Bolton as an industrial heartland, with dark chimney stacks and terraced houses. The palette for Arthur’s parents’ house is brown, grey and cream. Colour is consistently used to connote sexuality, escapism and leisure. Jenny looks into the window of a travel agent’s shop in anticipation of the ‘Moonlight Special’ honeymoon they have planned (but which turns out to be a swindle when the agent makes off with everyone’s money). The advertisements show drawings of vivid blue seas and skies, golden beaches and palm trees, much as the then unusual holidays abroad were advertised. The red roses Arthur gives Jenny on their wedding day contrast starkly with the muted tones of their bedroom. Jenny removes them before they turn in on their wedding night, saying that flowers don’t survive in bedrooms; their removal symbolizes the elusive passion they cannot experience while lodging with their in-laws. When Jenny and Arthur go dancing, a large kaleidoscope of coloured lights throws a succession of primary hues on them in a spectacular diegetic chromatic effect. Although realist in design (dance halls in the 1960s typically used this type of lighting), the set also symbolizes an alternative, freer space for the couple away from the house that appears to literally repress them.

Colour is used as an impressionistic effect in two striking instances. Arthur is painfully reminded of his problem when he sees a bus with an advertisement on its side for ‘Sex in Marriage’ that appears to be back-lit so it stands out almost luminously. This is how he sees it, the image graphically expressing how his predicament invades his consciousness. But perhaps the most distinctive and interesting use of impressionistic colour is when Lucy (Marjorie Rhodes), Arthur’s mother, recalls her husband’s best friend Billy, a man with whom they both appear to have been in love. Arthur and Jenny’s ‘problem’ occasions some heated discussions amongst their respective parents and provokes uncomfortable recollections of the past for Lucy and her husband Ezra (John Mills). Ezra’s friend Billy went on their honeymoon and was a frequent visitor in the early days of their marriage. Ezra talks of Billy passionately, remembering walks with him as the best moments of his life, with the insinuation that he was indeed in love. Although this appears to annoy Lucy it seems that she too had great affection for Billy. She tells Jenny’s mother that one day when Ezra was working late Billy helped her with decorating the house. She is shot in medium close-up for this recollection, sitting on the sofa with the room’s muted, beige and brown colours seen in the background. Her eyes appear animated as she fondly recalls herself at nineteen, when we gather (but are not told explicitly) that she and Billy inadvertently had sex, leading us to conclude that he might be Arthur’s father. As she speaks the background becomes infused with blue/violet in a chromatic effect that is visually expressive of her romantic memory. Such an effect is unusual in films with otherwise largely realist mise-en-scènes. It is consistent with the film’s other instances of using brighter hues to indicate sexuality and freedom, while contributing an impressionistic, nostalgic gloss to this trope. In this way, another contemporary realist drama is assisted by colour to convey the significance of place, space and subjective affect. While not supplanting realist iconography or themes, The Family Way shows occasional inventiveness with colour as a means of extending its stylistic range.
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Figure 4.7 The Family Way (John and Roy Boulting, 1966), Lucy (Marjorie Rhodes) remembers the past.

Baby Love (Alastair Reid, 1968) used colour to depict its themes of regional and class differences as well as the subjective viewpoint of Luci (Linda Hayden), the troubled teenager at the centre of the drama. Following her mother’s suicide in their home in the north of England (not shown directly but indicated by a series of graphic shots at the beginning of the film which are intercut with Luci leaving school), Luci is taken in by her mother’s former lover, a well-off doctor Robert (Keith Barron) who lives in London with his wife Amy and son. The brief shots of Luci’s home locate her social background as working-class: the terraced house, patterned wallpapers and outside bathroom where Luci finds her mother (Diana Dors). This contrasts with Robert’s house, particularly the white walls and white-painted furniture of Luci’s new bedroom. Luci is haunted by vivid nightmares in which this room horrifies her; it becomes far from the comfortable, spacious room she relished on first impressions. Colour is a central means of vivifying Luci’s subsequent hallucinations: when she returns to the house after a sightseeing outing she is greeted by Amy whose figure is ‘replaced’ by her mother dressed in a pink suit before a flashback to graphic shots of the traumatic bathroom scene. The casting of Diana Dors in a non-speaking cameo role as Luci’s mother adds to the impact of this scene, not least because, even though very briefly, Dors shows two extremes of her image: naked and in total despair but in this shot the glamorous star playing a woman who loved vivid colours (this image brings to mind, for example, her role as Sonia in A Kid for Two Farthings) and who contrasts with Amy, the middle-class woman who becomes fascinated with and attracted to Luci. Another hallucination occurs in the London house, this time in the bathroom when Luci, having been at a discotheque with Robert and Amy’s son Nicky, ‘sees’ a Black man she danced with in a totally green-tinted image. Nicky’s disapproval of Luci’s behaviour, and the implication that she is taunting him by dancing with the man, is here displaced into a subjective impression which associates green with danger and risk. Although Baby Love has tended to be seen as a controversial, ‘cult’ film for its Lolita-esque depiction of Luci’s sexuality and its impact on those around her, the interesting use of colour effects places it in relation to a different group of films and techniques.
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Figure 4.8 Baby Love (Alastair Reid, 1968), Diana Dors in a hallucinatory shot.

Ken Loach and colour

Samantha Lay observes that, after the New Wave, social realism became associated with black and white television, rather than film (2002: 65). This shift would appear to reinforce the sub-genre’s established aesthetic conventions, even though the socially conscious content of television dramas such as Up the Junction (Ken Loach, BBC, 1965) and Cathy Come Home (Ken Loach, BBC, 1966) was groundbreaking. John Caughie notes that Up the Junction was also stylistically innovative, linking its ‘montage of sound and image’ to modernist traditions (2000: 119–20). Such formal experimentation with realist conventions created a space for a similar development in film, especially since some directors worked in both media. By the mid-1960s, when Ken Loach was presented with the opportunity to make a film for cinema release, colour stock was generally preferred for commercial reasons. Faster stocks and more portable cameras encouraged this trend as the number of British colour films produced doubled between 1963 and 1966. The resulting project, Poor Cow (Ken Loach, 1967), was shot in Eastmancolor by cinematographer Brian Probyn. While Loach is reported to have not been keen on using colour because of its tendency to make images ‘pretty’, the film is arguably a good test case to gauge whether doing so extended the range of representational codes associated with realism (Hill 2011: 108). He expressed the dilemma directly: ‘With colour, if you’re not careful, you can end up with “nice” shots of slums and drab surroundings, which look attractive but make an entirely different pictorial comment to the one you intend’ (Loach in Kane 1968). The film was perhaps suitable for experimentation because of its unusual source in Nell Dunn’s episodic, impressionistic novel about Joy (Carol White) a young working-class woman living in the East End of London (1967). In addition, I want to argue that Poor Cow’s chromatic sensibility contributed greatly to its verisimilitude, communicating a sensuous experience of the look and feel of the mid-1960s.
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Figure 4.9 Poor Cow (Ken Loach, 1967), overhead washing shot.

Opening with what was considered to be a shocking sequence of Joy giving birth to her son Jonny, colour is obtrusive in the film from the start. One reviewer complained that this scene was in bad taste, all the more so because of Eastmancolor: ‘The birth is an actual one in glorious Eastman Colour. Like all births, except those with which you’re personally concerned, it’s a messy sight. It isn’t dramatic, or informative, or vital to the story and no woman I know, whether she’s had children of her own or not, particularly wants to watch the process’ (Hinxman 1967). But it serves as a vivid jolt, a reminder that this film will be different in its approach to realism. The film follows Joy’s relationships, first with her husband Tom (John Bindon), and then with Dave (Terence Stamp) after Tom is jailed. When Dave is also imprisoned Joy has several fleeting encounters with various men before returning to Dave when he is released from prison. We see Joy in many different moods and circumstances, enjoying time with Jonny, a placid, happy child, it seems, with red hair and reddish cheeks, with her friends, visiting the seaside, working as a barmaid, going on a photoshoot with her friend Beryl (Kate Williams), and with Dave on a holiday in Wales. As Hill points out, the film’s plotline is ‘loose and episodic’, with life taking a fairly arbitrary course (2011: 105–6). This permits a varied approach to colour which plays a large part in underscoring Joy’s environment, observations and introspection.

Colour is effective in depicting the film’s various locales. Aspirational living is connoted through colour and décor at the beginning of the film when Joy and Tom move from London to Ruislip, a West London suburb where a large number of council houses had been built since 1945. A high-angle shot introduces the area’s rows of terraced houses, neat gardens and parks. Joy’s voice-over tells us that ‘the world was our oyster’, and we see them in a bright, modern flat with a television. A café frequented by Joy, Tom and his criminal associates, is painted in purple and orange, colours associated with 1960s interior decoration and when the trend for a ‘feature wall’ and/or a door in a colour such as purple, was in vogue. After Tom is jailed Joy moves back to London, at first staying with her aunt where we see Joy boiling her son’s nappies in a large tin pan and living in very grimy conditions. The locale is shot in the realist tradition, emphasizing a grey/brown palette to highlight squalid conditions in London’s tenements, prior to their being knocked down at the end of the decade for urban regeneration, with their damp walls, peeling wallpaper and tin baths. Yet some critics were still dissatisfied, stating that ‘realism is not helped by colour, which in England always seems to prettify even the most sordid settings’ (Davies 1967–8: 43). Yet elements of prettification were used subtly, to indicate how even with very little money people made their surroundings ‘home’. When Joy and Dave move into a similarly run-down flat she says she could make it ‘really nice’ with chintz, floral curtains and white paint. Her happiness with Dave is reflected in how they make small changes by adding new curtains and wallpaper. As with Nell Dunn’s novel, Joy’s viewpoint is always at the centre of the film, colouring much of what we see and hear about her life. From this perspective, colour’s aesthetic function is not to negate the impact of poverty and struggle. Rather, it signifies the temporalities of material life in the 1960s, encompassing both the old and the new. Colour’s potential to materially and psychologically transform lives is also drawn attention to, representing Joy’s stoical attempts to improve the physical environment in which she lives.

Colour is obtrusive in the sequences when Joy and Dave go to Wales, and when Joy takes her son to the seaside. Critic Raymond Durgnat thought the scene when Joy and Dave kiss in front of a waterfall in Wales was similar to ‘an advert for menthol cigarettes’, but perhaps with an ironic function as an impression of Joy ‘seeing the country through commercial-conditioned eyes’ (1969). The countryside is indeed depicted as picturesque, almost clichéd, with fresh water streams running through verdant green hills and populated with creamy-white sheep. The waterfall provides a sublime backdrop to Joy and Dave’s kiss, accompanied by a lazy, trumpet soundtrack. The way the scene is filmed, as if indeed they are advertising the perfect life, evokes Joy’s memory of the trip as she romanticizes her time with Dave. Joy’s voice-over narration of letters she is writing to Dave while he is in prison provides a commentary on the images, constituting a ‘psychologising’ impulse which, as John Hill notes, is somewhat in tension with the objective imperatives of sociological documentary (2011: 109). On the other hand, the vivid colour of these scenes could be said to function as social satire, as a critique of the advertising aesthetic mentioned by Durgnat that featured in films such as Nothing But the Best (Clive Donner, 1964). In this respect colour is used self-reflexively, as an ironic comment on one of its contemporary commercial usages.
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Figure 4.10 Poor Cow, Joy (Carol White) and Dave (Terence Stamp) in Wales.

The sequence shot at Bognor Regis, West Sussex, is enhanced by the colours, sights and sounds associated with British seaside resorts, including ice creams, shiny slot-machines, golden sand, snatches of pop songs and red dodgems at the funfair. But the use of colour here has a very different feel to the sequence in Wales, once again demonstrating how colour performs many varied functions in Poor Cow. Joy and Jonny sit in a photo-booth that churns out successive black and white smiling images of them on their day out. A small incident, yet this draws attention to the rest of the film’s colour and what it adds to the photogenic qualities of Joy, with her blond hair and fair complexion. A little girl who has befriended Jonny reads him a story about ‘pretty colours’ in another poignantly fleeting moment. The filming is both lyrical and descriptive, documentary in its way while providing a contemplative interlude for Joy as she fears Tom’s impending release from prison. In this way, the subtle slippage in and out of Joy’s subjectivity permits the audience to recognize the familiar chromatic sensations of ‘the seaside’.

In terms of costume, Poor Cow uses colour to create subtle character points or to indicate the vicissitudes of Joy’s life. Tom is portrayed as stolid, possessive, patriarchal and often violent in comparison to Dave who is depicted as more loving and caring for Joy and Jonny. To reflect this difference sartorially, Tom is seen wearing dull, beige shirts and dark ties, almost formal in his attire as a professional criminal. On the other hand, the first time we see Dave he is wearing a green shirt and is later seen in blue or mauve casual clothes or just in his jeans at home. This detracts attention away from his criminal life, the full extent of which is only known when he is sentenced in court. While these are small details, they nevertheless add to a chromatically rich palette. When Joy gets a job as a barmaid she dresses as if on show, with her hair up and wearing a low cut, tight-fitting mauve/purple dress that attracts the attention of male customers. Her unashamed liking for male company and enjoyment at being admired, but being in control, promotes an assertive representation of female sexuality. The photoshoot scene in which Joy and Beryl pose in pale, fluffy negligees and then less and less clothing, is filmed with a touch of irony. This exposes the photographers’ lascivious attitudes while capturing the women’s self-awareness at ‘playing’ being models. The difference between the clothes and colours selected for the photoshoot, and what the women choose to wear, draws attention to how the meaning of colours, fabrics and costumes changes according to context.

In spite of the many interesting chromatic effects in Poor Cow, for Kes (Ken Loach, 1969), Loach’s next film, the emphasis was towards subdued colours. Cinematographer Chris Menges explained that this was achieved by ‘flashing’ the negative, a process of exposing film before shooting to a controlled light to reduce and finely distinguish contrasts. This allowed control over saturation by muting the colours in ‘a really tough story and help the colour not dominate the film’ (Menges 2019). Accompanied by soft lighting, this technique reflected the contemporary trend that ‘transformed the texture of both the black and white and colour away from the classic, glossy, high-contrast image towards a softer and ultimately more naturalistic look’ (Petrie 2018: 214).

In conclusion, the conventions of social realism on screen have primarily been identified with black and white, or monochrome, cinematography. This aesthetic is seen as appropriate to convey the essence of sociological enquiry, to place ‘serious’ content over the style and effervescent ‘artifice’ associated with colour. This supports the classic tradition codified as disegno vs colore in which lines and shades carry greater intellectual weight than the decorative colours associated with femininity, surface and distraction. When assessing the changes that took place in the 1960s, however, it is important to note that representational regimes are seldom independent of each other. The greater availability of colour forced a dialogue between established realist conventions and the new possibilities opened up by colour. As we have seen, critics were particularly resistant to change, unsure how to evaluate colour and frequently condemning it as inappropriate for realism or, as in the case of the opening of Poor Cow, complaining that colour made a scene too realistic for comfort. But colour is relational, and since black, grey and white are colours, they are just as capable of acquiring new meaning as, say, red or purple. So, rather than see black and white and colour as oppositional, it is perhaps more useful to think of the 1960s as a period of chromatic experimentation as a number of drivers broadened the available ‘axis of brilliance’.

The primary drivers were technical, economic and social. As David Batchelor has noted, for many years in photographs and films grey had to stand in for every other colour (2014: 73). Guy Green, quoted earlier, said that the cameraman had ‘an infinite number of shades from black to white at his disposal’ so ‘he can blend an appearance of reality into whatever dramatic effect he is seeking. In fact this result should be better than reality’ (Green in Huntley 1949: 117–18). This acknowledgement of the artifice behind monochrome cinematography exposes the aesthetic construction of realism itself, thus making it as amenable to experimentation as any other convention. So, to return to my earlier question: how and when did innovation occur within the sub-genre of social realism, and what role did colour play?

When colour became a realistic option as stocks became faster, cameras more lightweight and a number of professionals trained in television and commercial advertising turned to filmmaking, the number of available shades became even more infinite. At first, realist films that showed experimentation with colour tended to be generic hybrids, such as A Kid for Two Farthings, a film whose magical-realist sensibility was conducive to colour. Established aesthetic tastes were challenged by the all-pervasiveness of colour advertising, as consumerist cultures projected a world of affordable goods, fashions and tastes. If filmmakers were to document changing times and the advance of ‘modernity’, they surely had to do this in colour. Films such as Some People and The Family Way showed how this could be done within a broadly realist remit, to convey the changing social landscape of Britain’s cities while experimenting with colour in distinctive ways. But colour could still be confusing, and as we have seen, some directors relied on simplistic, stereotypical conventions to depict race as a social problem as in Sapphire and Flame in the Streets.

Even though it was made only four years after the declared end of the New Wave, Ken Loach’s Poor Cow is a world away from that particular regime of realist representation. As critical responses show, some writers still occupied residual territory concerning aesthetic judgement, while others saw that the film was genuinely doing something new with both realism and colour. Some of this experimentation continued with the film adaptation of Nell Dunn’s Up the Junction stories, directed by Peter Collinson in 1968. Somewhat ironically, it was black and white television that provided an imperative for artistic innovation with realism, demonstrating again the productivity of seeing the development of such conventions as a continuum rather than a clear rupture between monochrome and colour. A technical challenge, for example, confronted the makers of 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984) when they sought to replicate the chromatic design signalled in Orwell’s source novel that ‘everything was without colour except the television screens which shone forth with a bright yellow light’ (Collard 2017). As described in more detail in Chapter 9, the solution was the ‘bleach bypass’ technique, a chemical effect which entails either the partial or complete skipping of the bleaching function during the processing of a colour film. By doing this, the silver is retained in the emulsion along with the colour dyes resulting in an ‘amazing looking image that had a kind of black and white and colour combined together’ (Collard 2017). This was also used later by Terence Davies in Distant Voices, Still Lives (1988) and The Long Day Closes (1992).

There were of course many other drivers making for a more chromatically varied culture in the 1960s: the colour supplements of the Sunday newspapers, psychedelia, pop music, pop art, neon lighting and acrylic paints. Social realist films continued, and continue to develop, from Mike Leigh’s groundbreaking films of the 1970s to the work of Michael Winterbottom, Lynne Ramsay and Andrea Arnold. The role of colour continues to be part of realism’s evolution, as digital aesthetics again force the pace of innovation within what is perhaps a more fractured, hybridized ‘continuum of signifying conventions operating across a wide range of production practices’ (Hallam with Marshment 2000: 100).


5

The Colour of Crime

Carolyn Rickards and Sarah Street

The primacy of crime films within British cinema, making up 26 per cent of British film releases between 1930 and 1983, makes the genre an important one to consider in the shift from black and white to colour filmmaking (Chibnall and Murphy 1999: 1). As this chapter demonstrates, interesting and varied approaches were developed as colour was increasingly incorporated into the crime genre from the mid-1960s, ranging from monochromatic, noir-influenced cinematography transmuted into restrained palettes to bolder, assertive colour experiments that contributed to the genre’s increasing diversity and stylistic enrichment into the 1970s and 1980s. The inspiration for the latter can be seen most impressively in Performance (Nicolas Roeg, Donald Cammell, 1970), a film that opens with a visually dynamic first section which actively uses colour to depict the gangster/crime world of its protagonist Chas (James Fox), before depicting the psychological impact of his subsequent hide-out in the bohemian, psychedelic-infused mansion of Turner (Mick Jagger). Andrew Patch argues that these two worlds are far from distinct; the ‘subversive’ application of colour in the first section establishes complex chromatic codes that underscore the film’s sustained preoccupation with questions of masculinity, violence and identity (2010a: 69–127).

In Performance colours are linked to particular spaces and indicate shifts in the balance of power between individuals, for example, as Chas becomes more and more oppositional to the authority of his boss Harry Flowers we see the dominant palette of Flowers’ offices – red, green and gold – displaced by a series of quick, black and white disjunctive shots that signal the intrusion of Chas’s interiority (Patch, 2010a: 82–5). When Chas’s flat is trashed, its white walls are splashed with red paint while shots are interspersed of Turner in some other location and time, spraying black paint into a red wall. Patch describes this as a ‘movement of red’ in which we see ‘a chromatic assemblage that primes the spectator, not only to be complicit in the anticipation of the violence that awaits the unsuspecting Chas, but also reinforces the centrality of colour within the representation of both violence and masculinity’ (2010a: 103). When Chas shoots his ex-lover Joey Maddox the screen turns completely red, a device associated with the traumatic, expressive colour films of Powell and Pressburger (Black Narcissus) and Hitchcock (Marnie). Instead of the film appearing to have two different halves, as Chas retreats from his identity as a gangster within Turner’s counter-cultural milieu, colour charts ‘a space in which an alternative encapsulation of violence, gender and self has the potential to emerge’ (Patch 2010a: 110).
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Figure 5.1 Performance (Nicolas Roeg and Donald Cammell, 1970), Chas (James Fox) in red, green and gold-hued office.
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Figure 5.2 Performance, red paint splattered on the wall.

While Performance represented an obtrusive role for colour, less experimental films deployed it with varying approaches as described in the following section about films that were also preoccupied with crime, masculinity, violence and identity. We consider the legacy of film noir aesthetics on a number of films including Get Carter (Mike Hodges, 1971), and other films that used colour as a means of parodying the style that was so identified with American cinema. Finally, we note how the crime genre diversified through increased location shooting as realist modes were transformed to reflect the exotic places and international crime scenarios that dominated cycles of production from Techniscope B-movies to the ‘heritage’ crime sensibilities of Agatha Christie adaptations. We argue that the rapid increase in colour filmmaking influenced the crime genre’s development, enabling it to diversify while absorbing a variety of aesthetic styles and hybrid cultural forms.

Out of the past: colourful underworlds

Some of the best known and critically acclaimed British crime films embody a film noir aesthetic, typically derived ‘out of American hardboiled fiction of the 1930s and 40s’ and similarly ‘emblematic of the anxieties and social upheavals of the [given] era that produced it’ (Forshaw 2012: 9). The British noir films of the early 1970s and 1980s deliver a ‘highly wrought visual style [with] an emphasis on moral ambiguity, and psychological complexity, and an often deliberate blurring of the boundaries between reality and fantasy, subjectivity and objectivity’ (Spicer 2007: 112). These films have typically been noted for their absence of colour, often set in austere cityscapes in which the criminal protagonists operate. This section explores moments in such films where colour actively intervenes and considers the resultant effects and meanings of these chromatic choices.

In an article published in Today’s Cinema in December 1970, Sue Clarke announced that ‘the 1930s has swept the fashion front and alongside this the Humphrey Bogart-style thriller has emerged for the 1970s treatment’ (Clarke 1970: 6). Get Carter (Mike Hodges, 1971) contributes Jack Carter (Michael Caine), a character who is submerged in the corrupt underworld of gangland culture, to the canonical British crime film. The suspicious death of Carter’s brother prompts a journey from London to the family home in Newcastle, a location chosen by director Mike Hodges for its regionality and industrialized setting (Hodges 1996). As producer Michael Klinger explained, Newcastle had ‘both slums … and a modern contemporary face of high-rise buildings and developments. Each of these facets fits perfectly into the Get Carter script, making the film more meaningful and at the same time, visually far more impressive’ (Klinger quoted in Get Carter pressbook 1971). It is into this bleak landscape that Carter prowls the city streets, searching for suspects to avenge his brother’s death. The film was shot entirely on location, in keeping with the increased trend for British ‘realist’ dramas at this time due to cheaper production costs and the relaxed approach to shooting permits (Doyle 1986: 15; Newland 2009).

Cinematographer Wolfgang Suschitzky ensured optimal lighting conditions were consistently maintained to capture the exteriors and interiors of houses, pubs, nightclubs and concrete high-rises. Suschitzky drew on his documentary film background working with Paul Rotha and the Documentary Technicians Alliance (DATA) co-operative during the 1940s. His first feature film, No Resting Place (Paul Rotha, 1951), was shot in documentary style using outdoor locations which was considered unusual for the time. Suschitzky used a similar approach for Get Carter, filming in natural light conditions and thus minimizing the need for lamps during the interior scenes (Suschitzky 2005). The film promotes a muted colour scheme that emphasizes a stark contrast between the decaying parts of the city and new modern structures slowly changing the Newcastle skyline. Yet, this documentary aesthetic is tempered by a ‘poetic use of realist style’, using the ‘industrial landscape of Tyneside to express an oppressive sense of dereliction and a poverty of the soul’ (Chibnall 2003: 10). Although used sparingly, when more expressive colour does appear it embellishes this notion of the corrupted ‘soul’.

This approach to colour is emphasized in certain settings including the Oxford Galleries nightclub where Jack chases Thorpe (Bernard Hepton), an initial suspect in the framing of his brother, and later in the bingo hall and gambling shop. There are parallels with Brighton Rock (John Boulting, 1948) in the depiction of ‘seedy lodging houses, sordid violence, a running man and a cheap palais de dance’ (Chibnall 2003: 62). However, the addition of colour allows new meaning with lurid reds and oranges suggesting that these locations, while ostensibly bright and cheerful, are in fact bleak and depressing places. As Tom Milne noted, colour is used in Get Carter to enhance ‘the glossy tones assumed by both sex and violence’ (Milne 1971: 108). In particular, this can be seen in the repeated use of red, such as in the dingy interiors of the nightclub and the bedroom of gangster moll, Anna (Britt Ekland), which are both painted in scarlet tones. The lodgings Carter stays in during his time in Newcastle features a neon sign in the front window that reads ‘Las Vegas’, with the surrounding area illuminated by a bright red light, prompting associated sordid connotations. Carter’s landlady, Edna (Rosemarie Dunham), wears a succession of pink and purple, again with the suggestion that she is sexually promiscuous. This is played out in a scene where Edna challenges Carter’s motives and threatens to phone the police. He replies: ‘I know you won’t … because I know you wear purple underwear’, a rebuke laden with sexually implicit undertones, later realized when the couple sleep together. These recurrent shades of red also embrace more dramatic and emotive meaning. When Carter visits his brother’s house, he enters the bedroom of his niece (and possible daughter), Doreen (Petra Markham), and finds a pink nightie and lingerie strewn amongst various items on her dressing table including a teddy bear glimpsed in the mirror reflection. This symbolic representation evokes the notion of a young teenage girl fast approaching adulthood. It also prefigures a later scene when Carter finds out that Doreen has been exploited for an adult sex film. It is this devastating realization that provides the impetus for Carter to conclude his vengeful mission.
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Figure 5.3 Get Carter (Mike Hodges, 1971), Carter (Michael Caine) and neon.

The film is consistently viewed from Carter’s perspective with the camera often framing the character against the urban landscape. He is occasionally positioned behind objects, such as the ornamental railings in the nightclub and the film reel when he is watching the sex tape that features Doreen and Glenda (Geraldine Moffat). Despite Carter’s tough persona and physical stature, this gives the impression of a figure dwarfed and eluded by the wider events that are taking place around him. At the beginning of the film we see a close-up of a projector’s beam directed straight towards the camera causing a circle of light or ‘halo’ effect to engulf the screen. This moment is significant because the film projector resurfaces later with resonance, prompting the brutal events that follow and determining Carter’s own grisly demise. A similar light effect can also be seen in Sidney Lumet’s The Offence (1972), a film starring Sean Connery as Detective-Sergeant Johnson, a man who is on the verge of a breakdown after working for two decades on serious crime investigations. The film begins with a white light that suffuses the entire screen before slowly decreasing into a ‘halo’ in the centre which is transparent enough to view the activities of a busy police station. The action is performed in slow motion over a multilayered soundtrack that features distorted speech played against non-diegetic noise and music. Several police officers attend a commotion in an interrogation room to find Johnson standing with fists clenched in front of a criminal suspect, Baxter (Ian Bannen), who is lying motionless on the floor. As Andrew Spicer notes, the white light used during this opening sequence serves to blur the ‘boundaries between nightmare and reality’ (2007: 117). We are immediately drawn into the subjective sphere of the protagonist’s fractured psyche. In the same way that Carter’s understanding of his predicament is obstructed, Johnson cannot see or accept his own fall into corruption. The ‘fragmented narrative and visual structure’ work to slowly unravel the ‘fragmentation of Johnson’s mind’ (Schober 2007: 135) with the final realization that he is the same as Baxter occurring towards the end of the film when the white light reappears once more.

Get Carter and The Offence pay further homage to film noir in their attentive design and costume work (Harrison 2018). This sense of nostalgia is also evident in crime films such as Point Blank (John Boorman, 1968), the noir pastiche Gumshoe (Stephen Frears, 1971), with Albert Finney’s private investigator, Eddie Ginley, immersed in 1940s Americana, and Villain (Michael Tuchner, 1971). For Point Blank Boorman, working in Hollywood, achieved a noir look through different monochrome colour designs, adopting a signature colour for the costumes and set designs in particular sequences so that the film progressed from cold to warmer colours. Striking examples of how this was achieved include a scene featuring a coin-operated telescope that was painted yellow to match the costumes worn by the central characters while another scene featuring men wearing green suits and ties against green backgrounds was criticized by MGM for its unconventional, monochromatic palette. Boorman was, however, resolute in sticking to his chromatic strategy, filming at night as much as possible to achieve the desired noir sensibility (Frith 2019b).

The cinematographer for Gumshoe, Chris Menges, achieved a colour palette that privileged brown, beige, grey and black. Menges saw Gumshoe as an opportunity to depart from what he considered to be pictorial, ‘pretty work’ often associated with colour, as David Robinson observed of the set’s ‘arid look of bare walls, and blank doors of a Forties gangster film’ (Robinson 1970/1: 13). Eddie’s beige mac recalls detectives played by Humphrey Bogart, and other characters are consistently dressed in brown-beige accented colours. This hyper-stylized look extends to walls (William’s kitchen and the office of the Broadway club) painted the same shade of green as the iconic green covers of detective novels published by Penguin books (we see Eddie reading one by Raymond Chandler). Scenes are frequently shot with low-key lighting in homage to the visual iconography of American film noir, even though the film is set in Liverpool and London. The occasional appearance of red neon signs, a red London bus and fire engines punctuates an otherwise de-saturated, grimy look. This palette served a dual purpose of accentuating nostalgia for the past while at the same time reflecting the colours that typify the 1970s. The preference for browns and rustic colours represented a shift away from the vivid colours associated with the 1960s. The contemporary settings of crime films provided directors, cinematographers and production designers with an opportunity to exploit the shift in chromatic taste preferences.
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Figure 5.4 Point Blank (John Boorman, 1968), Chris (Angie Dickinson) and Walker (Lee Marvin) with yellow telescope.

Described by Nigel Andrews as applying a ‘Seventies gloss on what is essentially a Fifties-style “well-made” film’ (1971: 149), Villain stars Richard Burton as East End gangster Vic Dakin, a man with a penchant for inflicting uncontrolled and brutal violence. Similar to Get Carter, the ‘gloss’ is evident in the heightened depictions of sex and violence which are accentuated by colour. The colour red is again associated with sexual corruption and features heavily in a strip club scene with red painted walls and lighting filtering through to the outside stairwell where Dakin attacks one of his unfortunate victims. Dakin is presented as a complex figure, devoted to his elderly mother and engaged in a close but abusive relationship with Ian McShane’s bisexual pimp, Wolfe Lissner. Dakin is often dressed in pinks and purples underneath his dark, heavy suits, and his bedroom furnishings are decorated in similar colours. Released only a few years after the Sexual Offences Act (1967) decriminalized homosexuality in England and Wales, the stereotypical approach towards Dakin’s sexuality appears problematic, with allusions towards the infamous East End criminal Ronnie Kray. Villain is based on James Barlow’s 1968 novel The Burden of Proof. Contemporary critics likened the character of Vic Dakin to Ronnie Kray who was publicly known for his homosexuality at the time. The publicity statement for Villain states that Burton’s wife and actress, Elizabeth Taylor, influenced the costume choices for his character, proclaiming that his clothes were not ‘loud enough’ so ‘she spent a morning at Gieves, Prince Philip’s Bond Street shirt-maker, and bought him more than £800 worth of colourful shirts and ties. He wore them, too’ (BFI Pressbook 1971). Most of the location work is swathed in oppressive tones, with scenes shot around London suburbs including Twickenham and the non-descript business parks and brownfield sites of Bracknell (Losey quoted in Newland 2009: 305). During a car heist sequence when Dakin’s gang launch a brutal attack to steal a cache of money, the primed suitcase suddenly detonates with a red-dyed smoke bomb. It is this dramatic explosion of colour in an otherwise colourless landscape that adds to the momentum of the action and submerges the viewer directly into the chaotic scene as it becomes obscured and diffused by the red mist. This sense of distortion is finally experienced by Dakin himself, who at the end of the film is entrapped by the police before turning to directly address the camera before the screen fades.
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Figure 5.5 Gumshoe (Stephen Frears, 1971), Eddie (Albert Finney) in beige mac with noir sensibility.

Mona Lisa (Neil Jordan, 1986) also evokes the past by presenting its protagonist George (Bob Hoskins) as someone ‘outside of time and place’ (Jordan 2015). George is a man trapped by his white, working-class background as the world is changing at a fast pace around him. After serving time in prison, he is hired by criminal boss Mortwell (Michael Caine) as a chauffeur for a high-end prostitute, Simone (Cathy Tyson), to visit rich clientele in the upmarket hotels of London’s West End. The most obvious colour contrast in the film is between George and Simone, who he describes as a ‘tall, thin, black tart’, underscoring his racial prejudice, a view reinforced by his upbringing and traditional masculinity. As Charlotte Brunsdon describes, ‘the film puns on noir narrative with a central black protagonist in the role of the enigmatic woman’ (2007: 106). Mona Lisa emphasizes this theme throughout, the narrative underscored by a distinct whimsicality which is reflected in the visual style. This includes frequent and surreal allusions to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland stories such as the purchase of a white rabbit which prompts George’s journey into the criminal underworld. As George begins to develop romantic feelings for Simone, she is prefigured as a Queen of Hearts, often associated with heart motifs ‘while her clothes are chosen from a predominantly red-based palette’ (Middleton 2015: 185). In contrast, George is codified with the white rabbit, his cream-coloured Jaguar and a white horse that suddenly appears to him while parked outside a motorway service station. George considers himself as a literal ‘white knight’ to his perceived damsel in distress.

In a similar vein to Get Carter, The Offence and Villain, this initial worldview is obstructed and later shattered by the events that follow. There exists a palpable absence throughout Mona Lisa with George presented as an isolated and lonely figure: ‘as he moves through the city, he is surrounded by empty space, not people’ (Pramaggiore 2008: 72). This ‘empty space’ is filled with vibrant colour. For example, when George visits the Soho district on a mission to track down Simone’s missing friend, Cathy (Kate Hardie), the labyrinthine warren of sex shops and brothels dazzles in luminous colours reflected from the interior and exterior lights. This gives the city of London a deeply impressionistic and almost semi-mythical quality. As director Neil Jordan explained, this was especially important for the ‘Dantesque’ scenes set behind King’s Cross Station: ‘we’d looked at a collection of photographs of a street in Bombay where the prostitutes line up. These have black, dullish backgrounds on silk textures with very bright, garish colours coming out and we tried to get that same contrast’ (Jordan quoted in Fuller 1986: 21). By the 1980s, filming in central London was proving more difficult with access restrictions controlled by various different agents and authorities. The scenes set in Soho required a particularly sensitive approach with the production crew filming during the day to avoid busier periods. As producer Patrick Cassavetti explained, the area proved ‘very colourful, full of pinks and reds which we worked into the design’ (Cassavetti quoted in Doyle 1986: 17).
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Figure 5.6 Mona Lisa (Neil Jordan, 1986), George (Bob Hoskins) visits a club in Soho.

This colour-conscious approach was achieved by production designer Jamie Leonard and cinematographer Roger Pratt who had previously captured the nightmarish world featured in Terry Gilliam’s surreal science fiction fantasy Brazil (1985). The intention was to ‘take the familiar and make it unfamiliar’ to project George’s journey (Jordan 2015). This fantastical approach resurfaces throughout the film. The warehouse where George’s friend Thomas (Robbie Coltrane) lives and works resembles an Aladdin’s cave, a treasure trove filled with strange curiosities. In one scene, a large umbrella dominates the enclosed space reflecting a green light illuminating from small figurines of the Virgin Mary. While these may be cheap, plastic knock-offs, Thomas demonstrates his latent creativity by turning this display into a work of art. When the action moves to Brighton, there is an emphasis on paler tones, the scene on the pier (a familiar landmark in British crime films which also makes an appearance in Villain) where George realizes that Simone and Cathy are lovers, decorated in pink and white. The couple pass a fairground stall surrounded by pink balloons and large hearts, and Simone adopts a pair of pink heart-shaped sunglasses, ironic coloured motifs given the recent revelation. This sequence underscores the idea, introduced from the start and repeated throughout, that she embodies the enigmatic ‘Mona Lisa’. This is re-emphasized in the final scene where George recounts the ending of their unrequited relationship as a fairy-tale story to Thomas.

In analysing the films discussed, it is clear that rather than an absence of colour, which is typically associated with British crime drama, many of these films use colour in visually interesting or expressive ways. For the most part, there remains an emphasis on symbolic colour; it is also employed for more subjective purposes, however. British crime films from the early 1970s onwards appear concerned with fracturing masculine identities, with ‘glossy’ colour ostensibly used to promote sex and violence but also acting as a moral gauge, as these drives eventually confound or destroy the male characters. This approach embraces characteristics of the traditional film noir while promoting new aesthetic directions, with increased exploitation redefining the boundaries of acceptance. The films discussed so far in this chapter were located in the UK, with the exception of ‘Point Blank’ which was made in Hollywood by British director John Boorman, but at the same time a parallel, more internationally focused trend in crime films presented different opportunities for colour design and new technologies.

International crime: exoticism, locations, internationalism

A number of crime films were set in overseas locations and exploited Techniscope, a newly available, low-budget widescreen format developed by Technicolor Italia in 1961. As Petrie explains, Techniscope used ‘a modified movement of the film in the gate to expose a two perforation rather than the usual four perforation frame, creating a letter box shape but reducing the amount of negative exposed by 50 per cent, thus making major savings on stock and processing’ (2018: 222). Modified standard 35mm cameras could be used and Technicolor hoped that the process would encourage lower-budget filmmakers to use colour. As American Cinematographer noted, another advantage was that ‘Techniscope offers great depth of field and razor-sharp image definition, thanks to the short focal length spherical lenses used on the camera. Although the ultimate release print is a “squeezed” one, anamorphic lenses are not required in the photography’ (Foster 1964: 398–9). The films were processed using Technicolor’s dye-transfer process, but the image appeared as grainier on a large screen than if produced with anamorphic camera optics and the full four-perforation frame. Although the most accomplished use of Techniscope is attributed by Petrie (1996: 50) to The Ipcress File (Sidney J. Furie, 1965) and Funeral in Berlin (Guy Hamilton, 1966), the format was deployed on several film productions produced by Harry Alan Towers, British B-movie producer and screenwriter (as Peter Welbeck), and the Towers of London production company.

Towers specialized in making films in different locations around the world, including Africa and Hong Kong, taking advantages of tax breaks and spectacular locations that could be exploited by colour and widescreen (Mann 2014). The increased tendency towards exterior location shooting also contributed to the appeal of action-based crime films which used a consistent formula in which a visitor, usually American, gets involved in investigating murder, global crime syndicates and associated crimes including illicit gold trafficking and drug smuggling. The films’ internationalism was further emphasized by the inclusion of non-British actors in the casts as villains or as glamorous female accomplices; they were imitative of American B-movies. As illustrated by the following four examples, colour was integral to the films’ travelogue-style aesthetic, providing opportunities to film in ‘exotic’ locations that were unfamiliar to most audiences. The films can be seen to document the clash of cultures such films often unwittingly reveal through their focus on the ‘stranger in a strange land’ theme as presented in Victim Five (aka Code 7 Victim 5! Robert Lynn, 1964), Mozambique, (Robert Lynn, 1964), Coast of Skeletons (Robert Lynn, 1964) and Five Golden Dragons (Jeremy Summers, 1967). These films have been chosen as a representative sample of the trend, and for their deployment of colour as a key element of their design in respect of several common, recurring themes and aesthetic tropes.

The visually stunning pre-credit/credit sequences in James Bond films constitute a key component of their foregrounding of spectacle (Chapman 1999: 182). This is no less the case in the films discussed here. Victim Five was shot by Nicolas Roeg in Cape Town, the Kruger National Park and the Cango Caves of the Western Cape, South Africa. It opens with a static shot of processors at the annual New Year minstrel carnival (Kaapse Klopse, known as the ‘coon carnival’ under Apartheid and which was to be curtailed in the mid-1960s). This shot is somewhat disconcerting, since it appears not to be from the perspective of anyone in particular. Movement in the frame is created solely by the marching people as they stride towards and past the camera, dressed in blue and white suits and with white face make-up. The next shot captures the more complex two-directional movement of people marching both towards and away from the camera. They are also differentiated by their costumes – those marching away from the camera wear yellow while those advancing towards it are in pale blue and pink suits, carrying red, white and blue umbrellas. In this, and other shots that show different-coloured costumes, Roeg creates an almost verité-style, immersive experience. This is accentuated by a tracking shot in the opposite direction, gliding past local people watching the carnival as if the camera was actually part of the procession. The camera’s inconsistent orientation combines with the variety of clashing costume colours to convey disorientation; we do not readily know how to ‘read’ the ritual that is being presented through colour coding. The carnivalesque mood changes when a high-angle shot shows a police motorcycle, and a white man watching the carnival is singled out through a medium close-up. He looks puzzled when he sees three masked figures in the procession looking in his direction; the masks are slightly sinister, a grotesque version of Mickey Mouse. As he walks briskly down an alley his journey is intercut with shots of the carnival, creating suspense through the contrast between its frenetic activity and the grey/brown appearance of the empty spaces he has entered. Shots of yellow carnival costumes are followed by a long shot of the man standing amongst rubble and desolate, run-down properties. In the background some of these are painted yellow, creating a very different social and psychological context for the colour’s use. The man runs to a jetty, clearly by now very scared, and is then confronted and stabbed in an alleyway (we later learn this is in District 6) by the three masked figures from the carnival. The film’s titles appear against background shots of barren hills before the camera pans to a high-angle, establishing vista of Cape Town.

Showcasing key locations was central to the films’ presentation of place and space. Mozambique opens with shots of Lisbon, following a character through the city, its streets and then from rooftop perspectives. Children are seen playing in the streets, again adding a documentary sensibility to an opening that establishes an observant, touristic mood that is soon shattered by intrigue and murder. Coast of Skeletons opens with the sounds of wind blowing. The black screen then dissolves to show the Skeleton Coast, South Africa, as a deserted, bleak environment. White bones are then seen in close-up and long-shot, appearing sharp and brittle against the sand. These shots create a context for the next shots of a wrecked tanker and smaller boat that lie beached and in the process of deterioration. The imagery of the vessels and then, finally, a shot of a human skull complete the title sequence of a film in which the coastal location is of strategic importance to the plot. In Five Golden Dragons the opening title sequence features stunning location photography of Hong Kong on the brink of the skyscraper boom. As with similar films, the pretext for what amounts to an extended travelogue is the arrival of a stranger in Hong Kong. As he travels by boat to the island Hong Kong is seen from afar in shots that constitute a visual record of a fast-developing region at a time when it was increasingly the focus of western economic power and cultural influence. Junks and tankers are seen against a background of a mass of buildings that signal the onset of Hong Kong’s iconic high-rise skyline.
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Figure 5.7 Victim 5 (Robert Lynn, 1964), blue and white costumes in parade.
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Figure 5.8 Victim 5, multicoloured costumes in parade.

Tom Gunning notes how in silent cinema the chase constituted ‘a synthesis of attractions and narrative’ (1990: 60). Much later, James Bond films included chases for spectacular suspense sequences, as did many similar internationalist crime/spy films. It is useful to chart how colour enhanced such sequences while also noting how these provided an opportunity to show landscapes and scenery that were visually remarkable. In Victim Five one such sequence occurs soon after the arrival of Steve Martin (Lex Barker) in Cape Town when he is being driven to meet his new employer by secretary Helga (Ann Smyrner) in a silver-grey convertible with orange seats. The car is chased by a pale blue, much older-looking car (not a convertible so the driver is hidden from view), establishing a contrast that was common in differentiating vehicles by model and colours in chase sequences. As the cars travel at a fast speed along potentially treacherous, high coastal roads, the surrounding scenery forms a stunning backdrop. Martin and Helga comment on the spectacle of Table Mountain – ‘below the city, and beyond the bay’ – when the convertible stops momentarily to allow the pale blue car to overtake and so they can admire the view; the pause serves a narrative function and permits an ‘attraction’. The blue car reappears and the chase resumes when Steve and Helga are once again on their way. The road is treacherous, and they swerve to avoid a vehicle that has broken-down when alerted by a red flag erected by the driver. The blue car, racing from behind at a high speed, makes a bigger swerve but as it does it crashes over the cliff.

A variation on this can be observed in Coast of Skeletons, when visitor Harry Sanders (Richard Todd) is given a white sports car by Magnus, the wealthy shipowner he is investigating. He chooses to ride instead in the red sports car driven by Helga (Marianne Koch), so Peterson, one of Magnus’s employees, suggests they race the two cars. The clothes worn by the characters contrast with the cars: Harry and Helga wear light/white shades in the red car while Peterson wears a red boiler suit in the white car. The cars race along dangerous coastal roads. Peterson overtakes but then loses control of the white car that was meant for Harry, which appears to have been sabotaged. The spectacle of such sequences is enhanced by the racing cars’ contrasting colours and when shot amidst iconic natural landmarks.

A variation on this theme is seen in Mozambique, which situates an on-foot chase at the Victoria Falls. This sequence is the final shoot-out in which the main protagonist chases a villain who falls to his death from a bridge. The Falls and frontier bridge are first seen from an aerial shot, to orientate both characters and viewers as to their strategic importance. An extraordinary shot of the action shows not only the cascading Falls, but a rainbow which the camera has captured in the process of following the characters as they negotiate the surrounding hazardous physical environment. It is a brief moment of outstanding natural beauty in a scene otherwise designed for action. As the villain scrambles on the bridge, treacherous waters thundering below, its geometric dimensions create dark, horizontal and vertical shapes that stand out against the blue sky and Falls. The impact of such graphic patterns is enhanced by the widescreen format, particularly in shots which exploit the width of the bridge centrifugally as the pace of the chase accelerates. Other shots that exploit the bridge in centripetal direction accentuate sharpness and depth of field. In this way colours and shapes combine to dynamize a sequence that simultaneously delivers action-based suspense and the visual spectacle of the ‘travelogue’ aesthetic.

Filming underwater was another novel approach to chase/suspense sequences. In Victim Five an extended sequence takes place underwater. It follows divers as they encounter fishes, turtles and other sea creatures, their forms animated by the play of light and colour as they glide through the water and as if in a documentary about aquatic life. After a while, however, the music changes mood to indicate danger, and an unidentified diver shoots a fatal harpoon dart, killing one of the divers. Victim Five also uses the play of light and colour in caves for a setting designed for suspense but which also occasions spectacular location cinematography by Roeg. In Coast of Skeletons Helga is tasked with taking underwater photographs of a wrecked tanker. This narrative pretext permits cinematography that similarly delights in the aquatic environment as she explores the seabed, with shimmering, reflective light on yellow, black and white striped fishes that stand out clearly against the blue water. In this way the films’ chromatic richness is central to their appeal.

Five Golden Dragons used Hong Kong’s harbour as the location of an extended chase sequence featuring Chinese junks, with characters scrambling over fishing boats and through successive wooden dwellings. The green and mauve dresses worn by two of the western women create distinctive colour threads to follow as they run from three Chinese men dressed in black, dodging people and fishing tackle while navigating the unsteady local terrain. The distinctive colours of the dresses perform the same standing-out function as the cars in the chase sequences in Victim Five and Coast of Skeletons. They also underscore the cultural clashes represented by the dichotomized east and west that are central to the orientalist ideologies that inform the films. The ‘Five Golden Dragons’ of the plot are non-Chinese criminals but they wear different-coloured Chinese costumes for a secret-society style initiation ceremony: mauve, green, white, blue and black with each wearing a golden dragon mask. Heightening an atmosphere of international intrigue in this case involves accentuating cultural difference: the identity of each ‘dragon’ is concealed by their mask until they have successfully played a Russian-roulette-style game with keys. Harry Alan Towers continued to exploit this approach in producing five Fu Manchu-themed films between 1965 and 1970.

The overall ‘looks’ of the films are highly influenced by their hybridized combination of crime, exotic settings and international travel. Airports, hotels and nightclubs provide typical interior locations that are generally presented with a myriad of different colours to enhance their visual spectacle. On other occasions, as in Mozambique, a night-time suspense sequence uses low-key lighting so that it looks practically as if it were shot in black and white, and in keeping with film noir aesthetics. Pulp (Mike Hodges, 1972) was shot in Malta (standing in for the film’s stated ‘Mediterranean’ location), following a crime writer’s (Michael Caine) involvement with a former actor-turned gangster, on the pretext of ghost-writing his autobiography. For this variation on the ‘stranger in a strange land’ theme Hodges chose a dominant colour palette he thought reflected the Mafiaosa-style, pulp-fictional world of the film that anticipates the sepia-drenched nostalgic look of American ‘neo-noir’ thrillers such as Chinatown (Roman Polanski, 1974). Cinematographer Ousama Rawi explained that for Pulp browns and off-whites were used for sets and costumes, and even cars were sprayed brown to achieve consistency (2017). One scene overtly draws attention to this when we hear Caine’s voice-over narration describe himself as wearing a blue suit, but we see that the suit is off-white and with a brown tie he wears throughout the film. When other colours appear against this dominant palette they stand out, such as a ship’s red hull, blue sky, orange flowers at a funeral procession, stained-glass and the opulent, gold mouldings which adorn the walls of a mansion location at the end of the film.
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Figure 5.9 Pulp (Mike Hodges, 1972), Mickey (Michael Caine) in brown-accented palette.

Other notable films used overseas locations, colour and costume in ways which can be described as displaying the effervescent, visual pleasures of ‘heritage crime’ (Street 2008). During the years 1974–82 a distinctive formula was developed by British film producers John Brabourne and Richard B. Goodwin for adapting Agatha Christie’s fiction for the screen. Four films were produced: Murder on the Orient Express (1974), Death on the Nile (1978), The Mirror Crack’d (1980) and Evil Under the Sun (1982). The films were lavishly produced, featuring international star casts and showcasing remarkable locations shot by highly regarded British cinematographers such as Jack Cardiff for Death on the Nile, the film that featured the most extensive use of overseas locations. For this film prime use is made of the Great Pyramids at Giza and the Karnak Temple for key scenes located in monumental landscapes. Costume designer Anthony Powell had very clear ideas about colours to match character, visiting Bette Davis when he was in America preparing costumes for the production. Powell persuaded her that her face would be showed off to best advantage if she wore large black hats, and the wigs she wore presented a tightly curled, close hairstyle that emphasized her imposing visage. He also emphasized her slim ankles and small feet, having a pair of python skin shoes made specially for her in London (Powell 2017). Powell’s designs for the costumes show the precision of these sartorial choices, including fabrics to be used and descriptions such as ‘tarnished gold tassels round bottom of jacket’ for one of the flamboyant outfits worn by Salome Otterbourne (Angela Lansbury). Powell created an opulent spectacle to match this larger-than-life character with gowns inspired by a sumptuous Art-Deco look as exemplified by the work of 1920s fashion designer Erté. When we first see her, she is dressed in dark velvet embellished with touches of green and red, and bejewelled in glittering necklaces and as a feature of her hat. Her costume expresses her flamboyant reputation as the author of risqué novels, lover of life and risk. The matching black silk pyjamas and dressing-gown worn by Miss Bowers (Maggie Smith) in one key scene is another apposite costume. The black is complemented by the ensemble’s red border with ivory semi-circles. Although hardly a uniform, the nightwear is suitably formal to indicate the change in persona, as Miss Bowers’ professionalism is called upon in an emergency. The cinematographic style adopted by John Guillermin and Jack Cardiff allowed such details of costumes to be seen clearly, and the film is a very precise example of how colour, textures and fabrics combine to produce the impression of a high-quality production.
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Figure 5.10 Death on the Nile (John Guillermin, 1978), costume design for Salome Otterbourne (Angela Lansbury) by Anthony Powell. DVD extras, photographed by Sarah Street.
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Figure 5.11 Death on the Nile, Salome Otterbourne (Angela Lansbury).
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Figure 5.12 Death on the Nile, costume design for Miss Bowers (Maggie Smith) by Anthony Powell. DVD extras, photographed by Sarah Street.
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Figure 5.13 Death on the Nile, Miss Bowers (Maggie Smith).

This chapter has shown how the crime genre invited a variety of creative responses in terms of colour cinematography, locations, costumes and sets. Colour became an important means of describing the worlds in which the films took place, whether grimy northern British settings or spectacular foreign landscapes. As film production became more transnational, the films also reflected this shift as well as the forms of generic hybridization (including crime, spy thrillers, adventure dramas) that were evolving through crime-orientated scenarios. As we have seen, humour and pastiche were also integral to films that sought to re-present the past in terms of their evocative, ‘retro’ hues. Colour enabled the crime genre to diversify, drawing attention to its role in delineating a film’s aesthetic style, heightened visuality and in sculpting its primary affective dimensions. While, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, Performance is an extreme example of these tendencies, the films we have discussed also point to the increasing eclecticism that pushed colour design to new creative heights even in genres not normally associated with chromatic experimentation.


6

The Colour Fantastic: Fantasy, Horror and Science Fiction

Keith M. Johnston and Carolyn Rickards

This chapter explores the fantastic worlds of British cinema across the period of the Eastmancolor revolution by examining how films utilized colour (in conjunction with other film technologies) to underline and embrace long-established cultural traditions of non-realist storytelling. Recent debates around the terms ‘fantasy’ and the ‘fantastic’ within cinema expand out from Tzvetan Todorov’s influential study of fantastic literature, which examines this term alongside its overlapping analogues the ‘uncanny’ and the ‘marvellous’ (Todorov 1975). While subsequent work has acknowledged the restricted nature of Todorov’s original corpus, the term has nevertheless spurred debates as to how the ‘fantastic’ can operate as a useful ‘umbrella category to describe this overall “mode” of fiction’, highlighting key iconographic differences between the key genres of fantasy, horror and science fiction – the likes of magic, vampires and spaceships – while acknowledging that ‘there is a great deal of overlap between all three of these categories’ (Fowkes 2010: 2–3).

Studies of British cinema have long featured a debate around films that deliberately embrace non-realist narratives, visually rich mise-en-scène or less critically accepted generic identities. This metaphoric ‘lost continent’ of production has been called upon to identify British films that fall within or across critical boundaries of genre, taste and canon or, as Julian Petley originally identified, ‘films in which the “fantasy” element is at its most obvious … [such as] horror, science fiction, melodrama’ (Petley 1986: 101). The development of the fantastic within British cinema draws from literature that spans the Gothic novels of Matthew Lewis and Mary Shelley, the scientific romances of H.G Wells and John Wyndham, and the imaginative worlds of J.R.R. Tolkien. The British fantastic cinema of the Eastmancolor period is informed by that rich heritage, with films as diverse as Dr Blood’s Coffin (Sidney J. Furie, 1961), Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) and The Company of Wolves (Neil Jordan, 1984) drawing on the Gothic, scientific and macabre in equal measure. The historical fluidity of the colour fantastic within British cinema can be illustrated by the generic identity inscribed by a key trade publication such as Kinematograph Weekly. Colour films now more commonly associated with horror, such as The Curse of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 1957) or Peeping Tom (Michael Powell, 1960), were originally classified as ‘thriller’, while the extravagant fantasies of She (Robert Day, 1965) and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (Ken Hughes, 1968) were ‘adventure’. As might be expected, the line between horror and science fiction is particularly fluid, with monster movie Konga (John Lemont, 1961) appearing under ‘horror’ and Quatermass and the Pit (Roy Ward Baker, 1967) as ‘science fiction’. The chapter’s use of the term ‘fantastic’ acknowledges this historical fluidity of genre identity (across different industry, textual and audience contexts), but chooses to focus on the use of colour within that broader mode of filmmaking, rather than the policing of generic boundaries.

As indicated above, there are clear precedents for the fantastic film before the 1950s, but British cinema in that decade represents a key moment for the adoption of colour for fantastic purposes. The story of Hammer Horror is almost a watchword for how to exploit colour for fantastic, melodramatic and non-realist means, revitalizing this British genre in the process. Its first colour feature, The Curse of Frankenstein, cost ‘around £65,000 and grossed around £300,000 in Britain, £500,000 in Japan and more than £1m in America’ (Murphy 1992: 162). Its next colour Gothic, Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958), made for £81,412, is estimated to have made $2m in the US (Barnett 2014: 232), cementing the link between the company’s chromatically lush Gothic melodramas and its future financial success. Hammer’s films span the fantastic, from its well-known vampire and science-horror tales to fairy tale and myth (The Gorgon, Terence Fisher, 1964; The Reptile, John Gilling, 1966), science fiction (Quatermass and the Pit, Moon Zero Two, Roy Ward Baker, 1969), alongside colourful melodramas of pirates, prehistory, serial killers and Victoriana (for example, Captain Clegg, Peter Graham Scott, 1962; One Million Years B. C., Don Chaffey, 1966; Hands of the Ripper, Peter Sasdy, 1971). Science fiction and fantasy producers saw a similar potential in the addition of colour to existing generic iconography. Sleek silver rocketships are central to Satellite in the Sky (Paul Dickson, 1956) and Jules Verne’s Rocket to the Moon (Don Sharp, 1967), while chromatically diverse giant animals, birds, squid and other monsters menace the world in fantastic films such as Gorgo (Eugene Lourie, 1961), The Three Worlds of Gulliver (Jack Sher, 1960), The Golden Voyage of Sinbad (Gordon Hessler, 1973) and Warlords of Atlantis (Kevin Connor, 1978).

One of the biggest franchises within British cinema is also a key contributor to ideas of the fantastic, even while its iconography may not overtly belong to fantasy, horror or science fiction. Starting with Dr. No (Terence Young, 1962) and running through to A View to a Kill (John Glen, 1985), the national and global success of the James Bond franchise is almost unique in the period covered by this book. While it clearly draws on ideas from crime, spy and action genres, the series was built on an ideological fantasy – of Britain maintaining a significant international role in post-Suez Cold War politics and intrigue – as well as an increasing reliance on visual and narrative fantasies of technological wizadry that pushed the series into increasingly fantastic concepts. Bond films were always partly set in colourful and non-British locales, from Jamaica to Japan, featured larger-than-life villains and increasingly complex action set pieces. As the scale of Bond films grew, so did the presence of those fantastic technological elements: new gadgets from Q branch, more elaborate and intricately designed villainous lairs, jetpacks, voodoo priests and, in the case of the science-fiction themes of Moonraker (Lewis Gilbert, 1979), a laser battle in orbit around a space station.

Colour was always key to the Bond films’ appeal, emphasizing and highlighting the fantastic narrative elements. The golden hues of the murdered body of Jill Masterson (Shirley Eaton) and the stacks of gold ingots against which Bond and Oddjob fight in Goldfinger (Guy Hamilton, 1964) became iconic franchise images through clever marketing, as did the weapon associated with Christopher Lee’s antagonist in The Man with the Golden Gun (Guy Hamilton, 1975). Bond’s yellow ski-suit and red backpack are eye-catching against the white snow in the pre-credit sequence of The Spy Who Loved Me (Lewis Gilbert, 1977), before the unfurling of a Union Jack parachute patriotically fills the screen with red, white and blue. Other chromatically memorable images include the sleek white Lotus Esprit that could travel on land and underwater; the incongruous yellow Citroen 2CV in which Bond (Roger Moore) and Melina Havelock (Carole Bouquet) make their escape in For Your Eyes Only (John Glen, 1981); the neon-lit streets of Las Vegas in Diamonds Are Forever (Guy Hamilton, 1971); or the glinting steel teeth of recurring villain Jaws (Richard Kiel). The world of James Bond is one of colourful fantasy.
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Figure 6.1 Goldfinger (Guy Hamilton, 1964), Jill Masterson (Shirley Eaton) sprayed gold.

The strongest connection between fantasy and colour in the Bond series comes in two non-narrative elements: the gun barrel shot, and each film’s title sequence, both created by American commercial designer Maurice Binder. The famous gun barrel point-of-view launches each Bond film from black and white into colour: the moving white dot tracking across the black screen, the camera looking down the silver sheen of a gun barrel (which briefly gains gold and blue tints in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (Peter Hunt, 1969) and Diamonds Are Forever), the monochrome figure of Bond walking, the gun shot, and then the vibrant red blood dripping down the screen. While it utilizes standard Western cultural signifiers around red – blood and danger – the repetition of the sequence in each subsequent film allows it to become a portal through which the audience enters the world of James Bond, immersed in fantasy and colour.

This continues in the title sequences. While these offer occasional ties to the film narrative, and relate to each film’s theme tune, the visual tendency is towards abstract colour compositions. Setting the tone for the franchise, the Dr. No titles gain unity through colour and design. First, a series of different-sized and multicoloured dots and squares move up, down and across the screen; second, a change in music signals a design shift to dancing silhouettes of men and women, in purple, pink, red, lime green and blues; third, three male silhouettes against an out-of-focus background of shifting colours (largely panels of white, red and blue). Colour unifies, but additionally suggests a surreal and fantastic background adjacent, but related, to the live action world of Bond. Later films varied the technique, but retained key basic principles, most notably that connection between colour, fantasy and the female body. From Russia With Love (Terence Young, 1963) and Goldfinger, with title designs by Robert Brownjohn, featured film images and lettering projected on different parts of female bodies (gold-coated bodies in the latter example to stress that fantastic imagery). Binder returned to title work for Thunderball (Terence Young, 1965), at which point silhouettes of naked women against strong primary colours and key visuals would begin to dominate. Bond production designer Ken Adam has suggested this was largely because ‘Binder … liked, very much, to photograph silhouetted naked ladies’ (Adam quoted in Radatz 2012), but over time it offered the franchise a visual design continuity at times when other aspects (notably a shift in main actors) would change. For On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, the combination of female silhouettes and colour imagery of hourglasses, martini glasses, clocks and Union Jacks stress key franchise elements whereas in Live and Let Die (Guy Hamilton, 1973), the now-traditional silhouettes and range of primary colours are combined with orange and red hues, flames, skulls and black actors. This flirtation with horror and the American ‘Blaxploitation’ cycle also explicitly linked colour with race, a combination that previous franchise entries had problematically tied to villains such as Goldfinger’s Korean henchman Oddjob (Japanese-American actor Harold Sakata) or the more comedic supporting characters such as Quarrel (John Kitzmiller) in Dr. No.

These iconographic elements stress colour and design as key components of its imagined people and places, creating the fantasy world of the Bond universe. The different generic visualizations of the colour fantastic that are considered through the rest of the chapter develop around two related areas: fantastic landscapes and fantastic creatures. As in the example of Bond, the emphasis on colour in these two areas requires the combination of colour cinematography with a range of other crafts and special effects: make-up, optical lab effects, set design, miniatures and models. By 1983, a discussion of special effects acknowledged the ‘tremendous debt the Special Effects workers owe to the manufacturers of the basic film materials that we use … Only one manufacturer, Eastman Kodak, has built up the resources to be able to offer the complete range of film stock that we need’ (Field and Iles 1983: 400). Thirty years previously, the introduction of Eastmancolor as the dominant production film stock created some teething troubles for creating fantastic images, most notably in special and visual effects techniques such as back projection and matte images (as noted in Chapter 2). Despite these problems, ultimately the combination of new approaches, effects and stories led to a chromatic renaissance within the worlds of the British cinematic fantasy.

Fantastic landscapes

When applied to fantasy film, ‘place’ is often obscure and ambiguous, providing a complicated topography to determine when compared to more realist genres. Fantasy offers audiences ‘worlds divorced from our own’ (Walters 2011: 6) which are often populated with different landscapes, architectures and non-mimetic representations of ‘place’ on screen. This section examines how innovative approaches to colour influenced the imaginary landscapes created by British filmmakers. We argue that colour choices were dependent on the visions of individual creative teams as much as the limited production budgets that dictated the technical possibilities offered to British filmmakers throughout our period.

The colourful pop culture of the 1960s influenced a number of British spy thrillers that followed the success of the James Bond series, including the 007 spoof Casino Royale (various, 1967) which featured a psychedelic torture sequence directed by Nicolas Roeg, and The Ipcress File (Sidney J. Furie, 1965) with Michael Caine’s Harry Palmer forced to endure a hallucinogenic mind control experiment, as discussed in Chapter 10. One of the more outlandish spy thrillers from this time, Modesty Blaise (Joseph Losey, 1966), starred Monica Vitti as the titular protagonist, recruited by the British Secret Service to protect a shipment of diamonds en route to the Middle East. Following his work on The Servant (Joseph Losey, 1963) and King and Country (Joseph Losey, 1964), Modesty Blaise was described in Sight and Sound as ‘a film no-one would have expected the director Joseph Losey to make [as it] sparkles with prettiness, fondant colours, ice-cream elegance, like an op art junk shop stuffed with Sixties bric-a-brac’ (Houston 1966: 142–3).

Losey worked with regular collaborator, Richard Macdonald, in creating extravagant set designs that verge on the fantastic. Jack Hildyard’s camerawork provides a bird’s-eye view of certain locations, particularly when introducing arch villain Gabriel’s (Dirk Bogarde) Mediterranean hideaway with its swirling yellow and purple floor mosaics following through to equally dazzling interiors. Filmed on location in Sicily, the traditional Italian architecture is provided with a 1960s’ dayglo make-over by Macdonald. The colours emulate trendy fashion houses from this period, such as Habitat and Heals, and the work of designers such as Eddie Squires who was inspired by pop art in his pattern designs for the London-based Warner & Sons, one of the most renowned twentieth-century British producers of high-quality domestic woven and printed furnishings. Beatrice Dawson’s costume designs for the film provide equal extravagance, particularly for Vitti’s array of flamboyant outfits and the striking orange bikini and matching robes worn by the devilish Miss Fothergill (Rosella Falk).

The fantastic locations featured in Modesty Blaise may well have inspired the colourful Italianate backdrop for The Prisoner series (ITC, 1968) which appeared on commercial channel ITV the following year, while Losey’s film may have taken inspiration from The Avengers (ITC, 1961–9), a programme whose modern and stylish aesthetic turned increasingly fantastic over time. Produced by Associated British Corporation (ABC), the series’ visual look benefited from the contribution of Robert Fuest, a trained artist and graphic designer. Fuest moved into film directing with Just Like a Woman (1967), the art-deco inspired horror Dr Phibes (1971–2), before writing and directing The Final Programme (1973) (released in the United States as The Last Days of Man on Earth in 1974), a film loosely based on Michael Moorcock’s novel of the same name. Moorcock was initially involved with the screenplay but later disassociated himself from the production claiming that Fuest’s direction was ‘shoddy and thick’ and that he had ‘abused’ the original story. Working with frequent collaborator art director Philip Harrison, Fuest was eager to create a futuristic world ‘alive with civil unrest, garbage and war’ (Fuest 1975: 38) where humankind is on the brink of destruction.

Despite a meagre $50,000 design budget, the film includes striking images such as scenes of abandoned cars heaped in London’s Trafalgar Square. It also features bizarre set pieces such as a human pinball machine operated by people cocooned in giant transparent balls. This multicoloured casino sequence provided inspiration for the extravagant designs featured in the rock musical fantasy Tommy (Ken Russell, 1975) (Ede 2010: 155) and Harrison would later go on to work with director Ken Russell on Lisztomania (1975) and Valentino (1977). Various optical effects are featured in The Final Programme, including moments where the colour appears to be ‘solarized’, a term derived from still photography and popularized by Man Ray, in which the camera film endures extreme overexposure. In solarized images, detail can still be seen but the colour and light are reversed in selected parts of the image (see other examples discussed in Chapter 10). This effect was created by the British-based Camera Effects Limited who worked on similar sequences for Sebastian (David Greene, 1968) and Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush (Clive Donner, 1968). This ‘solarized’ technique was achieved through exhaustive colour and exposure testing in the manipulation of negative and positive images. The visual effects provide some extraordinary colour moments that underpin the fantastic landscapes of The Final Programme, including the final scenes where louche anti-hero Jerry Cornelius (Jon Finch) succumbs to the otherworldly charms of Miss Brunner (Jenny Runacre) in creating their immortal, self-replicating offspring.

Although the film was a critical and commercial failure, it sits alongside contemporary films such as The Bed Sitting Room (Richard Lester, 1969) in depicting a world not just on the brink of annihilation but also suffocating in the colourful ‘op art junk shop’ culture (Houston 1966: 142–3) that had dominated the previous decade. In The Bed Sitting Room, the remnants of consumerist society appear stacked in huge piles on the desolate surface while a multicoloured cloud of post-nuclear aftermath dominates the skyline. As designer Assheton Gorton described, the intention was to create an ‘abstract terrain’ where ‘a meadow which might once have been a golden blanket of flowers now becomes a yellow field of plastic’ (Gorton 1968: 2011). Cinematographer David Watkin, a regular Lester collaborator, experimented filming outdoor night scenes with day-for-night techniques. After realizing that his initial choice of a brown 72B grad filter was ‘too heavy’ for close-up shots, Watkin employed a combination of red and green filters which were ‘introduced from the top half of the frame and met up with the equivalent neutral density grad’ which resulted in a ‘strange no-man’s-land’ aesthetic (Watkin 1984: 42–3). As the sun sets, dramatic colour submerges the screen in an apocalyptic glow: a striking visual effect, and one whose contrast and definition distort to the point of illegibility as the film’s band of survivors wander aimlessly across the diffused landscape. Both films offer fantastic glimpses of a well-known place (London), using inventive chromatic designs and effects to turn it into a cityscape devasted by overconsumption and nuclear disaster, a British perspective on socio-political tensions of the period.
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Figure 6.2 The Final Programme (Robert Fuest, 1973), colour solarization effects used in the final scenes of the film.
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Figure 6.3 The Bed Sitting Room (Richard Lester, 1969), the combination of red and green filters creates a ‘strange no-man’s-land’ aesthetic.

Not all fantastic landscapes in British cinema were so colourful. Muted bleak tones, and a turn towards austere ‘realist’ landscapes, can be seen in the desolate beach scenes of The Shout (Jerzy Skolimowski, 1978), the wintry, grey Venice backdrop in Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973), and the rural landscapes of Witchfinder General (Michael Reeves, 1968) and The Wicker Man (Robin Hardy, 1973). Jabberwocky (Terry Gilliam, 1977) fits more broadly in this tradition of chromatic austerity. Made for £500,000, shot on location and on standing sets at Shepperton Studios for cost-effective purposes, Jabberwocky was inspired by Lewis Carroll’s 1855 poem. Gilliam’s response to the poem was to transfer it to a medieval setting: ‘right from the first lines [I] could see a world already with characters, textures, shapes and colours’ (Gilliam 1999: 73). The absence of colour in the harsh and foreboding landscapes created for the film strongly evoke surreal artwork by Pieter Bruegel and Hieronymus Bosch. This is not the colourful, merry old England of Knights of the Round Table (Richard Thorpe, 1954) or A Challenge for Robin Hood (C.M. Pennington-Richards, 1967), but a Middle Ages ‘battered, tattered and foul of mouth’ (Davies 1977: 27). The production team found different ways to stress this distinctive muted colour palette. The interior castle scenes, shot in studio with black velvet drapes hung to give an illusion of grandeur, were filmed using candlelight, the excessively low light causing frequent delays that fuelled tension between cinematographer Terry Bedford and the director, with Bedford leaving the production at one point (Bedford 1998, 2017). Designer Valerie Charlton created the Jabberwock monster with plaster casts and latex skins made from animal carcasses, spray-painting the model with yellowish brown reptilian colours to fit the austere colour scheme; while Gilliam part-financed the first rostrum camera and optical printer for the fledgling British special effects company, Peerless Camera Company, in order to ensure full chromatic control over the film’s optical effects.

Released four years after Gilliam’s achromatic fantasy, the landscapes created for Excalibur (John Boorman, 1981), skew towards the other end of the spectrum. The culmination of a twenty-year desire to re-tell the legends of King Arthur and Merlin, Boorman was adamant that the landscapes featured in Excalibur should look fantastical. Despite extensive location filming in Ireland, he was ‘trying to take it as far from an identifiable reality as possible … when it’s a work of imagination everything has to be designed from scratch’ (Boorman 1981). This imaginary world was largely created using elaborate set pieces including fortress interiors and exteriors made from plaster cast and polystyrene, with castle segments described as lying ‘scattered around the studio’s sound stages’ (Strick 1980: 170). The evocation of a mythical past is emphasized by the addition of a green lighting effect that gives the film a luminous quality and enhances the natural environment. This was achieved on location by the use of green filters placed over arc lamps which granted the forest scenes an emerald glow, Boorman instructing cinematographer Alex Thomson ‘not to consider them [the woods] as exteriors … light them as though we were inside a building … make it luminous’ (Boorman 2003: 241). The colour bounces off the soldiers’ metal armour and, in particular, the famous sword which glistens in ethereal green light.
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Figure 6.4 Excalibur (John Boorman, 1981), green lighting was used to make forests ‘luminous’ and to bounce off silver armour.

The associated costs were also exacerbated due to a sudden rise in inflation and a ‘trebling in the price of film stock’ (Strick 1980: 168). In early 1980, Kodak announced a 45 per cent increase for colour and 70 per cent increase for black and white which ‘added approximately $250 to the cost of a release print’ (Prince 2000: 20). The sharp increase in price was due to a sudden explosion in the cost of silver, used for halides in the production of film stock, which jumped from $5.40 an ounce in early 1979 to $42 an ounce by January 1980. This had a severe impact on the production budget for Excalibur which jumped from an initial $8 million to an estimated $10 million. However, the fantastical and lavish effects proved popular with audiences with the film grossing over $35 million at the global box office.

Boorman has noted how Excalibur was made possible by the global success of the space fantasy Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977), which borrowed liberally from myths such as King Arthur. The success of Lucas’s film likely fuelled the brief renaissance of fantasy cinema in the early 1980s, with films such as Krull (Peter Yates, 1983), Legend (Ridley Scott, 1985) and Labyrinth (Jim Henson, 1986) containing extensive British involvement despite being largely American productions. A particularly British attempt to compete with the pulling power of Hollywood was The Company of Wolves (Neil Jordan, 1984). Financed by ITC (Incorporated Television Company), Palace Pictures and Handmade Films for £2 million, the film had planned to use outdoor forest locations. This had to be shelved due to problems with lighting set-ups, and after consultation with designer Anton Furst, ‘it was clear that we could realise things much better with the studio look than by using a combination of studio and the real thing’ (Jordan 1984: 265). While the decision to film almost entirely within the studio provided some logistical challenges, particularly in building the fairy-tale village and forest across three sound stages at Shepperton Studios, it also meant the production team could be more imaginative in their creative designs.

The fantastic world of The Company of Wolves relied on a vivid and symbolic colour palette, using red and white tones to explore themes of innocence and experience. The young protagonist, Rosaleen (Sarah Patterson), is associated with both colours through costume such as her white pyjamas with printed heart motifs and woollen red shawl, and in her consumption of red berries, apples and lipstick. There are also several moments where the two colours merge, such as the bewitched wedding banquet in its ostentatious pink decoration and the scene where ‘Rosaleen stands outside Granny’s cottage, knowing that the wolf awaits her [and] the white moon turns red’ (Pramaggiore 2008: 30). Many of these effects were achieved using matte painted backdrops and glass paintings as seen by a rainbow that momentarily appears on screen. The film’s limited budget meant that the production team had to be economical with the special effects and design work especially in creating the fairy-tale ‘forest’ which consisted of ‘around a dozen three-dimensional trees with branches and stumps on rollers so they could be moved around to create different scenes’ (Gracey 2017: 24). This artificiality, prompted by necessity as much as artistic vision, lends The Company of Wolves a heightened expressionism which stands out when compared to other fantasy genre films from this period. Jordan’s complex fusing of fairy-tale allegory with mainstream horror left some critics and viewers unsure about the film’s intentions; however, the evocative production designs were widely praised with a colour-conscious approach adding to the ‘sumptuous’ mise-en-scène (Pulliene 1984: 35).
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Figure 6.5 The Company of Wolves (Neil Jordan, 1984), matte painted backdrops and glass painting with rainbow effect.

The fantastical landscapes featured in British cinema during this period fall broadly into two chromatic camps: visually brash or aesthetically subdued. Such choices were influenced by the options opened up by developments in colour-processing techniques as much as the visual flair of individual directors, cinematographers and designers. The other worlds depicted on screen provide inventive responses to these technical, financial and creative demands.

Fantastic creatures

The difference in the macabre effects of The Creature’s makeup between color and black and white has to be seen to be believed … in the final sequence, when The Creature crashes to his death … [he is] a blazing mass of flames. This scene alone has gained enormously through the use of color.

(The Curse of Frankenstein pressbook, quoted in Dixon 1991: 227–8)

The range of fantastic beasts contained in this section includes those legendary monsters that recur across fantastic films: supernatural and mythical figures (vampires, devils, gorgons or werewolves), man-made creatures (Frankenstein’s monster, the gigantic threat of Konga, and magically animated skeletons and beasts) and a range of alien invaders. These colourful interpretations of fantastic beasts regularly cross generic typologies. The debonair Dracula may be most closely associated with Hammer’s chromatic reinvention of the character, but the space vampires of Lifeforce (Tobe Hooper, 1985) put an alien spin on these figures from European Gothic myths. The bestial Satan of The Devil Rides Out (Terence Fisher, 1968) and the mythical devil in Legend are visual echoes of the spectral alien force at the heart of Quatermass and the Pit. The glowing aliens in Night of the Big Heat (Terence Fisher, 1967) are an early example of the kind of horrific space invader that would stalk the shadowy corridors of the spaceship Nostromo in Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979). Meanwhile, the diminutive red-coated figure haunting the muted grey streets of Venice in Don’t Look Now draws from Gothic horror and fantastic fairy tale alike, recalling the rainbow-hued figures of Death in The Masque of the Red Death (Roger Corman, 1964) and the figure of Red Riding Hood seen in The Company of Wolves.

Vampires

Count Dracula holds sway over any discussion of fictional filmed vampires, key to the popularization and exploitation of the British horror genre by Hammer Studios. Hammer’s Dracula, portrayed by Christopher Lee, adopts a similar black and white evening dress to his early Universal counterpart. Yet the similarity ends there: Lee’s hungry bloodshot eyes leer out of his close-ups in the original Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958), while drops of bright red blood drip from his incisors. As noted in Chapter 2, this addition of colour initially concerned the BBFC, who commented on ‘Dracula’s blood-smeared face’ in a response to a 1957 screenplay draft, additionally noting ‘surely it is not necessary that vampires should have blood-smeared faces or clothes?’ (BBFC 1957a: 2). Lee’s reincarnation in Dracula: Prince of Darkness (Terence Fisher, 1966) offers Hammer’s most compelling chromatic treatment of the character. The spilling of scarlet blood onto a pile of desiccated remains introduces a compelling optical effect: a skeletal figure, whose bones and pink-red sinews reform, amongst the blood-spattered grey concrete coffin. Later, as Dracula is part-silhouetted against a shockingly red wall-covering on the upper level of the castle’s main room, colour helps underline how this reincarnation is a more bestial figure than before, the birth of the ‘monosyllabic red-eyed beast’ of Hammer’s later vampire films (Hunter 2013: 47).

Dracula: Prince of Darkness also demonstrates how Hammer uses colour to link the curse of vampirism to sexually amorous women vampires. Helen Kent (Barbara Shelley) is coded as repressed and afraid, wrapped in high-necked outfits in purple or green, her auburn hair tightly pinned up. After being bitten by Dracula, Helen has fuller red lips, her auburn hair cascades down over her shoulders and over a low-cut silver nightdress, while she attempts to seduce her friends Charles (Francis Matthews) and Diana (Suzan Farmer). Shelley was no stranger to the chromatic double-lives of women in Hammer films, where colour shifts were regularly linked to supernatural or mythical powers. In The Gorgon (Terence Fisher, 1964), Shelley’s portrayal of Carla and her monstrous alter ego the Gorgon partly relies on colour choices. Hammer often used recurring colours for specific narrative and semiotic purposes. In The Gorgon, Carla’s association with subdued yellow tones through costuming and set design is a suggestion that she may not be entirely reliable, while the Gorgon’s supernatural status is presented through green lighting and optical effects (Frith 2019a).
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Figure 6.6 Dracula: Prince of Darkness (Terence Fisher, 1966), red-eyed Dracula (Christopher Lee) framed against a red wall in his castle.

In the early 1970s, Hammer emphasized the link between colour, sexuality and supernatural women in films such as The Vampire Lovers (Roy Ward Baker, 1970) and Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster, 1971). Seen as ‘an attempt to try something new within the framework of the established gothic genre … [including] elements of lesbianism and nudity, added in an attempt to spice up its commercial prospects’ (Maxford 1996: 108), the films also ‘shamelessly drew upon the redefinition of women as active agents of their own destiny, brought about by the women’s movement as well as by the sexual revolution’s renegotiation of notions of gender and sexual orientation’ (Sanjek 1994: 200). The films do little to challenge or explore those social changes, and the existing link between colour and vampirism is not exploited in the same manner. The pastel colour costumes worn by the young women in Lust for a Vampire seem designed more for their revealing nature than for any sustained chromatic purpose. The film’s interest in gazing at its female characters rather than exploring their desires is made clear in a montage dream sequence which dissolves between images of Mircalla (Yutte Stensgaard) and Janet (Susanna Leigh), optically graded through different colour filters to appear almost like tinted silent film images. Ultimately, this allows the filmmakers to repeat key shots of nudity and sex, while reinforcing the male gaze of Richard Lestrange (Michael Johnson), the character who is dreaming of the women.
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Figure 6.7 Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster, 1971), an image of Mircalla (Yutte Stensgaard) enhanced using colour filters.

British horror production of the 1970s and 1980s moved away from melodramatic supernatural characters towards more contemporary narratives with less Gothic sensibilities: the horrific serial killers of Beware My Brethren (Robert Hartford-Davis, 1970) and See No Evil (Richard Fleisher, 1971), for example, or a more naturalistic treatment of supernaturally powered individuals in The Medusa Touch (Jack Gold, 1978). However, the long-term influence of Hammer’s vampire within the British genre cannot be understated. Released in 1985, Lifeforce (Tobe Hooper, 1985) is a science fiction-infused horror film that recalls many of Hammer’s horror successes and excesses, merging modern make-up and special effects with the sexualized female vampire (Mathilda May). It is also a film that appears most directly inspired by the colour approach found in Hammer’s Gothic melodramas. John Dykstra, who designed many of the film’s special effects, described using coloured lights and lasers to ‘achieve a continuity of imagery throughout the film … between the lifeforce that was the comet, the ethereal, the supernatural … phenomenon’ (quoted in Bealmear 1985: 65). The film is bathed in red, green and blue tones, linked to specific alien artefacts or figures. These include the green hues of Halley’s Comet, within which the alien spaceship is hidden; the fleshy red interiors of that ship, offering body horror and sexual overtones that recall H.R. Giger’s biomechanical work on Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979), and the ethereal electric blue-white light that bathes the naked body of May’s vampire, and which recurs in both lighting and optical effects when the space vampires suck the energy out of humans. Production discussions about the film focused on using these colours to define key locations and sequences. Chris Ross and Mark Gredell, both members of the film’s special effects team, described keeping the colours ‘at the same intensity … to suggest scale with something as massive as the enormous spaceship’ (Ross quoted in Campbell 1985: 45), or to suggest the ‘amorphous, gaseous or a plasma of some kind’ in the comet (Grenell quoted in Campbell 1985: 39). All three dominant colours combine in the climactic scene between May and Colonel Carlsen (Steve Railsback). The neon 1980s aesthetic is visible, with strong green, pink and purple lights on their naked bodies, surrounded by a column of shimmering and shifting electric blue lights. As Carlsen impales the vampire and himself with an ornate metal sword (a link to fantastic legends of King Arthur and Excalibur), all those lights turn red, swirling around the couple, and exploding out of the church’s domed roof. It may be technologically and temporarily removed from the impaling of Dracula in 1958, but Lifeforce demonstrates that the chromatic influence of Hammer’s fantastic productions echo through the years.
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Figure 6.8 Lifeforce (Tobe Hooper, 1985), red filters accentuate the astronauts’ journey into the alien spaceship.
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Figure 6.9 Lifeforce, green filters create the cometary space the shuttle passes through.
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Figure 6.10 Lifeforce, blue optical effects surround Tom (Steve Railsback) and the alien vampire (Mathilda May).

Death and the Devil

Vampires, like many of the creatures found in fantastic films, stem in part from a fascination with pagan and religious myths and legends. Dracula can be defeated by making the sign of the Christian cross, and is burned by holy water; the lycanthropic curse in Curse of the Werewolf (Terence Fisher, 1961) is stopped with a silver bullet fashioned from a bishop’s crucifix; the supernatural relic of the Marquis de Sade in The Skull (Freddie Francis, 1965) is unable to attack Jane Maitland (Jill Bennett) when she is wearing a silver cross. The walking skeletons, giant birds, and animals of Ray Harryhausen’s creations are linked to dark magic and legends of the gods, while various villainous Mummies are rooted in a mythical Western concept of Egyptian belief. That relationship between belief and colour becomes crucial to the fantastic creatures that populate those narratives, perhaps most notably the figures of Death and the Devil (the figure of the cinematic witch, notably its potent link with sexuality and colour, is discussed in Chapter 13).

Death is chromatically omnipresent through The Masque of the Red Death. Shot in Eastmancolor by Nicolas Roeg, just as his career as a colour cinematographer was taking off, the film was released in different processes in the UK and US: via the Technicolor three-strip dye process in the UK, but via the Eastmancolor processing route in the US (Idlewine interview 2018). The film’s fantastic landscapes, including the colour-coded rooms of the castle that Prince Prospero (Vincent Price) shows to Francesca (Jane Asher), are the backdrop for an excessive colour palette, used to visualize elements of class and psychology. As the feudal lords attempt to barricade themselves inside the lush, decadent and colourful rooms of the castle, a red death surrounds and infiltrates that space. Initially, the red tones are outside: a hooded red figure who sits in a desolate forest, the virulent red spots that appear on the faces of the villagers with the ‘red death’ plague. As a result, Prospero attempts to ban red within the castle, demanding no one wear a red costume to his opulent party. When Death enters to claim the revellers and Prospero (now in black, a colour with its own associations with death), it enters as the red-hooded figure from earlier. As Prospero collapses to the floor, the film shows the red figure alongside other, similar, hooded characters: purple, light blue, orange, yellow and white. As the film ends, this rainbow-hued array of Death walks across the grey and empty land.
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Figure 6.11 The Devil Rides Out (Terence Fisher, 1968), the red-eyed devil from the opening titles.

Unlike these colourful Deaths, representations of the Devil are more chromatically muted: The Devil Rides Out opens with a drawn image of a green devil with glowing red eyes, but its actual devil is humanoid, with monochrome make-up and horns. In Virgin Witch (Ray Austin, 1972) or Satan’s Slave (Norman J. Warren, 1976), the link between colour and Satanism is restricted to the coloured robes of the cult, and painted symbols. Equally, the character of Damien in The Omen (Richard Donner, 1976) and its sequels is resolutely human, following broadly in the vein of Talk of the Devil (Francis Searle, 1967) and Bedazzled (Stanley Donen, 1967), where the Devil is in human form, and in contemporary dress. While Peter Cook’s devil wears a variety of clothes, the closest he gets to a classical mythical image of the Devil is wearing a red nightgown and cap. Although Bedazzled comments on God being all colours of the rainbow, the colour spectrum is more relevant to other inhabitants of the hells seen in Talk of the Devil and Bedazzled, with characters such as Jezebel (Vicky Udall) or Lust (Raquel Welch) often in strong purple, pink or red outfits. As special effects and make-up developed through the 1970s, however, it became possible to produce a more mythical portrayal of a devil figure. In Legend, extensive make-up and optical effects combined to produce the red-skinned and blacked-horned Darkness (Tim Curry), a fully realized fantastic devil figure.

Man-made monsters

The leitmotif of the film is blood – more accurately, the color of blood … From its opening titles to its sunrise-emblazoned final shot of the waiting guillotine, it is a film wrought in the luminous hue of bright Eastmancolor red – as vivid a symbol for the beginning of Hammer’s color Gothics as the plummeting of the Quatermass rocket had been for the inauguration of the whole cycle of Hammer Horror.

(Meikle 2009: 43)

The Curse of Frankenstein established an early chromatic link between colour, fantastic Gothic melodrama and monstrous creation, with the multi-hued lighting of the laboratory sequences, the bubbling liquids amid the laboratory apparatus, and a liberal application of blood. Sequels such as The Revenge of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 1958) and The Evil of Frankenstein (Freddie Francis, 1964) revisit and embellish this moment of chromatic creation. The throb of pink, red and blue lights during the transfer of Karl’s mind (Michael Gwynn) into a new body in The Revenge of Frankenstein, while The Evil of Frankenstein boasts beakers full of bubbling yellow, blue and red liquids, pulsating pink-white cabinets, bronze-gold equipment, shimmering blue crystal conductors, and the red-hot glow of the casing around the creature after the lightning strike. The process of creating life is indelibly linked to the Eastmancolor process.

Other cinematic creation myths are equally as colourful. Man may not have created Gorgo – which, unlike its inspiration Gojira (Ishir[image: images] Honda, 1954), makes no explicit link to nuclear testing – but kidnapping baby Gorgo is a clear precursor to the giant female Gorgo ravaging London. With dark-green skin and glowing red eyes, Gorgo’s reptilian rampage is wreathed in red tones as smoke billows around the streets, with orange flames from the destruction of trucks, tanks and buildings. Special effects technician Tommy Howard described using ‘the whole bag of tricks – travelling matte, split matte, slow motion – the lot’ (Clarke 1959: 21), including a special ‘Tower Bridge’ water tank for part of Gorgo’s landmark-flattening journey through London. There is a similarly destructive spree in Konga, fuelled by ‘practically every trick process in the book … [and] a few new ones devised by [Herman] Cohen and lighting cameraman Desmond Dickinson, in close collaboration with Denham Laboratories’ (Edwards 1960: 29). Scientist Dr Decker (Michael Gough) experiments on samples of mutated carnivorous plants brought back from Africa. These fantastic specimens include large phallus-shaped black red-veined plants with red tongue-like stamens, and huge green clam-like plants with sharp red teeth, all made out of foam rubber (Edwards 1960: 29). Decker tests a drug derived from these plants on the chimpanzee Konga, which grows first into a human-sized gorilla (played by a man in a gorilla suit), then a massive monster that towers over suburban houses, Big Ben and other London buildings. While the creature himself is less chromatically vivid than others in this section, bringing the final sequences to life relies upon the combination of live-action footage and model work, optically rendered using Eastmancolor at Denham.

Eastmancolor continued to be the film stock of choice for films foregrounding fantastic creatures, particularly those created using stop motion animation techniques. Ray Harryhausen described how Eastmancolor negative II film 5247’s ‘fine film grain’ was important for his layering of ‘multiple optical effects’ (Eastman Kodak advertisement 1977: 235) in films such as Sinbad and the Eye of the Tiger (Sam Wanamaker, 1977). In that film, fights such as the Troglodyte and Smilodon relied heavily on the stock to deliver what cinematographer Ted Moore described as ‘far better definition than we had ever gotten before’ (Eastman Kodak advertisement 1977: 235).

Aliens

Rarely as culturally dominant as the horror genre, until the mid-1960s the British post-war science-fiction film was dominated by ‘insular, small-scale, black and white scare stories … noirish and unsensational … rather than … colourful expansive fantasies’ (Hunter 2013: 50). Early attempts to combine colour and sci-fi followed a similar restrained pattern. The science-fiction thriller Satellite in the Sky features extensive model work, notably around a rocket launch and a spacewalk, while telling a story about a space defence system. The film’s emphasis is on presenting a possible look at space travel, focused on humans rather than fantastic creatures or aliens. As the film industry moved into the 1960s, however, the alien invaders offered more close encounters of a chromatic kind.

The Triffid plants at the heart of The Day of the Triffids (Steve Sekely, 1962) grow and mutate in a meteor storm that makes full use of the Eastmancolor palette. Red, blue and green clouds and explosions fill the screen, as optically processed yellow, cyan and orange meteor flashes speed across the sky. In a greenhouse at Kew’s Royal Botanic Gardens, the unearthly rainbow-hued glow affects the small Triffid plant, pink-orange petals waving, brown stems stretching and growing as they are bathed in this light. Fully grown, with a red-orange fleshy maw open at the top, the black-and-brown tendrils act as legs as the green-tinged plant shuffles forward, past other green plants, towards its prey. The Triffids are a force of nature, and are colourful even in death, reduced to a sludgy green slime by exposure to salt water. Other space invaders were heralded through colour, often in a more budget-conscious form. The initial alien attacks in Night of the Big Heat feature red and orange blasts of light at their intended victims, before enveloping them (and the screen) in a bright blue-white flare: when the actual alien is revealed, it is a pulsating yellow-orange jellyfish. In They Came from Beyond Space (Freddie Francis, 1968), aliens without physical form come to earth in blue-black meteors that take over human hosts by flaring pink lights to make their psychic connection. The alien invader’s ability to take over the planet was intrinsically linked to their control of colour.

If the colour presentation of Dracula and Frankenstein’s monster reanimated the British horror-fantasy film, a similar chromatic threshold for the science fiction film was reached in 1965, although not initially as an invader of Earth. The most iconic alien menace of the 1960s (and, arguably, across much of British telefantasy) slowly shed its monochromatic form in a range of media, before gliding onto cinema screens. The Daleks’ silvery-grey pepperpot forms first appeared in December 1963, in the sixth episode of television series Doctor Who (BBC 1963–present); more colourful versions appeared in one-page colour comic strips in the pages of TV Century 21 magazine (including blue, black and red Dalek variants), before moving into colourful toys and tie-in merchandise during the ‘Dalekmania’ boom of 1964–5. Yet it was the Daleks’ Technicolor and Techniscope appearance in Dr. Who and the Daleks (Gordon Flemyng, 1965) that arguably sealed their intermedial colourful state.

Producer Milton Subotsky’s plans for the Daleks were firmly rooted in the chromatic difference between media: ‘We intended to make full use of the colour, spectacle and action that make the difference between large and small screen entertainment’ (Todd 1965: 12). Dr. Who and the Daleks offered that chromatic spectacle in three different ways. The first differentiated elements of the film from the televised black and white version: the deep blue of the TARDIS, or the psychedelic lighting in the petrified forest. The second created unexpected links with contemporary fashion and design – the salmon-pink city décor, the Daleks’ omnipresent lava lamps (Wood 2007: 389), with the whole Dalek city claimed to be ‘a technicolor monument to retrofuturism’ (Sandifer 2011: 242). The third, and most iconic, chromatic statement came in the creation of the differently coloured Dalek machines. Where the television series had relied on one colour scheme – silver and blue – for its monochromatic aliens, the films used colour to suggest a chromatic hierarchy within Dalek society, adding a narrative layer first suggested in the comic strips. Here, the silver and blue Daleks appear to be worker drones, while the red and the black Daleks are upper management, in charge of strategy.
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Figure 6.12 Dr. Who and the Daleks (Gordon Flemyng, 1965), the Daleks make the move from black and white television to colour.

The Daleks’ creator, Terry Nation, would later claim that he had originally envisaged a colour stratum for these creatures which resembled how they appeared in the films:

I had some idea that there had to be a pecking order, that the red ones with black dots would be warriors, the next one would be the intellectuals, the silver and blue would be something else … I was trying to make them into full blown culture, with levels.

(Dicks, quoted in Dalekmania: Kevin Davies 1995)

The range and number of Daleks was not a cheap component of the film, with an estimated £4,500 to produce these multicoloured shells. Yet the effort clearly paid off, with critics noting ‘the Daleks are the real stars … distinguished in colour’ (Clarke 1966: 17) and ‘most important of all, it has the daleks – the sinister black one, a red one which appears to be second in command, and battalions of blue ones with twitching antennae and flashing lights’ (Millar 1965: 9). The Daleks returned to conquer the planet in Daleks Invasion Earth 2150AD (Gordon Flemyng, 1966), although the film’s post-apocalyptic aesthetic downplayed some of the excessive colour seen in the set design and costumes of the first (aside from colourful adverts for Sugar Puffs, the chromatic needs of strong product placement trumping narrative logic). That did not mean fewer colourful Daleks: the sequel increased the range of Dalek colours, with pink-red and gold models joining the silver/blue and black versions.

Other fantastic alien creatures continued to arrive on Earth, unperturbed by the failure of their predecessors, and often with less antagonistic aims. The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976) was attempting to save his family from drought, transforming from a pale white environment-suited form to the red-haired androgynous figure of David Bowie. The white-grey sphere that appeared in The Glitterball (Harley Cokeliss, 1977) simply wanted to get home, while the colourful red-blue costume of Superman (Richard Donner, 1978) signalled a refugee whose ties to his alien origin also speak to his desire to integrate into a new home.

Throughout the thirty-year time period covered by this book, the fate of fantastic British films ebbed and flowed, never as dominant within the industry as social realism or comedy but still a compelling parallel industry model focused more on visual spectacle than naturalism. These films struggled with restraints that were financial and technological in nature, involving the creation of the kinds of fantastic beasts and locations featured in this chapter. British filmmakers, technicians and laboratory workers discovered creative solutions that were crucial to the development and improvement of these fantastic films, including Ray Harryhausen’s experimentation with different film stocks to create his stop motion creatures; cinematographers Alex Thomson and Nicolas Roeg adopting green or red hues to create chromatically compelling scenes, or optical effects that allowed the creation of ‘scenes with no counterpoint in real life, such as space fiction, transformations, fairy tales with giants and pixies, etc.’ (Margutti 1960: 137).

While it may no longer be correct to describe these films as belonging to a ‘lost’ continent of British cinema, given the focus that has fallen on filmmakers or studios such as Powell and Pressburger, Hammer and Amicus, many of the films and creators in this category have still received minimal coverage. Certainly, the dominance of the horror genre has skewed discussions and analysis towards a particular area of that lost continent, overshadowing other possible explorations into lesser known territory. Without over-extending the geographic metaphor, it is also clear that the chromatic content of many of these films is also largely unknown, and this chapter is an attempt to celebrate the combination of fantasy and colour that seems to have been intrinsic to the films’ production, popularity and continued success as rediscovered cult titles. Hammer may have been the first compelling example of a successful colour franchise, but the different chromatic worlds of British cinema are still worthy of further exploration.


7

Historical and Costume Films

Carolyn Rickards and Sarah Street

British films have often revisited the national past, from dramatizing specific historical events to literary adaptations that foreground their recreation of a historical space and time. Colour was an evocative means of indicating periodicity, while gesturing to contemporary sensibilities that permitted filmmakers to claim both authenticity and relevance. This chapter considers historical mise-en-scènes, particularly the work of cinematographers, set and costume designers, who embraced ‘notions of realism but also … employed notions of cinematic spectacle’ (Street 2002: 9). Faster colour stocks and the move from predominantly studio-based production to location filming promoted greater emphasis on naturalistic colour. Yet the shift noted by Ede (2010: 125) towards more ‘sombre’ and ‘subdued’ colour in historical films from the 1960s onwards was a relatively slow transition. The power of colour as visual spectacle continued to fascinate production teams as they devised creative solutions to achieve desired colour designs and effects. Towards the end of the period surveyed, historical films indeed evoked an aesthetic style in which ‘heritage becomes excess, not functional mise-en-scène … but something to be admired’ (Higson 2003: 39).

A number of themes illustrate key issues relating to colour in historical and costume films from the 1950s to the early 1980s through which we trace the impact of new technologies and changing aesthetic trends. This chapter focuses on films set in the distant past; those that used the 1920s as historical context; and war-themed films. These themes demonstrate varied approaches to colour, from using it to evoke vivid period spectacle to signifying subtle gradations of hue and saturation as a means of evoking the complexities of historical drama. We argue that in gesturing both to the past and present, in their different ways the films analysed in this chapter illustrate how ‘the represented past is specifically modern in its political and social resonance’ (Monk and Sargeant 2002: 4).

The distant past

The distant past – films set prior to the nineteenth century – was not as exacting as more recent periods in terms of audience expectations regarding authenticity or realism, giving filmmakers considerable creative licence in its depiction. As Charles Tashiro notes, ‘the past can come to life only when the research is accompanied by an imaginative vision that recognises the differences between the past and today, weaves material production into a broader canvas of period recreation and turns the resulting stylisation into a normality for a film’s duration’ (2004: 40). Key issues include technical, industrial and ideological influences on how colour was utilized by filmmakers in bringing the distant past ‘to life’ on screen. We argue that, whereas colour choices in British historical films of the 1950s tended to reinforce dominant, patriotic ideologies, the socio-cultural changes that followed the post-war era surfaced in later revisionist accounts of British history.

During the 1950s, the ‘old patterns of social deference which had been so much in evidence in class society’ were beginning to break down, resulting in a transition period for the British film industry which was marked by ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’ artistic forms (Harper and Porter 2003: 1). For the historical film, particularly films financed by American studios with international audience appeal, this transition was a much slower process. The period from 1954 to 1960 witnessed a continued trend for films that celebrated popular and mythical heroes from British history. Colourful costume dramas based on the life of Robin Hood included Men of Sherwood Forest (Val Guest, 1954) and The Son of Robin Hood (George Sherman, 1958), while the King Arthur legend featured in The Black Knight (Tay Garnett, 1954) and Knights of the Round Table (Richard Thorpe, 1954) filmed in CinemaScope for MGM Studios. The British monarchy and empire also provided a contemporary context for the popular reception of films based on British history. The advent of short colour features such as Royal Journey (David Bairstow, Gudrun Parker, Roger Blais, 1951), filmed during the Royal Tour of Canada, and the later coronation film, A Queen is Crowned (Michael Waldman, 1953), exhibited ‘ceremonial displays of colour’ that not only promoted the British Commonwealth but also the ‘waning of post-war austerity’ (Street 2012: 124–6).

Historical colour films from the period such as Beau Brummell (Curtis Bernhardt, 1954), Dangerous Exile (Brian Desmond Hurst, 1957) and The Moonraker (David MacDonald, 1958), responded accordingly to this national mood, adopting deferential or sympathetic approaches towards depictions of the monarchy. In The Moonraker, George Baker stars as the swashbuckling hero who leads a fictionalized attempt to save King Charles II at the end of the English Civil War. Baker wears a velvet, purple jacket and matching riding boots throughout, aligning his character to the ‘royal’ colours associated with the king. In contrast, the Roundheads, with their republican support for parliament, are demarcated as threatening by their abundance of red uniforms. In a similar fashion, Dangerous Exile conveys an idealistic view of England as a noble, stable country compared with the political turmoil of revolutionary France. As a contemporary review noted, the patriotic tone was evoked ‘all in gorgeous Eastman Colour and Vista-Vision. Hurrah for the Royalists!’ (Grant 1958: 22–3). The film concerns the imagined fate of Louis XVII, who was believed to have escaped his French captors before dying as a boy in 1795. It depicts the young Louis arriving somewhere off the English coast and immediately being taken in by the kindly Virginia Traill (Belinda Lee) and her aristocratic family. Geoffrey Unsworth’s cinematography, filmed in Vista Vision, employs high contrasts for the interior scenes, forming expressive shadows that add to mounting tension in the film, evoking a Gothic horror aesthetic. There is a stark difference between the scenes set in England which are mostly accentuated with light-coloured costumes and furnishings, and the French locations which are frequently shown in darkness or low light conditions. The nightmare sequence where Louis recalls being tortured in his grey, damp prison cell creates further suspense by the addition of a red lighting effect that illuminates the scene. Red as threatening and dangerous is also emphasized in the poster which depicts brutal scenes of ‘French terror’ featured in the film. We see the moment the young boy witnesses the execution of his mother, Marie Antoinette, the guillotine suspended high in the air with billowing red ash clouds circulating around the gruesome image as he is forced to watch in horror from a nearby window. The red warning announced in Louis’s nightmare reinforces the ‘dangerous’ situation at stake, not only for the boy but also for his protectors. This chromatically infused image of a suspended guillotine is similar to that featured in The Curse of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 1957) in which cinematographer Jack Asher framed the device silhouetted against a dark purple sky for the final menacing scenes.

Although enthusiasm for British imperialism began to wane by the early 1960s, the colourful period drama continued to influence British film production. Filmmakers previously averse to colour such as Tony Richardson embraced ‘much faster and more sensitive’ colour processes (Richardson 1993: 126). Richardson’s bawdy costume drama Tom Jones (1963) provided a radical new direction for the genre with fast-paced editing and Walter Lassally’s Arriflex camera commanding sweeping shots of the English countryside. However, the potential costs associated with such an enterprise concerned the film’s backers, with Film Finance consultant, John Croydon, anxious about the crew’s limited experience working in colour production and the amount of Eastmancolor stock needed as ‘more than one answer print will be required before final colour balance is obtained’ (Croydon 1962). Despite various financial concerns and technical challenges, Tom Jones set an important precedent for the historical film, ushering in greater emphasis on naturalistic colour. The mid-1960s onwards witnessed the ‘great age of period drama’, with films swathed in ‘muted greens and umbers, mud, filth, grey skies and rain, where landscape [was] more than simply picturesque backcloth’ (Young 2010: 16). In Alfred the Great (Clive Donner, 1969), the exterior locations are captured in greys, browns and subdued colours, symbolizing the ‘violence and psychological turmoil of the main characters, none of whom seem too merry in Olde England’ (Snyder 2011: 42). However, the film features vivid colour elsewhere, with the use of red lighting effects during the scene where Alfred (David Hemmings) is crowned, and also in the costumes created by the avant-garde painter and designer Jocelyn Rickards. Although significant research was done during the pre-production phase, consulting letters, diaries and manuscripts, it would have been difficult to ascertain the actual colours used in textiles from this period due to the difficulties in dye-testing ancient fabrics with colour often ‘lost over centuries of burial’ (Owen-Crocker 2011: 5). Rickards’ approach was to dress the Vikings in steely blues and the Anglo-Saxon peasantry in natural earthy colours ‘as if they had run to battle straight from their farms’, principally for easy audience recognition of the different armies on screen (Rickards 1987: 116 and BFI Special Collections). She experimented with various fabrics and dyes, but notes that filming on location in Ireland proved difficult: ‘Alex Thomson, the lighting cameraman, used a blue filter which, though it gives the skin a marvellous creamy texture and takes the emerald curse off the green Irish grass, meant that we had to take extreme care with our reds, or they would appear hideously garish’ (Rickards 1987: 116).

Location shots required careful planning, particularly in relation to changing light and weather conditions, and despite continued improvements in camera equipment, colour stocks and development processes, some practitioners preferred to work in the more stable surrounds of the studio, as in films such as Becket (Peter Glenville, 1964) and Anne of a Thousand Days (Charles Jarrott, 1969). For Becket, production designer John Bryan used the studio space to create a visual ‘hierarchy of colour which understood the film’s theme of earthly ambition in conflict with faith’, contrasting the austere English sets with pastel shades for the French court and brighter colour tones for the ecclesiastical scenes (Ede 2010: 126). This anachronistic visual style was inspired by the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, a French Gothic illuminated manuscript created in a much later period (1412–16) than the film’s late-twelfth-century setting (Tashiro 2004: 41). For The Lion in Winter (Anthony Harvey, 1968) set in Chinon, Anjou, during the twelfth century, art director Peter Murton worked with cinematographer Douglas Slocombe and costume designer Margaret Furse to create a sombre setting dominated by browns, greys and blacks that director Harvey described as ‘almost like an etching’ (2016). Coloured details stand out against an austere background palette, and additional variation was achieved through using different fabrics to accentuate the textures of costumes. As Furse explained, aniline dyes often reacted under powerful studio lighting so that fabrics such as velvet would lose their colour and appear black (1970: 11). She used silks and woollens to differentiate between characters as, for example, in a bedchamber scene when Philip II (Timothy Dalton) wears soft blue and cream silks in contrast to Richard’s (Anthony Hopkins) harsher rustic brown attire. The Lion in Winter also uses colour effectively for Eleanor of Acquitaine’s (Katharine Hepburn) predominantly red costume worn for much of the film. The red woollen robe envelops her form, with gold trimming that contrasts with a white head-dress fastened with a small gold crown. This attire associates her with regal power even though she has been temporarily released from imprisonment; it confers gravitas on her despite her disempowered position and as an appropriate means of accentuating Hepburn’s compelling performance of Eleanor as a formidable woman. Female suffering and defiance associated with the colour red would also feature in Furse’s later costume designs for Vanessa Redgrave during the final scenes of Mary, Queen of Scots (Charles Jarrott, 1971).
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Figure 7.1 Tom Jones (Tony Richardson, 1963), Tom (Albert Finney) and Sophie (Susannah York) in naturalistic colour shot.
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Figure 7.2 Alfred the Great (Clive Donner, 1969), Alfred (David Hemmings) with red background effects.
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Figure 7.3 Alfred the Great, costume design by Jocelyn Rickards, SPD-3654885, courtesy of the British Film Institute Special Collections.

The distant past offered filmmakers working in colour greater scope to explore artistic and creative impulses. For Barry Lyndon (1975), director Stanley Kubrick created an impressionistic version of the eighteenth century by designing the film to explicitly evoke ‘the visual experience of a painting’ through techniques that ‘unified stillness and motion’ (Pramaggiore 2014: 153). The production team developed 50mm f/0.7 Zeiss still-camera lenses (used for the NASA Apollo Moon landings and adapted by Ed DiGiulio, president of the Cinema Products Corporation) to achieve a greater range of focus for the famous candlelit scenes which were filmed in extreme low-level light conditions. The effect was enhanced by adding low contrast filters and occasional dark nets that were used to tone down the excessive white reflected from interior fireplaces, wall panels and door frames. This ‘soft, more subtle rendition of light and shadow’ (Alcott 1976: 270) achieved by Barry Lyndon cinematographer John Alcott was later emulated in Ridley Scott’s The Duellists (1977). Scott’s first feature film portrays the ongoing contest between two French soldiers (played by Harvey Keitel and Keith Carradine) who meet and duel at various points during the Napoleonic Wars. Even though the newly introduced Eastmancolor stock 5247 provided a finer grain than previous versions with increased sharpness and definition, a softer look was required for the film. To combat high colour contrasts without gauzes or diffusion methods, Scott used a combination of Tiffin grad filters, ‘liberal doses of smoke’ and the misty weather which ‘enabled his team to create dramatic but naturalistic moods’ (Pizzello 2003: 18). He drew on his art school education, ‘working off painters rather than the written word’ in background research which informed the film’s aesthetic (Scott 1978: 7). For example, the prologue evokes the artwork of John Constable in depicting a young girl, herding geese down an idyllic country lane while the final scene of the defeated Gabriel Feraud (Keitel) looking out over a French ravine is reminiscent of Benjamin Robert Haydon’s 1830 arrangement ‘Napoleon Musing After Sunset’. The Duellists also captures stylized close-ups of mundane household objects, composed ‘very much in the mood and manner of earlier colour supplement ads’ (Sargeant 2010: 151). This visual style was influenced by Scott’s early career in television advertising, working for the Collett Dickenson Pearce company on commercials such as the Hovis ‘Bike Round’ advert from 1973. Films such as Barry Lyndon and The Duellists signified further shifts towards more subdued colour schemes that commanded pictorial appeal, an approach seen in the later heritage cycle of British cinema during the 1980s. However, these films also embraced heightened artifice through their composition and framing, signalling a continued trend for colour films of the distant past to be appropriated as sites for creative and revisionist expression, as opposed to offering consistent historical authenticity. The next theme develops case studies of how different interior, exterior settings and stylistic conventions were used to evoke the chromatic vibrancy of the less distant past of the 1920s.
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Figure 7.4 The Duellists (Ridley Scott, 1977), soft lighting effects.

Recreating the 1920s in colour

The 1920s was a decade marked by innovation with colour in interconnected fields including film, design, theatre, industry, advertising and fashion. The increasing availability of synthetic dyes was transformational during an era marked by its chromatic modernity (Street and Yumibe 2019). Art Nouveau and Deco styles from the 1920s enjoyed something of a revival in the 1960s and 1970s (Fischer 2017: 203–18), as reflected in two distinctive historical biopics, Isadora (Karel Reisz, 1968) and Valentino (Ken Russell, 1977). A different context for the 1920s features in two films about India, Heat and Dust (James Ivory, 1983) and A Passage to India (David Lean, 1984). A key question is the extent to which these films used colour to evoke period authenticity (especially since the decade was defined by being colourful); how their themes and settings engaged with aesthetic trends that simultaneously resonated with past and present. The films represented two stylistic approaches: Isadora and Heat and Dust had a softer, more diffused look than the sharper cinematographic styles adopted for Valentino and A Passage to India. These choices had implications for the films’ respective colour designs and depictions of the past.

Based on the life of celebrated American dancer Isadora Duncan, Isadora uses colour from the start to underscore her bohemianism. We first see her in a pre-credit scene, aged twelve in a dark, candlelit room with predominantly brown/sepia tones. The voice-over recites the child’s pledge to dedicate herself to ‘the pursuit of art and beauty’ as she burns her parents’ marriage certificate as a symbolic act to reinforce her resolution to ‘never marry’. The camera zooms in on the fiery flames as they consume the certificate, and the credits are then shown against a black background with a red-outlined dancing figure animating the frame that replicates the iconic line drawings of Duncan by American modernist artist Abraham Walkowitz. The red outline is significant in a film that charts Duncan’s (Vanessa Redgrave) increasing notoriety by showing her wearing vibrant, flowing red and orange diaphanous fabrics in contrast to the paler, whiter shades that feature in the early years of her career. Her time in Soviet Russia is particularly associated with her red costuming. On her return she performs in Boston in a black gown with a scarlet lining, causing controversy as she semi-strips, declaring to the shocked audience that she’s ‘red’ and ‘pure’, unlike ‘grey’ people who are afraid of liberation. Red also features in the dramatization of her death when the flowing, red fabric of her scarf gets caught in the wheel of a red Bugatti sports car, causing a fatal accident. The colour thus charts the contours of her career, art, independence and eventual demise.
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Figure 7.5 Isadora (Karel Reisz, 1968), Isadora (Vanessa Redgrave) in ‘red’ Soviet Russia.

The film proceeds as a series of flashbacks of Isadora’s life, seen from the perspective of 1927 as she recalls the past for her memoirs when based on the French Riviera. This structure presented the production designer, Jocelyn Herbert, with an opportunity to experiment with different styles to denote past and present. She debated the implications for colour choices in a note relating to Isadora (Herbert, JH/2/51/2, 1967–8). Several possibilities presented themselves, including the past in black and white, present in vivid colour or having occasional colour scenes in the past ‘for a dramatic reason’. The opposite was also considered whereby the present would appear ‘bleached’ and the past ‘more vivid and alive than the present’. Herbert was aware of the various issues, including ‘a crisp, clean cut look we are used to today or do we want to try and recreate the period?’ She thought of the 1920s as ‘garish … rather like today but messier’. What emerges from this document is colour’s power to dramatize, to make scenes ‘vivid and alive’. In the end both past and present were shot in colour as the film oscillated between the two temporalities. Yet contrasting approaches are evident in different sequences. Duncan’s affair with theatre designer E. Gordon Craig (James Fox), for example, is staged in his attic studio and shot to convey the essence of his creative ideas which emphasized sparse sets, and the strategic use of lighting to enhance dramatization. Herbert’s designs for this scene replicated her preference for minimal staging in the theatre productions on which she worked. The attic is shot in low light, soft focus for a palette of creams, beige and browns rather than vibrant or complementary colours. After they have separated, and Isadora performs in Paris, red once again dominates her costume to symbolize the free, physical movements her dancing represents. For the scenes in Soviet Russia sharper focus is used to accentuate the impact of the red tabards worn by her students and her red costuming for public performances, in contrast to the grey and black hues that dominate the rest of the mise-en-scène. Redgrave’s own left-wing political views and protests against the Vietnam War invested these scenes with additional intertextual resonances.

In its creation of period styles from the 1920s and earlier, Isadora was part of the counter-cultural interest in Art Nouveau in the late 1960s. Duncan’s vividly coloured costumes reflected her bohemianism and affinity with the free-spirited hippy generation. As Fischer notes, 1960s rock posters featured Nouveau graphics with ‘dense, swirling lines as well as fantastic or erotic subject matter’ (2017: 107). The credits for Isadora used an Art Nouveau font, placing the film firmly at the centre of the period revival expressed through fashion, posters and interior décor (Hillier 1968: 158–65). Vogue ran a special feature of photographs of Vanessa Redgrave wearing costumes from the film (West 1967). Other costumes exploited affinities between styles and decades, for example, the brightly coloured tank top worn by Roger (John Fraser) and Isadora’s bedraggled fur coat both spoke to and anticipated fashion trends of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Mendes and De La Haye 1999: 204–9). The influence of Art Nouveau and Deco were also evident in the branding of and clothes sold in Biba, Barbara Hulanicki’s boutique established in London in 1964 (Mendes and De La Haye 1999: 181).

Although Valentino might appear to have similar themes to those of Isadora, as a biopic partly set in the 1920s about a dancer who became world famous, the film was different in its approach to flashbacks and evocation of the past. It uses a framing structure whereby, before his funeral, admirers come to pay homage as Valentino lies in an open casket. Several women recall their time with him as the film reverts back and forth between the present (1926) and the past, charting the dancer’s rise to film stardom, relationships and filming in Hollywood. The film recreated styles including silent films, Art Deco, German cabaret and Ballets Russes. Ken Russell aimed to create authenticity through colour and costume, using many original costumes and those designed by Shirley Russell (Lightman 1977: 1164 and BFI Special Collections). As in Isadora, colour is used for both past and present, although the film replicates scenes from Valentino’s films in black and white. Rather than using original footage, which would have been tinted, or tinted and toned, Russell and cinematographer Peter Suschitzky shot sequences on colour film but then used optical processes to render the images black and white. Suschitzky recalled that the shot lengths in these scenes were longer than would have been the case in the 1920s, and that it was difficult to reproduce the technologies and techniques from the era (Lightman 1977: 1192). As David Robinson pointed out in The Times, this approach gave an inaccurate impression of silent filmmaking (1977: 11). The film’s look was sharper than the soft tones of Isadora, largely because Russell forbade the use of nets or gauzes on the camera lens. Suschitzky used lighting instead to vary textures and colour subtly, particularly for flesh tones (Lightman 1977: 1193–4). Art Nouveau styles, with their emphasis on curves, swirling fabrics, natural imagery and femininity lent themselves to the soft, diffused look of much of Isadora, whereas Valentino’s visual excesses and the geometric shapes of Art Deco were appropriate for the sharper focus insisted upon by Russell.

Colour heightens dramatic impact in several scenes in Valentino, including when Alla Nazimova (Leslie Caron) visits the funeral parlour accompanied by purple-veiled women. She is dressed in a black gown embellished with a geometric, bejewelled design in the Deco style of 1920s fashion designer Erté. She drapes her cape of white flowers with gold and purple edging over Valentino’s coffin which becomes a frame for overhead shots repeated several times in the film of his face, beautiful in death as in life, enveloped by silk and flowers. Nazimova’s status as a Deco icon is further exploited in a replication of shots similar to those in Camille (1921) of the lovers kissing in front of a large medallion-shaped structure designed by Natacha Rambova (Michelle Phillips). Scenes of filming The Sheik (1921) are bathed in orange, golden hues of the desert, evoking the Orientalism that typified Deco’s fascination with the east. When Valentino is taken up by Rambova and Nazimova he dances with them in front of vibrantly coloured Tiffany stained-glass panels. The chromatic look of the 1920s is also recalled in scenes when Valentino first goes to Los Angeles. An exterior red neon light casts its beam into the upstairs dressing room of the theatre where he is a dancer. As the characters argue, it literally colours their faces, serving a dual purpose: to underscore the combative tenor of the conversation (the manager is angry with Valentino’s dancing partner) while displaying neon which typified the decade’s chromatic modernity. It also prefigures a slightly later shot of a heavily built comedian whose face reddens when he becomes angry at the cabaret show. Such graphic use of colour is similar to Technicolor’s expressive use of face-reddening effects in La Cucaracha (1934).
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Figure 7.6 Valentino (Ken Russell, 1977), Valentino (Rudolf Nureyev), Nazimova (Leslie Caron) and Rambova (Michelle Phillips) dancing in front of Tiffany window.

In the 1980s two adaptations of novels about the British Raj in India recreated the 1920s from different perspectives while drawing on Orientalist iconography. Heat and Dust interspersed sequences of the past and present as Anne (Julie Christie) investigates her aunt’s time in India in 1923 when she had an affair with an Indian Nawab. A Passage to India follows two English women, Mrs Moore (Peggy Ashcroft) and Adela Quested (Judy Davis), visiting India in the early 1920s, and the consequences of a disturbing incident at the Marabar Caves that exposes cultural and political tensions between east and west. Colour was important in establishing the look and feel of India in both films but as with Isadora and Valentino each adopted a different approach, particularly concerning questions of visual definition. For Heat and Dust, cinematographer Walter Lassally was keen to find ‘an effective but unobtrusive way to soften the color rendition of the negative’ (1984: 46), in keeping with his previous work on colour films, most notably Tom Jones (Petrie 2018: 213). He searched for filters and nets to achieve what he termed a more natural and ‘neutral’ look, eventually using fine silk net on the camera lenses. James Ivory decided not to contrast past and present in terms of visual design, preferring a ‘subtle difference of approach, which was a combination of the art direction, the lighting and the camera movement, so that the modern sequences are somewhat more strident in both color and movement, whilst the 1923 scenes are more gentle and more pastel’ (Lassally 1984: 48).

Ernest Day’s cinematographic strategy for A Passage to India did the opposite: he preferred not to use filters, which suited David Lean’s ‘penchant for sharp focus’ (Day 1985: 61). This involved waiting for conducive weather conditions to achieve the impression of oppressive heat with hard shadows. This was particularly effective for outdoor scenes when the women first arrive in India. The locale is presented as colourful and frenetic, in stark contrast to the previous sequence in England on a dull, rainy day. This binary design is pursued for the rest of the film. Particularly striking is when the women’s carriage passes a bazaar with its coloured dyes, garlands, spices and fruits on display. This ‘unruly palette’ is followed by shots of the British area, seen as ‘all blues and browns … lit uniformly in a stately dulled way’ (Hachem 1985: 86). As a band plays ‘Tea for Two’ we see Indian women in brightly coloured saris, whereas the English women are wearing white and pale pastel shades. The only strong primary colours associated with the British are used in relation to colonial pageantry, for the bright red soldiers’ uniforms at the railway station that contrast with the hard, dark shadows cast over Indians glimpsed under the bridge as a train passes overhead. An interesting nuance occurs when Adela is about to go into the fateful caves; for this scene she wears a cape with coloured patterning, as if in anticipation of the film’s major event which results in Dr Aziz (Victor Banerjee), the Indian man who arranged the excursion, being falsely accused of molesting her. The similarities with Black Narcissus (1947) are striking; A Passage to India also uses colour to explore cultural differences and the instabilities surrounding Orientalist constructions (Street 2005). As was the case for key roles in Black Narcissus, Lean cast Alec Guinness, a British actor, to play the Indian Professor Godbole instead of deploying ethnic casting in A Passage to India. Guinness wears dark make-up and gives a very caricatured performance that is accentuated by the unmistakable intonations of his well-known voice. Even though Dr Aziz is played by an Indian actor, the presentation of his character as obsequious creates an additional instance of the racial stereotyping that typified so many films of the period. Rather than reflect the multi-ethnic nature of post-imperial Britain, these films chose to repeat narrative tropes that accentuated the notions of ‘otherness’ and cultural difference upon which colonial rule had depended.
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Figure 7.7 A Passage to India (David Lean, 1984), Mrs Moore (Peggy Ashcroft) in shot showing differing costume colours.

Muraleedharan argues that both films reimagine India with ‘the reassertion of a colonial perspective that viewed the Orient as exotic, mysterious and potentially dangerous’ (2002: 155). A Passage to India uses imagery that is very similar to that deployed in Heat and Dust which associates India with bright colours from its first frames. A scene of a ceremonial event resembles a sepia-toned photograph until it gradually acquires colour, first animating a red carpet and then yellow turbans. Classic colonial imagery of a military band wearing scarlet uniforms is also presented; white pith helmets worn by the British contrast starkly with the pink turbans of the Nawab’s entourage. Soon after Anne arrives in Satipur she walks through a market. The wares, fabrics, fruit and vegetables are shot to evoke the ‘color and movement’ referred to by Lassally, as the camera tracks Anne’s strident steps through a chromatically vibrant, bustling locale. As noted above, Day used the same trope to capture Mrs Moore and Adela’s fascination with the bazaar in A Passage to India. Also similar is how both films show the English wearing white, grey, cream and pastel shades in comparison with the pink, yellow, blue and red silks worn by the Indians.

The colonial setting of the flashbacks in Heat and Dust presents pale, slightly anachronistic dress codes for women rather than the bright colours and fashions associated with the ‘jazz age’. Even when Olivia wears a drop-waisted day dress fashionable in the 1920s, its soft peach-colour does little to disturb the association of more vivid colours with Indian dress. The Nawab’s palace is depicted as exotic and sumptuous. In the modern section of the film Anne’s lodgings with an Indian family have green, yellow and red stained-glass windows, and her affinity with her new cultural surroundings is indicated by her wearing a loose, green dress and a flowing red scarf. This attire is appropriate for her status as a lone western traveller in the later years of the ‘hippie trail’, in keeping with the film’s dual temporal structure and address.

Other films set in the 1920s created the period’s look through costume and colour. Shirley Russell again reused historic textiles for costumes in Women in Love (Ken Russell, 1969). As Smith has noted the costumes ‘play an essential part in the narrative; conveying a generation caught between the dictates of social convention (a generation expected to dress and play the part) and the pursuit of individual and sexual freedom’ (2016: 11). Affinities with Isadora Duncan are suggested in the character of Hermione (Eleanor Bron) whose bohemianism, dancing and assertive sexuality inspired costumes that emphasized bold forms and textiles, such as black crêpe for her Russian-style performance as ‘Orpah’. These contrast with the colours used for Gudrun (Glenda Jackson) and Ursula (Jennie Linden) which ranged from pastel, pastoral-associated greens, browns and blues to multicoloured weaves such as the design for Ursula’s two-piece for Switzerland. For the water party sequence they wear white, used symbolically to underscore the delicate inter-relationships between innocence, love and death played out in the drama which also relates to the film’s immediate post-First World War setting. The sustained impact of past historical conflicts was explored in greater detail in films about war, as we explore in the next theme.

The ideological war film

The war film constitutes a long-established genre in the history of British cinema. Black and white films released post-World War Two such as The Gift Horse (Compton Bennett, 1952), The Cruel Sea (Charles Frend, 1953) and The Sea Shall Not Have Them (Lewis Gilbert, 1954) emphasized military realism, yet colour films from the same period that included wartime settings were often pitched as melodramas such as Conflict of Wings (John Eldridge, 1954) and Bhowani Junction (George Cukor, 1956), or adventure stories such as The Purple Plain (Robert Parrish, 1954) and Cockleshell Heroes, José Ferrer, 1955). This section examines British films with wartime settings from the 1960s and 1970s with a shift towards more ideological and psychologically driven content and how filmmakers utilized colour primarily as a form of authorial and creative expression to explore war themes.

A prime example is David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia (1962), based on the life of T. E. Lawrence and starring Peter O’Toole in the lead role. Lean had previously explored the possibilities of epic colour cinema in The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957), a film where ‘colour, crowds and spectacular incidents were being used in their own right’ (Cleave 1966: 562). According to early pre-production letters sent to the original scriptwriter, Michael Wilson, Lean was excited by the variety of desert landscapes found during his initial scout of potential film locations for Lawrence of Arabia around southern Jordan: ‘it practically took my breath away … the desert is off-white, and the hills and mountains are of every colour you can think of’ (Lean quoted in Caton 1999: 65). Lean viewed the desert landscapes with a painterly eye, through shades of colour and light, and was eager to convey this immediate sense of wonder to audiences. Lawrence of Arabia was released in UK cinemas a few weeks after a BBC documentary that included original photographs taken during Lawrence’s war campaign (‘T. E. Lawrence 1888–1935’, written and narrated by David Lytton, aired on BBC 1, 27 November 1962).

The black and white images featured in the documentary which evoked a ‘sense of overpowering bleakness’ (Gilliatt 1962: 25) are transformed in the film by Freddie Young’s camerawork, capturing shifting desert conditions from midday yellows and reds through to the ‘deep blues of dusk’ (Petrie 1996: 161). In addition to showcasing the natural environment as envisioned by Lean, the sharpness and clarity of image seen in Lawrence of Arabia also conveys the iconic legacy of the man himself, blazed in colour on the Super Panavision 70mm widescreen.

This subjective and authorial approach can be found in other films of famous figures that featured wartime settings. For Young Winston (1972), director Richard Attenborough wanted to create an authentic period look by emulating early-twentieth-century publications such as The Illustrated London News which regularly featured black and white images overlaid with Monotone colours. Young Winston cinematographer Gerry Turpin developed a colour process which allowed for this desired sepia effect whilst retaining sharp focus and unblemished skin tones:

We gradually made up an electrical matte box and christened the system ‘Colorflex’. The basic process is built around the idea of reflecting colour-filtered light into the lens … not only did the system overlay a colour without affecting the face – which is usually the highest key in the scene – but it also intensified the latent image … the ‘Colorflex’ brings the luminosity of the scene up almost two stops extra, on top of the normal exposure.

(Turpin 1973: 32)

The initial war scenes set in India showcase the ‘Colorflex’ system with the overlay used to enhance the colour of the red-brown rocks while the horse that Winston Churchill (Simon Ward) rides into battle remains pure white, and the faces also appear unaffected. Later scenes in the House of Commons were filmed with a ‘powered battery of about fifteen 10ks’ running along a pre-built set which illuminated the detail in the woodwork and reached into the shadows of the balconies, creating a soft quality and limiting the need for lighting equipment’ (Turpin 1973: 32). In both Lawrence of Arabia and Young Winston, refined colour cinematography serves to illuminate the chosen subjects as both complex and monumental figures within their comparative wartime settings.

From the mid-1960s onwards, several films emerged that actively promoted what Robert Murphy describes as ‘anti-war chest-beating’ (Murphy 1992: 262). Black and white war films such as King and Country (Joseph Losey, 1965), with its blood and mud-filled battlefields, found later colour expression in the musical Oh! What a Lovely War (Richard Attenborough, 1969), a film which adopts the style of its theatrical predecessor in reimagining World War One as staged by British generals positioned on Brighton Pier, and features repeated motifs of red and white in its abundant displays of poppies and fairground attractions. As the war becomes more entrenched, the colours of the civilian clothes shift to darker hues and the pier itself transforms from white to grey. The emphasis on a collective innocence lost as a result of war is explicit in such chromatic symbolism. The morals of wartime history are also critiqued in How I Won the War (Richard Lester, 1967) and The Charge of the Light Brigade (Tony Richardson, 1968) which adopt similarly arresting effects. How I Won the War presents the most abstract and surreal in its portrayal of a unit of soldiers ordered to create an allied cricket pitch along enemy frontlines during World War Two. In interview, director Richard Lester described how he wanted to ‘avoid the trap of the Technicolor film – the great toys, music and pictures’ (Lester quoted in Sinyard 2010: 64) by scrutinizing how the film medium itself often conveys and distorts historical events. The emphasis on ‘Technicolor film’ is notable, suggesting disdain for earlier colour war movies, not necessarily British (it is possible that Lester is referring to Hollywood cinema), that evoke an emotional response towards events that may not have transpired as conveyed on screen. His comments also imply that the saturated colour found in earlier films somehow glamorized violence and warfare. Regular Lester cinematographer David Watkin employed Eastmancolor 35mm for How I Won the War, creating a desaturated quality that emphasizes both the arid desert terrain (deliberately parodying the sumptuous vistas of Lawrence of Arabia), and the complexities and occasional absurdities of wartime politics. However, the film does feature occasional vibrant colour which resonates with Lester’s earlier colour films such as Help! (1965) and A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1966). The film includes actual newsreel images interspersed at regular intervals with the original monochrome footage tinted with various colour effects to represent the different battlegrounds encountered by the characters. As the principal players are each killed off, they reappear within their troop, now ‘painted’ to resemble toy soldiers in the same green, blue and pink colours. It was this sporadic, surreal colour that, along with the star presence of John Lennon, formed a significant part of the film’s marketing campaign, promoted to audiences as ‘fast, furious and psychedelic’ (How I Won the War pressbook, 1967). Contemporary press reviews criticized the ‘fragmented, jack-in-the-box technique’ as ‘pop goes the army – or the army goes pop’ (Huston 1967: 202), making ‘it an acquired taste at the box office’ (Clarke 1967: 10). However, it could be argued that the heightened colour effects illuminate the interchangeability of men sent out to fight who could easily be replaced, and the continued presence of the brightly coloured ghost soldiers in the film suggests that Lester’s war parody was suffused with an underlying sense of pathos.
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Figure 7.8 Young Winston (Richard Attenborough, 1972), Churchill (Simon Ward) and Colorflex system.

Similarly to How I Won the War, The Charge of the Light Brigade promotes a pacifist message in its portrayal of British military blunder during the Battle of Balaclava in October 1854. Director Tony Richardson, who had previously showcased the creative possibilities of historical drama with Tom Jones, established a lengthy pre-production phase for the film. History experts were consulted to ensure the sympathetic reproduction of period costumes and designs, and the picture quality was intended to be soft and antiquated, emulating photographs taken during the Crimean War. According to Peter Suschitzky who worked on the film, cinematographer David Watkin adapted ‘pre-war, uncoated lenses and then on top of those was placed an anamorphic lens which would squeeze the image, so there was a lot of glass in front of the camera, and a lot of flares and foggy look’ (Suschitzky 2018). When discussing the type of lenses used, Suschitzky stated in interview: ‘I don’t remember exactly, I think they were pre-war Cook uncoated lenses’. Other sources note that a set of 1930s Ross camera lenses was used to achieve the desired antique effect.
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Figure 7.9 How I Won the War (Richard Lester, 1967), Gripweed (John Lennon) and ‘ghost’ soldiers in different colours.

As Alexander Walker notes, viewers were encouraged to ‘see the Crimean expedition as slowly dawning nightmare, dust washing the colour out of the screen as cholera washed the health out of the army’ (1974: 367). This ‘washed out’ colour effect is most obvious during the battle scenes which were filmed in northern Turkey. In letters to Richardson, the production designer Julia Trevelyan Oman outlined her concerns on watching rushes taken during the location shoot: ‘the green of the grass is a worry but Hugh [Raggett – editor] told me this will be corrected in the printing’ (1967). Trevelyan Oman worked closely with the Italian colour consultant Lila De Nobili and they exchanged frequent ideas for various aspects of design work. In discussing the ‘Wedding Reception’ scene, Trevelyan Oman stated: ‘I have been buying some chairs that are correct for the period and I am having them re-seated in fabrics which are correct and fit in with our colour scheme’ (1967). While this demonstrates a clear intention to recreate the correct period look through textiles and materials, it conflicts with the amplified approach towards other aspects of the mise-en-scène, particularly the frenetic editing, addresses to camera and occasional animated segments designed by the artist, Richard Williams. The Charge of the Light Brigade was foremost a product of its time, intended as a diatribe against the futility of war and British imperialism. It chimed with public sentiment, when militaria was ‘ironically revisited … a new subversion of the now rapidly deconstructing Empire, and of the fanciful appeal of ceremonial uniform’ (Hoare 2005: 278). The military uniform that featured in crimson spectacle for Charge of the Light Brigade was transformed into a colourful fashion symbol, adorning the shelves from boutique stores to trendy London outlets such as ‘I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet’, and worn by Mick Jagger, Jimi Hendrix, and The Beatles on their iconic album cover for Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967).
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Figure 7.10 The Charge of the Light Brigade (Tony Richardson, 1968), military uniforms.

In Richard Lester’s Royal Flash (1975), the British officer is portrayed as a more parodic figure. In the film, Malcolm McDowell’s anti-hero, Captain Harry Flashman, cavorts his way around Europe, evoking the historical romp of Tom Jones but with far less buoyant optimism. This is evident in Terence Marsh’s colour-conscious production design. The film begins with Flashman, dressed in military regalia, delivering a rousing speech while positioned against a bright red background. As the camera pulls back, it slowly reveals the Union Jack, an intentional rebuke against the faux patriotism presented. To emphasize this, the next scene cuts to a gambling den, the same colours replicated and transferred to a setting that befits Flashman’s true persona. It is this recontextualization of colour that shifts meaning, with early interior sequences, filmed in Britain, bathed in lurid reds and pallid yellows, and the later Prussian scenes decorated in more restrained blues and whites. As Neil Sinyard notes, there is a recurring theme of ‘Victorian England on the wane; modern Germany on the march’ (2010: 119). This sentiment tallies with broader critiques of empire and nationalism, providing testament to the prevailing ideology of 1970s British cinema, particularly amongst radical, left-wing media commentators and filmmakers. Another striking example is The Breaking of Bumbo (Andrew Sinclair, 1970), a film starring Richard Warwick as Bumbo Bailey, a young recruit to the Brigade of Guards who quickly becomes embroiled in the turbulent politics (and sexual politics) of the time. The opening credits include the song ‘Red is London’ performed by Joan Hart, which accompanies a series of images such as red neon advertising that blazes across the screen. The ‘red or dead’ theme articulated in the song lyrics is repeated throughout the film, with red military uniforms, flamboyant red trouser suits, red protest paraphernalia, and a scene in which rioting demonstrators attack waxworks of famous historical figures, including what appears to be Winston Churchill, by adorning the statues with bright red paint. The blatant political message was deemed uncommercial for the mass market and The Breaking of Bumbo was denied theatrical release by EMI studio producers. It remained unreleased until 1975 when it was aired on BBC2 on 17 August; the film finally received a DVD release by Network in 2013. The evolution of the military and war-themed film during the 1960s and 1970s appears to be one of continuous balance between maintaining ‘realistic’ colour, in keeping with the general movement of British cinema during this time, whilst also utilizing colour to explore the psychological motivations of principal characters or reflect broader ideological concerns.
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Figure 7.11 The Breaking of Bumbo (Andrew Sinclair, 1970), red paint protest.

In this survey of key historical and costume films we have traced the impact of faster stocks, increased location shooting and contemporary socio-political trends on colour filmmaking. Historical and costume films provided numerous creative opportunities for experimentation, from set and costume design to cinematography. Rather than reducing opportunities for colour-conscious films, the trend towards greater naturalism and realism revived British cinema’s predilection towards pictorialism. This encouraged the idea that particular decades, such as the 1920s, or contexts such as the Raj or eighteenth-century England, could be expressed through stylized ‘looks’ that privileged particular colours, lighting designs, sets and costumes. While deciding a film’s style was influenced by prevailing technical developments and past conventions, filmmakers’ choices were also determined on a film-by-film basis as well as in developing authorial sensibilities as with Lean, Russell, Kubrick or Richardson. These films all made statements about the past, whether to celebrate it as uncomplicated and with patriotic fervour, or to use it as a means of critiquing contemporary politics. Choosing a particular theme or era permitted commentaries that spoke to the present, as well as offering their own takes on the past. As a genre, historical/costume films inspired an eclectic mix of styles, whether an expressionist or drained-out colour palette to evoke the futility of war, or in reappropriating the vibrancy of Art Deco and the jazz age. As the dynamic of historical processes is seldom linear, the colours of historical films were subject to variation, context, style and belief.
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Musicals, Pop Music and the Concert Film

Keith M. Johnston and Sarah Street

During the Technicolor era musicals were invariably shot in colour, a trend that continued with the introduction of Eastmancolor. Kodak’s marketing department concluded in 1959 that colour was ‘essential to musicals’ and that ‘after star value, colour is the chief point of appeal in a film’ (Anon 1959: 6). While musicals were not as numerous as crime or comedy films, the genre underwent interesting developments by incorporating from the late 1950s popular music themes, artists and sensibilities. Colour enhanced the visual impact of locations, costumes, sets and stars, convincing John Terry, managing director of the National Film Finance Corporation, that increased budgets justified the presentation of a ‘polished and colourful atmosphere which the public enjoys’ (Terry 1963: 157). He cited the box-office success of Summer Holiday (Peter Yates, 1963) as evidence of a lucrative musical sub-genre that capitalized on the British pop invasion and the increasing visibility of youth culture. This synergy was accentuated in the 1970s through the increasing involvement of music industry personnel in film production, resulting in hybrid, experimental styles and the development of the rock concert film which incorporated many technical and artistic innovations. As we chart in this chapter, colour was an important feature of all of these forms which generated numerous inventive approaches to its cinematic and musical expression. To consider the full diversity of colour effects used in musical, pop-musical and concert films, we examine established and new modes and forms in the following categories: adaptations of stage musicals; pop musicals; rock operas; concert films; and music promos.

Adaptations of stage musicals

The tradition of the colour musical was less established in Britain than in Hollywood. The failure of London Town (Technicolor, Wesley Ruggles, 1946) made directors cautious about the genre, and British musicals of the early 1950s, such as The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan (Sidney Gilliat, 1953) and Oh … Rosalinda (Powell and Pressburger, 1955), were ‘out of touch with the times’ and performed badly at the box office (Harper and Porter 2003: 260). Herbert Wilcox featured musical numbers and dancing in the successful ‘London Series’ of star vehicles for Anna Neagle and Michael Wilding, but these were not based on popular stage versions, a form Wilcox finally attempted with King’s Rhapsody (1955), an adaptation of Ivor Novello and Christopher Hassall’s successful stage musical that opened in London in 1949. The CinemaScope film was shot in Eastmancolor by Mutz Greenbaum (as Max Greene), the cinematographer Wilcox used for Maytime in Mayfair (Herbert Wilcox, 1949), a film that features three striking Technicolor sequences. King’s Rhapsody aimed to be a lavish costume drama set in ‘Laurentia’, a fictitious domain where Richard (Errol Flynn), heir to the throne but living in Monte Carlo with his lover Marta (Anna Neagle), is due to be crowned on the death of his father. He is forced to marry Princess Cristiane (Patrice Wymore), a woman he has never met, is not inclined to like but with whom he eventually falls in love. Although the film featured sumptuous costumes by Anthony Holland, in general it failed to attain the status of a super-prestige production, largely because Wilcox cut expenditure by shooting on location in Spain and there was repetitive use of the same sets. As one reviewer commented: ‘A more lavish presentation might have helped the illusions, but there are still all the signs of rigorous economy: pasteboard is everywhere evident; the same scenes and effects are repeated again and again’ (D.R. 1955: 176).

King’s Rhapsody can, however, be viewed as an attempt to delineate characters by costume and colour, albeit in conventional ways. Marta and Cristiane are coded differently, with Marta first seen wearing a low-necked red, sequined chiffon dress that attempts to signal her role as Richard’s dangerous lover who is not approved of by the court. Cristiane, on the other hand, first appears as the ‘snow princess’. She is seen dancing in the snow dressed in a blue polo-necked and skirted dress that contrasts with a red belt, underskirt and her red hair. ‘Cold’ colours such as blue and white are used for Cristiane in subsequent scenes but the clothes are usually tinged with opulence (such as elaborate jewels) that gesture to her evolving regal status and to her generally sympathetic characterization. One example is a gold-embellished white dress and shiny, golden threads in her hair, establishing an image of a ‘snow princess’ who is not necessarily ice-cold in spirit or demeanour. The film’s failure at the box office was probably down to the casting and rather leaden pace – Errol Flynn as Richard was far from the matinee idol admired by Cristiane in her youth, and Anna Neagle’s performance as Marta, the woman Richard risked his throne to be with, was not convincing and too much associated with her established image: the ‘Regal Neagle’ formula of English femininity (Dolan and Street 2010: 42).

In complete contrast was Lionel Bart’s adaptation of Oliver!, the hugely successful stage musical that was premiered in 1960. The film (Carol Reed, 1968) was shot by veteran Technicolor cinematographer Ossie Morris who decided that the first part of the film should be shot ‘in muted, overcast shades to emphasise the grimness of Victorian deprivation’, and the second half, ‘when Oliver has more to celebrate in his young life, ought to be sunny and bright’ (Morris 2006: 137). He was careful to avoid colour putting a ‘false gloss’ on everything or to use costumes that might conflict with the background period settings (Butler 1971: 130–1). John Box, the production designer, was sure to exploit the trend towards location shooting and was conscious of the fact that the film was the first major colour screen adaptation of a Dickens text. The visual tradition for Dickens had been established with Cruikshank’s illustrations for the novel, and Gustave Doré’s book of engravings, London: A Pilgrimage (1872), that influenced John Bryan’s designs for Oliver Twist (David Lean, 1948), the celebrated black and white film. As Christie has shown, John Box also drew on Doré’s work for the Academy Award-winning sets for Oliver! He cites the example of how Doré’s ‘Ludgate Hill – a Block on the Street’ (1872) was the basis for an inspired set design. The original illustration featured a monochrome train as part of a crowded composition of ‘a mass of people, omnibuses and carts wedged into a narrow street that stretches under a bridge, with St. Paul’s mistily in the background’ (Christie 2009: 96). In using bright red for the train, Box’s set gave both the train and colour a more assertive role to convey Oliver’s wonder at seeing a train for the first time. As Christie comments:

John’s bright red locomotive becomes the visual focus for Oliver’s first, astonished view of London, as he emerges from beneath a wagon-load of bright green cabbages – and, after the drab monochrome of the workhouse and the undertaker’s, also helps cue us into an increasingly colourful world that will reach its climax in the chocolate-box fantasy of ‘Who Will Buy?’

(Christie 2009: 97)
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Figure 8.1 Oliver! (Carol Reed, 1968), Oliver (Mark Lester) arriving in London.
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Figure 8.2 Oliver! Oliver’s first sight of a red train in London.

This inventive approach to colour shows awareness of the need to vary settings, adding details that contribute imaginatively to the overall dramatic context. In the case of the train, a zoom shot further underscores Oliver’s viewpoint as he emerges into the chaotic London street and, by implication, the modernity associated with the cityscape. The lush Covent Garden setting creates a chromatic link with an earlier scene at the workhouse which, despite an overall dark, almost monochrome appearance, includes unexpectedly colourful details, such as steaming carrots, green vegetables and a roast glimpsed through bars by the starving children as the workhouse staff are served a sumptuous meal. This contrasts with the dull, grey gruel also seen during the number ‘Food, Glorious Food’. Colour is associated here and elsewhere with abundance: the images and colours underscore the energy of the number. Nancy’s consistent appearance in a red dress and her red hair further establishes colour as a consistent signifier of the human warmth and comfort Oliver has been denied. This approach contrasts with the less variegated approach to colour seen in King’s Rhapsody; in Oliver! it is part of a carefully nuanced, expansive use of sets and costume which illustrate how techniques had advanced since the mid-1950s. Eastman Color Negative 50T 5251 was used for Oliver!, the stock introduced in 1962 and used for other highly successful musicals including West Side Story (Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins, 1961), My Fair Lady (George Cukor, 1964) and The Sound of Music (Robert Wise, 1965). The ‘look’ of 5251 was arguably very suited to the subtle but significant colour details that were highlighted in Oliver! – there was less grain than with the previous type 5250 stock. The faster stocks introduced in the 1970s gave a slightly sharper image and with even less grain. But arguably 5251 was appropriate for musicals which benefited from a certain visual softness.

A more overtly radical approach to adaptation – pastiche – was applied by Ken Russell in The Boy Friend (1971). Sandy Wilson’s stage musical was premiered in the West End in 1953 and Russell’s film was the first film version. Although the stage musical is set on the Riviera in the 1920s, Russell chose Art Deco and Busby Berkeley’s backstage musicals of the early 1930s as inspiration. The film focuses on a theatrical troupe preparing for a production of The Boy Friend and was filmed partly on location in the Theatre Royal, Portsmouth. The film’s themes revolve around various contexts: intra-cast conflicts; stress caused when a Hollywood film producer comes to see the show; the original musical and numerous interspersed fantasy sequences conveyed in music and dance of the numbers produced in a more professional, Busby-Berkeley-like, over-blown style than in the stage production. The film presented Shirley Russell with costume design challenges due to its complex mixture of styles, a multi-cast, fantasy sequences shot by David Watkin at Elstree Studios and location work in Portsmouth (Gow 1977: 12). Casting Twiggy as the understudy who attains the limelight when the show’s star Rita (Glenda Jackson) is injured gave the film a contemporary gloss by drawing on Twiggy’s reputation as a style and fashion icon of the 1960s. The film’s homage to 1920s–30s fashion related to contemporary trends for vintage fashion from the interwar period, as noted in Chapter 7.

The explicit reference to Hollywood backstage musicals provided an opportunity to imitate modernist ‘big white sets’ originally shot in black and white and featuring iconographic elements such as highly polished floors, grand dimensions, vertical and horizontal lines and ‘abundant’ lighting set-ups, ‘designed to display and exploit the movement of actors and dancers in graceful linear and geometric arcs, with diverse bodies and limbs in concert’ (Affron and Affron 1995: 144; Shiel 2015: 58). The major difference was that Russell’s film was shot in colour, permitting an interesting comparison with the established Berkeley oeuvre. Penelope Houston, reviewing the film in Monthly Film Bulletin, found the mixture of different styles problematic:

The styles don’t build; they clash in excess, and the casualty of the collision tends to be the original’s sense of scale. In fact, from the exaggerated parody of most of the on-stage doings, and the aclarity with which the film abandons them for its range of 1930s movie imitations, one wonders just how much feeling anyone had for The Boy Friend itself as more than a launching platform. In the De Thrill fantasies, Ken Russell has perhaps met his match: Berkeley simply can’t be out-Busbied, and the film can merely lift, echo or copy – a dance number of gramophone turntable, chorus lines on reflecting glass stages, flower patterns of girls, geometric patterns of girls, camera moving under arch of chorus legs, girls lined up on aeroplane wings … Some wavering in the ranks indicates Russell is working with more fallible, human material than Berkeley’s drilled legions; and he also lacks the master’s power to build to an effect rather than to merely present it.

(Houston 1972: 48)
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Figure 8.3 The Boy Friend (Ken Russell, 1971), kaleidoscopic colour homage to Busby Berkeley.

While this is a valid critique, it is perhaps a little harsh on Russell’s bravado and the sheer scale of visual pleasures delivered in the film. The homage to Berkeley is more than an inferior copy, especially when colour is considered along with how he adapts Berkeley’s designs from their original Academy-ratio format to widescreen. The self-reflexivity of the backstage musical film is used to draw attention to the aspect-ratio comparison by presenting the familiar overhead kaleidoscope shot of figures moving in geometric syncopation first as a single circular formation, framed within a square shape and centred in the widescreen frame, followed by a shot with two similar formations side-by-side within the frame. The two groups of dancers are not performing the same actions, creating a visual commentary on the rectangular frame’s capacity to deliver active, dynamic comparisons within the same image. This technique is repeated in a later sequence featuring dancers dressed in black and white dice costumes and shown as two separate formations across the screen. An emphasis on horizontal design is again demonstrated in another set-up later in the film, this time with three rows of figures, each dancer separated by horizontal and vertical lines and the frame bordered on each side by a vertical line with a red and gold playing-card suit design to match the dancers’ silver, gold and red costumes. Another effective horizontal set-up is a long shot of dancers on a stairwell which seen from afar is the US flag.

Russell’s fascination with colour and geometric patterning can be related to actual experiments with film colour in the 1920s, striking examples being Walter Ruttmann’s Opus 1 (Germany, 1921), an avant-garde film of successive geometric shapes and Lloyd Jones’s Kaleidoscope (US, 1925) that featured in colour the kaleidoscopic patterns Berkeley later made his signature shot. Berkeley’s famous sequence from 42nd Street (Lloyd Bacon, 1933), in which the camera, referred to by Hoberman as a ‘motorised phallus’ (1993: 60), tracks through the dancers’ spread legs, is repeated in The Boy Friend. A big difference in the latter is that the costumes worn by the women add additional geometric detail: their propeller-like, fan-shaped silver headwear is embellished on each wing by purple sequins that sparkle in the light. The black flooring for their number is shaped as a giant black gramophone record. The shine of its grooves, created by the lighting, produce similar colour values to the dancers’ silver shoes, as well as their reflection. Russell’s final homage to 1930s musicals and to the streamlining associated with Art Deco is seen in a sequence which, like Flying Down to Rio (Thornton Freeland, 1933), shows a musical number with dancers on the wings of a biplane being pelted by water, but in this case shown as created by a rain-effect machine as part of a film set. Details such as this emphasize the artifice behind the image as well as the probability of a stunt going wrong, constituting a self-reflexive comment on the arduous delivery of mass entertainment. Rather than being seen as a fault, the ‘wavering in the ranks’ referred to by Houston makes an interesting contrast to Berkeley’s regimented formations by introducing more human, less mechanized elements that contribute to the charming, chaotic effervescence of Russell’s film. The Boy Friend indeed speaks to Dyer’s (1992: 19–35) classic formulation of the film musical’s utopianism with its promise of ‘something better’ as delivered in the fantasy sequences when compared with the ‘real’ performance of the theatrical troupe. The occasional blurring of boundaries between the productions (criticized by Houston as a ‘clash of styles’) delivers some interesting stage sets from the perspective of colour, including the blue and yellow-themed ‘Sur la Plage’ number and the blue-tinted set for ‘Poor Little Pierette’. These create a link between the world as it is and how it might be; for all their amateurism the troupe has potential to shine.

[image: ]

Figure 8.4 The Boy Friend, Tony (Christopher Gable) and Polly (Twiggy).
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Figure 8.5 The Boy Friend, geometric headwear.

Pop musicals

The success of The Young Ones (Sidney J. Furie, 1961) and Summer Holiday accelerated the integration of pop stars within British film culture. Summer Holiday’s black and white opening sequence, conveying the dull, grey realism of a rainy English summer, is displaced by a widescreen, colourful world when Don (Cliff Richard) and his friends drive to the Continent in a red London bus. This transformation trope epitomizes the optimism associated with musicals, colour and escapism which extended to the film’s publicity in glossy magazines and a special brochure album with a colour cover: a new type of British musical had arrived, and it was defiantly in colour. Although Tommy the Toreador (John Paddy Carstairs, 1959), featuring singer Tommy Steele who plays a sailor stranded in Spain, was at the forefront of the trend of musical comedies shot in colour, The Young Ones and Summer Holiday were bigger box-office successes which affirmed the style’s lucrative potential. As Farmer has argued, although The Beatles’ first film A Hard Day’s Night (Richard Lester, 1964) was a milestone in many respects as ‘a document of the excitement surrounding the phenomenon they exemplified’, its black and white cinematography was not representative of the burgeoning pop musical that took advantage of the latest colour film stocks and high-fidelity sound technologies (Farmer 2019a: 333).

Taking The Beatles on foreign adventures in the Bahamas and Austrian ski-slopes for Help! (Richard Lester, 1965), their second feature film, was an appropriate way to exploit the commercial synergies between soundtrack sales and high cinema box-office admissions. The film’s exuberant, pop-collage style and exotic locations were key to the film’s aesthetic design and Lester’s selection of specific colour filters for every shot in post-production. Cinematographer David Watkin experimented with reflected light, taking advantage of faster film stocks with reduced grain (Lester 2007). The plot, which involved an Eastern cult in pursuit of a red sacrificial ring that has accidentally become stuck on Ringo’s finger, lent itself to Orientalist imagery and associated vibrant colours. Eleanor Bron plays Ahme, a high priestess of the cult, which gave costume designer Julie Harris the opportunity to dress her in numerous exotic costumes such as a pink silk leather suit with matching draped turban hat and gloves. When worn by itself, the pink leather suit gave her a contemporary, action-woman persona.
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Figure 8.6 Help! (Richard Lester, 1965), Ahme (Eleanor Bron) in pink leather suit.

Colour is signalled as important from the very start of Help! when a black and white film of The Beatles is seen being watched by cult members who throw coloured darts at Ringo on the screen. The film’s subsequent colour design presents warm colours for sequences in the Bahamas, such as for The Beatles’ performance of ‘Another Girl’ which is dominated by shades of yellow, blue and pink. This contrasts with ‘Ticket To Ride’, a number performed in the Austrian setting and coded by ‘cold’ blues, blacks and white. In addition, colour was an arresting visual pleasure in specific shots which emphasized the novelty of seeing The Beatles in colour, for example when filming ‘You’re Gonna Lose That Girl’ cinematographer Watkin featured close-ups of The Beatles using variated blue, pink and purple filters. Sinyard has described the film as ‘a frantic pop collage’ that bears comparison with Modesty Blaise (Joseph Losey, 1966), a film which took a similarly kaleidoscopic approach to colour (Sinyard 2010: 44). Help! can also be related to the emerging British ‘Sunday Supplement’ aesthetic of ‘quality’ newspapers such as the Observer which featured colour advertising for international travel, clothes and home furnishings. As Farmer (2018) argues, Help! offers pastiche and parody of the contemporary advertising world and the ubiquity of surface values while acknowledging their attractiveness. The Beatles’ lifestyle is depicted as modern in a striking sequence which subverts initial expectations. They appear to live next door to each other in terraced houses which from the outside look like any other, an image reinforced by bystanders who comment on their ordinariness despite being so famous. Yet as each Beatle steps through his front door the ‘ordinary’ lads, now seen from the inside, enter an extraordinary space: the inner walls between the houses have been knocked down so the space is open-plan, modern and with many zany/surreal touches such as a sunken bed, fake grass and gadgets. The walls are coloured blue, green and white, and G-Plan and other modern, chrome furniture is showcased. The combination of bright, sunny locations, vibrant costumes and Lester’s distinctive, frenetic style was conducive to an arresting colour sensibility.

A less successful example of the pop-musical film was the low-budget Gonks Go Beat (Robert Hart-Davis, 1964). While the film is generally regarded as having very few, if any, redeeming features, from the perspective of colour it has some interesting features. Its hybrid science-fiction/pop-musical form charts the quest of Wilco Rogers (Kenneth Connor) who is charged by the Space Congress of the Universe to stop the warring between two islands, Beatland and Balladisle, which respectively represent contemporary beat (rock) and ballad styles of music. The science-fiction setting inspires numerous effects, particularly coloured lighting. These can first be seen in the Space Congress prologue in which the male characters wear pink space suits, a woman is dressed in a silver, sparkly catsuit and different-coloured lights cast shifting chromatic patterns on the costumes. When Wilco lands he has to change into ‘earth gear’: a flash of pink fills the screen for the transformation effect, and we see that he now wears a red shiny waistcoat and blue polo-necked top. The costumes for the two islands and music styles are differentiated: Beatland’s musicians wear bright colours and have long hair whereas Balladisle’s wear suits and ties in muted colours and have shorter haircuts. When Wilco comes across Balladisle musicians he changes his clothes because his bright, first ‘earth’ costume associates him with Beatland. The island sets for the film are unashamedly artificial, and coloured light projections – especially purple and red – are used liberally during some of the performances. The film includes several ‘show’ numbers such as the Beatland musicians performing in sports cars driven in syncopation down a wide road. The sequence is a kind of homage to the gangland choreography of West Side Story: shot with mobile cameras from a high angle, the cars’ movement forwards, with guitarists standing on their backseats, conveys an energetic, somewhat surreal sight. At the start of the sequence the cars’ manufacturers are blatantly advertised in a montage of their logos, reflecting the film’s connection with merchandising for Gonk toys, popular music, culture and fashion. Another set piece is a long drumming sequence (including Ginger Baker) in which many drummers perform together, with the bright colours of their large bass drums and the drummers’ clothes contributing to the overall frenetic, chromatic design.
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Figure 8.7 Gonks Go Beat (Robert Hart-Davis, 1964), drumming spectacle.

Rock operas

Shirley Russell’s costumes were again notable for colour in her designs for Tommy (Ken Russell, 1975), the film of The Who’s 1969 rock opera album. For ‘Amazing Journey’, a post-trauma fantasy sequence in which Tommy’s mother and partner take him to the funfair, she drew on 1950s period prints and the iconography of the 1951 Festival of Britain, including the Dome of Discovery and the Skylon. Russell recalled: ‘I painted things like that on to terrible turquoise material and used very ’50s colours, bright pinks and yellows and mauves’ (Gow 1977: 12). The costumes add to the vibrancy of the sequence’s overall chromatic sensations which are accentuated by the funfair’s coloured lights, animated inserts of exploding planes, trick mirrors, zoom shots and collage effects. The sinister, red silk cape with black fur trim for the ‘Acid Queen’ (Tina Turner) costume corresponds with the suffusion of red light used for shots of her sleazy domain. When taken there by his exploitative ‘uncle’, Tommy is encased in a red-lined, Metropolis-style shiny silver armour-case into which multiple syringes pump red liquid. A long shot shows the now red-infused case spinning like a toy, with Turner seen on both sides of it singing the number in a red dress. Repeated, superimposed shots of Tuner invest the sequence with a frenetic, music-video aesthetic. As the case opens, we see Tommy in various transformed, nightmarish states including as a Christ-like figure wearing a crown of red poppies. Poppies also decorate his body and are apparently connected by streams of blood. A final, horrific ‘trip’ manifestation is a skeleton seen with snakes wriggling through the bones before we see Tommy emerge from the case and collapse in a shot that is entirely infused with red.

This shocking imagery with its repetitive, red saturations exaggerates the sequence’s impact. It contributed to the film’s overall reputation for visual distinction, as one reviewer described Tommy on first release as a ‘milestone in British cinema … it’s a long time since one has seen a film with such rich images’ (Bean 1975: 35–6). Critic Alexander Walker wrote that Russell ‘seized all the opportunities for visual wizardry: Tommy resembled a phantasmagoria of Dali, Bosch, Tanguy and Yves Fuchs’ (1985: 84). The film’s critique of Tommy’s exploitation permits the exaggeration of symbols associated with it: a huge multicoloured pinball machine (influenced by one of Philip Harrison’s sets for the science-fiction film The Final Programme (Robert Fuest, 1973)), a giant statue of Marilyn Monroe, gaudy seaside and funfair paraphernalia; these props are even more impressive in colour (Ede 2010: 155).
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Figure 8.8 Tommy (Ken Russell, 1975), Tommy (Roger Daltrey) on an acid trip.

The film of The Who’s subsequent rock opera Quadrophenia (Frank Roddam, 1979) was more realistic in style, set in Brighton and to the Mod style that was experiencing a revival in the early 1970s. While The Beatles also composed concept albums, these were not filmed, except for their double EP record Magical Mystery Tour that was produced as a television film in 1967. As discussed in Chapter 10, this was defined by an experimental approach to colour.

Concert films

Colour and performance are key elements across the films discussed in the chapter so far, whether that is The Beatles playing elevated versions of their personas in Help!, the dancers performing in the musical routines for Oliver! or the larger-than-life figures appearing in rock operas like Tommy. The concert film is also heavily reliant on performance, through its attempt to capture an authentic record of both a live event and the live performance of a specific singer or band. Eastmancolor was a key element in the claims to authenticity made of such recorded footage, capturing something of the chromatic and temporal event being filmed. The ‘live’ colour concert film stands as a potent example of a production and exhibition cycle that ran between the late 1960s and 1980s, creating several films that ‘played an important role in providing fans opportunities of seeing favoured bands on screen’ (Munday 2007: 223). As well as representing a key cycle that relied upon colour film, it is also bookended by intermedial technological developments in colour television, with these films existing on a spectrum between the high cultural overtones of the BBC2 Omnibus documentary Cream’s Farewell Concert (Tony Palmer, 1969) and the more populist and charity-focused global live broadcast event of Live Aid (ABC/BBC, 1985).

As Simon Frith and Alec Plowman have argued, the development of live concert recordings across live album releases, television broadcasts or film production is best understood as a response to the combination of different cultural, industrial and technological forces. These include the rise of rock music, journalistic discourses, the growth of television pop music programmes, and the growth in lighter weight 16mm cameras within documentary filmmaking of the 1960s (Frith 2002; Plowman 2016). The desire to create live colour recordings is not unique to 1960s pop or rock music: indeed, early British Eastmancolor films Mozart’s Don Giovani (Paul Czinner, 1955), The Royal Ballet (Paul Czinner, 1960) and Der Rosenkavalier (Paul Czinner, 1962) were attempts to capture full-length ‘live’ cultural performances for cinema audiences. However, the privileging of the live rock concert experience in the 1960s is tied to musicians’ extended and improvisational live performances of recorded tracks (Plowman 2016: 53–6). Television programmes such as Top of the Pops (BBC 1964–2019) originally required musicians to mime in order to accurately reproduce the vinyl record (Fryer 1997). Many chafed against this restriction, and against the black and white nature of television in the mid-1960s, as it did not represent the authentic live performance (Plowman 2016).

This discourse around rock music and authenticity combined with similar claims offered for the cinéma vérité and direct cinema movements in Albert and David Maysles’ account of The Rolling Stones’ 1969 tour in the black and white film Gimme Shelter (1970), and Michael Wadleigh’s colour Woodstock (1970), which combined purported documentary realism with long sequences that capture on-stage live rock performances. The use of direct cinema techniques has been claimed to ‘make the rock performance/tour movie into the most popular and commercially viable documentary form’ (Winston 2000: 52), and that is certainly true of some of the British concert films covered in this section. The specific development of these films into a hybrid form known as ‘rockumentary’ has been directly linked to the addition of performance to direct cinema’s claims of ‘unmediated and unreconstructed access to the real’ (Beattie 2005: 25). Beattie’s distinction between the ‘relentless foregrounding of the performing body and the performance of music’ and the backstage sequence that ‘frequently exploits the hand-held camera of direct cinema’ (Beattie 2005: 25) is particularly apt when considering the shifting use of colour across the British concert films of the late 1960s and through the 1970s. Sequences in these films can move abruptly from stage performances bathed in multicoloured lights to behind-the-scenes footage that stresses a more subdued colour scheme reliant on more naturalistic lighting sources.

Two of the earliest British rock concert films demonstrate how different documentary techniques emphasize differing approaches to capturing colour and performance. After its initial television broadcast, Cream’s Farewell Concert received a limited cinema release via a 35mm Technicolor imbibition print created from a 16mm recording of the television broadcast. The colour footage used in the two media versions is broadly similar, taken from two concerts at the Royal Albert Hall, with behind-the-scenes interviews with the band. There is a clear influence from existing arts documentary techniques within the BBC’s Omnibus strand: cutting between fixed camera positions, wide shots of the band, close-ups of individuals, and an explanatory voice-over linking Cream to high cultural musical tastes (Plowman 2016). Colour acts to heighten the film’s educational remit, capturing images of the simple stage set (filled with amps and instruments), and framing interviews with Ginger Baker, Jack Bruce and Eric Clapton against amplifier stacks bathed in red or green lights, as the different band members expound on their musical style or influences. The film’s use of colour in these sequences is central to its narrative stress on the musicians’ different musical personalities and how they came together for this rock ‘supergroup’.
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Figure 8.9 Cream’s Farewell Concert (Tony Palmer, 1969), Eric Clapton against green-lit amplifier stacks.

The use of colour to capture or complement an authentic record of this event, particularly within the live concert sections, is more complex. Light flares off reflective surfaces on stage, and the light cast by stage lights contributes to this desire to offer a mediated recording of a real event. Yet certain moments, such as the extended guitar solo on ‘White Room’, have colourful psychedelic imagery optically imposed on top of the footage, while other sequences have red or orange optical washes added over the imagery. Colour and performance also combine to emphasize and contradict ideas of authenticity in the concert footage. The band’s costumes are colourful throughout, a clear marker of what they physically wore on stage: Ginger Baker drums frenetically in a loose green shirt with gold edging, guitarist Eric Clapton is regimentally tailored in an orange jacket and red shirt, bassist and frontman Jack Bruce favours tight blue shirts. Yet these colours are not consistent, highlighting the combination of footage from two different nights, often in the course of a single song, such as a switch in Baker’s top from green to blue during ‘Sunshine of My Love’.

[image: ]

Figure 8.10 Cream’s Farewell Concert, Jack Bruce, overlaid with red psychedelic optical imagery.

When the Cream documentary was broadcast in colour on BBC2 on 5 January 1969, film cameras were also following The Beatles as they rehearsed and attempted to record a new album. The resulting film, Let it Be (Michael Lindsay-Hogg, 1970), demonstrates its debt to direct cinema aesthetics, with no voice-over or titles explaining the action on screen or indicating where the different scenes take place, and culminating in a record of the final (purportedly spontaneous) Beatles’ live performance on 30 January 1969, on the roof of the Apple Corps building in Savile Row, London. The film’s colour cinematography offers three different visions of what British rockumentary and concert films could become. The first can be seen in early sequences located in a large rehearsal space which are staged against a long white screen, onto which different coloured lights are projected. John Lennon was less than complimentary about this part of the shoot, saying ‘you couldn’t make music … in a strange place with people filming you and coloured lights’ (Lennon quoted in Hogg 2017). In contrast to the colour psychedelia of Yellow Submarine (George Dunning, 1968) or Help!, this first section of Let it Be, with snatched sections of song and curt exchanges between band members, is also noticeably colder in its hues, framing the band against blue-purple tones, with only a few short shots utilizing the warmer, red-orange side of the screen. Given the tense interactions taking place across these sequences, the colour scheme underlines the shifting emotional moods of the band members and the twilight of their time as The Beatles.
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Figure 8.11 Let it Be (Michael Lindsay-Hogg, 1970), colder lighting tones dominate many of the studio shots.

The middle section of the film is more akin to the developing pop promo format. Featuring full takes of songs, with band members (particularly Paul McCartney) performing to camera, it is framed mostly against white studio walls, allowing two or more band members to feature in frame at any one time. The third section, making up the final twenty minutes of the film, is the live concert element, with the band’s rooftop performance, and the reaction of nearby crowds. Unlike the Cream concert, which was filmed on a stage setting (which offered more control over stage and ancillary lighting), the outdoor shoot relies heavily on the realist claims of documentary filmmaking, offering handheld shots of The Beatles on the roof against grey-blue skies, and with a backdrop of ochre-brick buildings and the grey-red tiled rooftops. It stresses the performance’s actuality, without any of the exuberance in costume or lighting that rockumentaries would rely on as the genre developed.

These two early British examples, alongside Woodstock and Monterey Pop (D.A. Pennebaker, 1968), offer a sense of the colour elements that recur through later live concert films which would have been experienced by the live audience, and with colour foregrounded by artificial stage lighting and the performers’ outfits. As the 1970s continued, the emphasis on colourful performance and the documentary impulse for authenticity and accuracy continued to fuel a range of artists who released live concert films, including David Bowie, Elton John, Genesis, Wham! and Boy George.

David Bowie utilized colour throughout his career, creating different looks and alter egos through costume, hair style and make-up. At the start of the 1970s, this took the form of the ‘red-haired spandex-clad’ Ziggy Stardust (Usher and Fremaux 2013: 393), who takes centre stage in the concert film Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars (D.A. Pennebaker, 1973). Apart from brief behind-the-scenes sequences, the film is focused almost entirely on the 1973 concert itself, the last in which Bowie performed as Stardust. As such, it combines elements of documentary, rock opera and theatrical performance, with Bowie/Stardust strutting across the stage in a variety of different chromatic outfits, bathed in a range of coloured lights; and, like other concert films, it used reaction shots of the audience – rendered in similar hues – to convince viewers of its status as an authentic record, suggesting ‘they are actually in the packed concert hall’ (Ziggy Stardust pressbook 1983).

There is little doubt where the chromatic focus of the film is located. At the beginning of the second song, ‘Ziggy Stardust’, Bowie’s red-blue clothes are torn off, revealing a glittering silver outfit beneath, replete with short skirt and thigh-high boots. Here, and throughout the show, Bowie is picked out with red and orange spotlights, which create a suitably alien glow around this science-fiction character’s silver space-outfit and shocking ginger hair in a ‘use of colour … [emphasising] the often supernatural look of singer Bowie’ (Ziggy Stardust pressbook, 1983). This was also a chromatic approach to character that Bowie would revisit in The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976) three years later. Throughout the concert footage, Bowie/Stardust changes outfit several times, and although the lighting colour scheme shifts for individual songs, it remains dominated by red- and orange-hued close-ups of the shimmering, colourful fantasy figure of Bowie/Stardust.
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Figure 8.12 Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (D.A. Pennebaker, 1973), David Bowie on stage as a red-accented Ziggy.

Despite Bowie’s success, post-production delays meant the film of Ziggy Stardust was not released in cinemas until 1983, after premiering at the 1979 Edinburgh Film Festival. The film’s press book heralded Bowie’s continued success, noting that the appeal of Stardust’s ‘outrageous flame headed and sexually androgynous’ character had not faded since that final appearance (Ziggy Stardust pressbook, 1983). At the time of its release, many other feature-length colour ‘rockumentaries’ were beginning to move to home video releases, via rental and then sell-through videos. This replaced a sporadic cinema exhibition pattern, where features were sometimes paired with ‘support acts’ in the form of short colour concert films of other bands. Rory Gallagher Irish Tour 1974 (Tony Palmer, 1974), for example, had the 25-minute Status Quo at Wembley (1974) short in support when it played at Curzon St Leonards (Curzon advertisement 1974). The combination of short and feature film could lead to unpredictable pairings: the 45-minute short Genesis – A Band in Concert (Tony Maylam, 1977) played before White Rock (Tony Maylam, 1977), a feature-length colour documentary on the 1976 Winter Olympics at the ABC1 Shaftesbury Avenue. By the early-to-mid 1980s, many feature-length concert films were made, but released on home video. Wham in China (Lindsay Anderson, 1986) offered the odd pairing of renowned British film director Lindsay Anderson filming the pop duo George Michael and Andrew Ridgeley during a tour of China in which they wore highly colourful oufits as they explored tourist areas. Culture Club: A Kiss Across the Ocean (Keef, 1984) debuted on Virgin Video with a similar chromatic experience as its 1970s predecessors, filming the band bathed in a range of coloured lighting, with green, red, orange and blue lights focused on the black-clad central performance of Boy George.

The concert film was not the sole reserve of mainstream rock or pop. The punk rock scene, as a response to the glossier and colourful glam and progressive rock bands of the 1970s, saw a suitably DIY approach to live concert films, although the films stick to many of the same aesthetic principles as the earlier examples, including the use of colour as a marker of authentic experience. The Punk Rock Movie (Don Letts, 1978) features various bands on stage at The Roxy club in London, and a Screen on the Green concert by the Sex Pistols. Director Don Letts, who worked as DJ at The Roxy, filmed performances using a Super-8 camera, noting that his involvement meant he could ‘get what the TV cameras couldn’t get; the real background, the real truth’ (Anon 2003). Initially shown in a 100-minute cut at the ICA (Institute of Contemporary Arts) Cinema Club, where it was advertised ironically as being ‘in 8mm with Glorious Technicolor and Magnificent Mono Sound’ (Anon 1977), The Punk Rock Movie appears to have been transferred to 35mm for the 1978 American release as The Punk Rock Movie from England. Letts’ filming style privileged the perspective of the audience, mirroring existing approaches seen in Cream’s Farewell Concert and Ziggy Stardust. Colour is found in the individual performer (such as Billy Idol’s bleached blonde hair and red trousers), or in the use of existing coloured stage lights for the performance, as in The Clash’s performance of ‘White Riot’ against shifting green and red lights projected on the curtains. Despite the DIY aesthetic and small gauge film format, Letts’ inclusion of backstage footage and images of the audience offers a sense of the live experience but returns to the dominant direct cinema influence in reiterating the importance of colour to the concert film to suggest the authentic nature of the live footage and surrounding events.

From pop promo to music video

To experience heavy metal is to experience the power of the concert as a whole – the musicians are one aspect of this, the amplification system another, the audience a third. The individual fans get their kicks from being a necessary part of the overall process – which is why heavy metal videos always have to contain moments of live performance … in order to capture and acknowledge the kind of empowerment that is involved in the concert itself.

(Frith 2004: 39)

The final shift in depictions of music in British colour film production developed in part through the interest in rock music and live performance, and the previously stated desire of rock musicians to take control over filmed and broadcast audio-visual records of their music. As noted earlier, Let It Be contained elements of the nascent pop or rock promo, an aspect of the music industry that developed through the 1970s before becoming mainstream in the 1980s, redefined as the music video. These promotional films, tied to a specific song or album, offer an intermedial bridge from the 1960s interest in representing music on film (outside narrative cinema) through the concert film, to home video releases and television pop programmes of the 1980s. While Frith identifies how the heavy metal genre incorporated a version of filmed liveness into music videos, the different approaches to authenticity, creative augmentation, and performance seen in the concert film make their way across rock and pop promos of the 1970s and beyond.

Many promos of the 1970s and 1980s mocked up concert spaces that purport to offer a similar quality of liveness found in a more authentic performance. One of the most famous British music videos, for Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (Bruce Gowers, 1975), starts with a mostly monochrome image of the band silhouetted against a dark background. From this introduction, the video shifts into colour for a mocked-up stage performance bathed in blue and red lighting that reflects off the white piano and the band’s costumes. The promo moves between these two locations, allowing colour to emphasize shifts in the song’s content. Other videos opted to film singers/bands in other locations. ‘This Song’ (Michael Collins, 1976) has George Harrison performing to camera while in the dock for a court case; ‘I Know It’s Only Rock ’N’ Roll (But I Like It)’ (Michael Lindsay-Hogg, 1974) features The Rolling Stones playing in an inflatable black and white tent; ‘I’m Still Standing’ (Russell Mulcahy, 1983) has Elton John wandering around the hotels and beaches of the South of France, while dancers perform different routines in a variety of colourful costumes and painted bodies. Across the different examples, however, the emphasis is on capturing the performance of the band.

In its first two decades, the pop promo also stretched itself to unusual lengths, before the dominant format and duration of the music video, offering a combination of narrative and performance as in the work of British director Julien Temple. Starting in the late 1970s, Temple directed around sixty music promos for the Sex Pistols, Judas Priest, The Rolling Stones, Culture Club and others, which were described as ‘visually striking’ and ‘characterised by a strong sense of narrative … conceived very much as short films’ (Jenkins 1984: 230). Temple had very critical views on music promo production, dismissing many as being ‘full of a whole series of wacky ideas and images introduced just for the sake of it’ (quoted in Sutherland 1983: 21) and accusing other directors of having ‘no sense of discipline … magpies who steal imagery and plaster it together with a blinding series of video effects’ (quoted in Jenkins 1984: 231). Yet he was also fascinated by what the shorter format of pop promos could accomplish visually and narratively: the short promo Undercover (Temple, 1983) featured The Rolling Stones in a Mexican kidnap drama while the 60-minute Mantrap (Temple, 1983) combined ‘concert footage with a story line involving a sinister plot where [ABC] band member Martin Fry is swapped for a double in Prague’ (Anon 183: 41). This was hailed by Monthly Film Bulletin as featuring ‘rich velvety colour … on the train at night and in the glowing interiors of clubs and casinos, extending the visual emphasis of the band’s stage shows’ (Boyd 1983: 229). In combining colours across the alleged authenticity of the live concert footage and the fictional narrative, Temple was combining the different chromatic approaches seen in many 1970s promos.

Temple worked with David Bowie on promos eleven times, in Bowie’s solo career and for his 1990s band Tin Machine. Their first collaboration, conceived by Bowie and made as Temple was prepping his musical Absolute Beginners (Temple, 1986), was the 22-minute ‘Jazzin’ for Blue Jean’ (Julien Temple, 1984), which premiered at the 1984 Venice Film Festival (Anon 1984: 37). It offers a strong example of how Temple utilized colour in the pop promo narrative, while developing and enhancing those chromatic aspects of Bowie’s colourful star persona that hark back to Ziggy Stardust. In the promo, Bowie plays dual roles: ordinary man Vic and the rock star Screaming Lord Byron. As in his later musical feature, Temple uses strong-coloured neon lights throughout, and this heightened colour scheme contributes to the knowing game the film plays with Bowie’s star image – the drug-addled rock star is lifeless and wan in the dressing room, partly lit with a sickly orange, but becomes an explosion of colours when performing, dressed in red, with the club’s stage lights beaming out all the colours of the rainbow. Vic, by contrast, is seen largely in scenes lit by blue neon, and in a steely blue suit. Colour has an obvious narrative function, given that Vic’s dream girl ends up leaving with the more colourful Bowie rather than the more monochromatic one, but it reaffirms the importance of colour to the different personas Bowie juggled across his career.

The introduction of Eastmancolor clearly allowed the British music film – in all the different forms explored through this chapter – to prosper in new and inventive ways, inspired by traditional musical forms, pop and rock music, and initiatives in television and the music industry. Despite the different forms that these music films take, there remain key similarities across the broad genre: the importance of colour to shape and inform character, whether fully fictional or a rock-star persona; chromatically enhanced set and stage designs, and an expanded use of location filming, for the creation of extended musical sequences and to capture an authentic element of the live experience. The increasing crossover of personnel between media industries, including from music, television and advertising, became an essential part of this intermedial genre, with key figures in the British feature film such as Sandy Lieberman, David Puttnam and Julien Temple drawing together these industries in a way that allowed the music film to remain a niche but potent genre across these thirty years.
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Colour and Collaboration

Paul Frith, Keith M. Johnston, Carolyn Rickards and Sarah Street

As the first half of this book has revealed, the chromatic collaborations between different members of the pre-production, production and post-production teams have been an essential component of British colour films. Studies of collaborative authorship within film productions have become more commonplace in the last two decades, offering a more nuanced understanding of the interplay between different creative roles and input than the traditional director-led and auteurist approaches (Perkins and Stollery 2004; Stollery 2009). This shift moves away from existing claims that a ‘great many features of films analysed have to be dismissed as indecipherable because of “noise” from the producer, the cameraman, or even the actors’ (Wollen 1969: 104) towards ‘understanding where intention resides and how collective intention functions’ (Sellers 2007: 268). More precisely, it is a move towards accepting that the realization of a film’s visual and thematic elements requires concerted collaboration between the multifarious creative elements of any film production.

From its earliest stages, our project has regarded British colour film production as a collective effort, aware of the important chromatic roles that can be played by cinematographer, director, laboratory worker, set design, special effects unit, and wardrobe; while acknowledging that there are other contributions made within each of those departments, specialisms or ‘technical grades’ (Lovell and Sergi 2005: 121). Where relevant in the preceding chapters, we have identified specific individuals or teams who contributed to the overall colour palette or aesthetic of each film. In this chapter, we want to expand that focus by offering a more in-depth consideration of such collaborations through four examples of different colour partnerships. This includes the relationship between set designer and director (Jocelyn Herbert and Lindsay Anderson), director and cinematographer (Ken Loach and Chris Menges), director, cinematographer and costume department (Nicolas Roeg, Tony Richmond, Andrea Galer and Mary Routh), and cinematographer and laboratory staff (Roger Deakins and Paul Collard). These case studies are not designed to suggest a preferred hierarchy of collaboration, and do not preclude the many other possible colour-based partnerships that occur within film production. Instead, our intention is to highlight the complex interactions that can take place as colour films are planned, filmed, processed and released. We offer these snapshots as a partial response to Martin Stollery’s call for ‘the close historical study of film technicians, the people who do the fine grained work of lighting, editing, composing and arranging music, supervising cinematography and shaping all the material properties of film’ (Stollery 2009: 374). We believe that the historical shift towards colour production uncovered throughout this book offers a potent demonstration of the need for that broader understanding of film history.

Jocelyn Herbert and Lindsay Anderson

The theatre and film designer Jocelyn Herbert (1917–2003) began her professional career in the mid-1950s when she joined the English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre. It was during her time at the Royal Court that she met future collaborators such as Tony Richardson whom she worked with in creating her sparse and haunting designs for The Chairs (1957). Herbert would later be credited as a colour consultant for Richardson’s bawdy drama, Tom Jones (1963), a film noted for its soft, naturalistic Eastmancolor cinematography, and as a production designer for Isadora (Karel Reisz, 1968). Herbert preferred a radical visual style, believing that theatre offered a powerful tool for political expression. This approach aligned her with Lindsay Anderson (1923–94), a British film and theatre director renowned as a leading figure during the Free Cinema movement and the British New Wave. Anderson and Herbert worked together on numerous theatre productions before embarking on if … (1968), one of the most idiosyncratic British films of the 1960s.

if … presents its brutal critique of the English public school system with dramatic flair, shifting between colour and black and white to create ‘a sense of two worlds coexisting in the name of education’ (Johnson 1969: 48). As discussed in Chapter 3, Anderson had used similar techniques in The White Bus (1967), which was shot predominantly in faux documentary style with black and white interspersed with occasional colour. For the feature-length if …, the decision to include black and white segments was partly due to financial reasons and also to allow more artistic freedom: ‘It was not just a matter of saving time and/or money … we felt that variation in the visual surface of the film would help create the necessary atmosphere of poetic licence’ (Anderson 1969). This was achieved through close collaboration between Anderson, Herbert and cinematographer Miroslav Ondricek. Herbert’s sketches reveal how expressive colour was incorporated into the film’s design. She worked with a colour palette that consisted of black, sienna, ochre, burnt amber, yellow, red and blue oil paints. Many of Herbert’s sketches showcase abstract drawings of black, featureless figures positioned against dark interior backgrounds, the walls occasionally decorated with added collage cut-outs. The exception to this is the lead character, Mick Travis (Malcolm McDowell), who appears to be represented with a shock of bright yellow hair. The designs for the school interiors are coloured in dark browns, reds and purples, emulating the grand and austere school buildings. As Vicky Lowe notes, such colours ‘communicate the sense of tradition, conformity and claustrophobia that Anderson wanted to impart with his public school setting, but also gesturing at the “dark heart” of Britain’s powerful social system of privilege and power’ (Lowe 2020: 107). This colour palette contrasts with other locations such as the motorcycle showroom where Mick and Johnny (David Wood) escape to which is flashed with blue and pink across the walls and ceiling. These impressionistic designs were perhaps intended to signify the difference between the sombre school surroundings and the world outside which offers the students colour and excitement. Herbert used blue and pink in her designs for the Packhorse Café sequence where Mick and Johnny meet ‘the girl’ (Christine Noonan); this scene was later shot in black and white, however, creating a more abstract overall effect, as further discussed in Chapter 10, even though the shot of its exterior was red-accented for signage and doors.
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Figure 9.1 if … (Lindsay Anderson, 1968), Jocelyn Herbert café design, JH 3216, courtesy of the Royal National Theatre Archive.
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Figure 9.2 if …, Packhorse café exterior.

In her notebooks, Herbert comments: ‘The director needs to have a vision which the designer can then work to. If the director has no ideas, this can risk the entire production’ (Herbert 1967–9). Anderson’s ambitious vision for if … certainly demanded a creative response from the production team and Herbert notes that filming was difficult at times, due to tight schedules and a restricted budget. Much of if … was filmed on location, using Cheltenham College in Gloucestershire (Anderson’s own alma mater) and Aldenham School in Hertfordshire, amongst others, for the campus buildings. Herbert notes that the film crew were often required to paint locations ‘which had to be back to their normal colour before we left’ (Herbert 1968–9: 17). Some interior scenes were shot in studio which required a continuity of atmosphere in lighting and colour. Herbert admits that ‘there often had to be a great deal of improvising on the spot’ (Herbert 1968–9: 17). Despite the challenging production schedule experienced on if …, Herbert’s relationship with Anderson appears to have been one of mutual respect and admiration. The pair often corresponded with letters and postcards which discussed their professional careers at length. Anderson later commented: ‘we had our moments of healthy abrasion [but] they’re just part of a very good working relationship. Jocelyn had the qualities of a remarkable designer [which] are an extension of the poetic heart of the text, executed with extreme sensitivity and intuition’ (Anderson 1993: 216).

The critical success of if …, which won the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival in 1969, led to further collaboration between Herbert, Anderson and Ondricek in creating O Lucky Man! (1973). The film offers an even more surrealist style than if … in its portrayal of lead protagonist Mick Travis (again played by McDowell in a continuation of his earlier character and now employed as a coffee salesman) who travels around modern Britain experiencing the corrupted worlds of big business, medical research and public institutions. Herbert worked as production designer on the film, though from her diaries it would appear she experienced some issues with aspects of David Sherwin’s screenplay. In a lunch meeting with Sherwin and Anderson, she claimed that the script was proving difficult to interpret, her diary comments revealing concerns that overt ‘fantasy has no significance unless it is grounded in reality’ (Herbert 1973). O Lucky Man! incorporates fantasy by expanding on the poetic realism developed in Anderson’s earlier work. The opening scene, filmed in black and white and shot as a silent featurette, finds Mick’s character working as a Latino labourer who is brutally penalized for stealing coffee beans. This sequence then cuts to the ‘real’ world, following Mick on his bizarre pilgrimage from northern England to London. Herbert’s designs reflect the 1970s contemporary setting with predominantly dull browns, oranges and concrete greys used for interior scenes. For the scene where Mick escapes the confines of a military base as it explodes, Herbert used black crayon to represent his character as a lone figure slumped on the ground, set against a flaming orange sky with blackened, petrified trees in the foreground (Herbert, 1973). This provides an evocative moment in the film with Mick stumbling in shock across the scorched moorland before finding a restorative stream that leads down a green valley towards an idyllic pastoral scene. Herbert’s designs are brought to life by Anderson’s direction and Ondricek’s muted colour photography which effectively captures the ‘mysterious and mournfully beautiful’ landscape (Milne 1973: 129).

[image: ]

Figure 9.3 O Lucky Man! (Lindsay Anderson, 1973), Jocelyn Herbert moorland design, JH 3190, courtesy of the Royal National Theatre Archive.
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Figure 9.4 O Lucky Man! Mick (Malcolm McDowell) in scorched moorland.

In a later letter to Herbert, Anderson notes that the poor box-office performance of O Lucky Man! ‘need hardly surprise us [as] I don’t think we can reasonably expect it to be a success in a world against which it so determinedly sets itself’ (Anderson 1973). Such correspondence displays a close professional and personal relationship. They continued to work together on theatre productions such as Home (1970) and Early Days (1980), and the film The Whales of August (Lindsay Anderson, 1987). Their collaborations appear to have been based on spiritual collusion, driven by shared socio-political beliefs. This expressive approach found its most creative outlet in if … and O Lucky Man! where the combination of chromatic design and poetic direction resulted in some of the most visually inventive additions to British cinema.

[Note: All references to sketch designs, notes and reproduced images were obtained from the Lindsay Anderson Archive and the Jocelyn Herbert Collection based at the National Theatre Archive.]

Playing with light: Ken Loach and Chris Menges

If you believe light … can give a story energy or pathos, if you believe that light is a way of expressing the truth, then colour is an intrinsic part of that because colour is an intrinsic part of light.

(Chris Menges quoted in Comino 2013: 55)

Chris, wonderful cameraman, he taught me, like the old French Impressionists, you don’t look at objects … you look at light. And when you choose a location, you choose it for the light. And he also taught me about lenses, and what lens will be unsympathetic, and what lens will bring out the humanity in someone which, again, is critical because … you share their humanity and you feel a kind of solidarity with them as a character.

(Ken Loach, Ken Loach in Conversation with Cillian Murphy, 2015)

The relationship between director and cinematographer is crucial in determining a visual aesthetic, through lighting, framing and manipulation of the film negative. Since their first collaboration on Kes (Ken Loach, 1970), the work of director Ken Loach and cinematographer Chris Menges has become synonymous with a particular realist-led style that is regularly hailed within histories of British cinema. As the quotes above suggest, this vision endeavoured to convey ‘truth’ through creative choices that gave precedence to the performers in the scene. It is an extension of the principles of social realism and the British New Wave from which both their careers developed, Menges working as an operator on Free Cinema documentary March to Aldermaston (Karel Reisz, 1959), and Loach with ground-breaking television plays Up the Junction (1965, cinematographer Toni Imi) and Cathy Come Home (1966, cinematographer Tony Imi). This particular visual style, developed through these early experiences, allowed them to move freely between fiction (Black Jack, 1979; The Gamekeeper, 1980) and documentary (A Question of Leadership, 1981; Which Side Are You On? 1985), both of which complemented the pursuit of authenticity and truth in their work.

As a source of inspiration, both Loach and Menges have credited the Czech New Wave, notably directors Jiří Menzel, Ivor Passer, Miloš Forman and cinematographer Miroslav Ondricek: ‘We were both profoundly affected by films coming from Czechoslovakia … Those films had a real sense of irony, of sensitivity, of catching the moment and of natural light’ (Menges quoted in Hope-Jones 2010: 50). Ondricek, for whom Menges operated on if …, credits the Czech New Wave for ‘drawing films out into reality … This required a new kind of light. We knew that poetry cannot come from something artificially created’ (Ondricek quoted in Hayward 2015: 58). Avoiding artificial shooting conditions, Loach and Menges followed the ethos of Czech cinema, producing a particular poetic style through naturalism:

We shoot with a low light level, which again I think is more sympathetic than a hard light – just supplement available light … The point of lighting in these films isn’t to make it dramatic, it’s simply to reflect how things look.

(Loach quoted in Smith 1994: 63)

Avoiding dramatic lighting in favour of ‘how things look’ complements the freedom Loach affords actors, avoiding over-preparation in favour of capturing more naturalistic performances. For Menges, naturalism in cinematography takes its cue from the scene set out before the camera, informing the decisions made for framing and lighting. Fundamentally, however, this all links back to how these performances are adapted from the written word:

The inspiration for good photography comes from within the writing … if you’re inspired by the writing and the ideas in the story, and possibly the acting, I think the solutions to technical problems become second nature.

(Menges 2019)

Kes’ producer Tony Garnett suggests Menges’ cinematography takes inspiration from cinéma vérité and direct cinema:

He puts his faith in Henri Cartier-Bresson’s concept of ‘the decisive moment’ – that instant in which reality can be spontaneously and wholly rendered. Such a moment can be captured, but not by force. The trick is to be prepared on the technical front, then, like a butterfly catcher with his net, to wait for the moment to come along.

(Garnett quoted in Herron 1988: 32)

Menges’ position as the ‘butterfly catcher’ is typified by the quality of monochrome photography, particularly suited to portable location shooting in low light during this period, and in parallel with the naturalistic black and white photography found in the BBC television plays made by Loach.
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Figure 9.5 Kes (Ken Loach, 1970), low light for naturalistic cinematography.

Though the speed and quality of Eastmancolor stocks were gradually improving throughout this period, the lighting requirements and higher contrast range of monochrome photography remained complementary to the desire to capture a decisive moment. Reflecting on the production of Kes, Garnett recalls how ‘we wanted to make it in black and white, but we weren’t allowed to’, given that colour had become a requirement in feature filmmaking by the end of the decade (Garnett quoted in Macnab 1999: 14). As a result, Loach and Menges sought to manipulate the film stock to alleviate many of the common problems associated with shooting in colour during the late 1960s. Menges developed these techniques from his previous experience of operating for Brian Probyn on Loach’s first feature, Poor Cow (1967):

[Ken] was obviously very concerned, like Brian was, that the Eastmancolor negative would dominate the story … the way Brian tried to deal with that was … he still had the movie lights in the room on the set with the actors but just before takeover he would get talcum powder and he would scatter it in front of the lights to try and soften the light … It didn’t really work very well so when Ken asked me to do Kes, we decided to work to find a … new way to approach the work.

(Menges 2019)

Their efforts to subdue the colours of Eastman negative led Loach and Menges to develop a signature aesthetic with colour photography, clearly distinguishable from dominant forms of colour feature films in this period. This would also inform their later collaborations: ‘That was where we laid down – not intentionally and not in any grand way – some rules [that] … we’ve tried to follow ever since’ (Loach quoted in Schembri 2002: 3). While planning the shoot for Kes, Menges advised Loach that ‘what happens in front of the camera is much more interesting than what happens inside it’, leading both to conclude that the priority was to create something ‘reasonably authentic in front of the camera and just observe, rather than try to race around like eejits’ (Loach quoted in Calhoun 2007: 22). In order to complement this approach to each scene, Loach and Menges took an uncommon approach to lighting for colour:

We made a new decision between us, which was in collaboration completely, that we would keep all the movie lights off the set, they would not have any lights in the room, and that we would never break the circle of the acting. We would always be outside the circle of the performance so that, of course, in its very nature meant that we were on longer lenses. The stock was incredibly slow … so it was not an easy thing to achieve but that’s what we did.

(Menges 2019)

By committing to naturalism, drawn from the performances in front of the camera, Loach and Menges also took the decision to pre-flash all the negative prior to shooting. Though a risky move as the effects would have been irreversible, this process produced a better exposure in low light conditions and a more subdued colour palette, establishing a more naturalistic style suited to the desired aesthetic for Kes:

People pre-flashed the print but not the neg. But that enabled us to shoot a really tough story and help the colour not dominate the film because the colour … can always distract from the heart of the story.

(Menges 2019)
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Figure 9.6 Kes, Billy (David Bradley) and kestrel.

For the Loach-Menges partnership, colour and lighting choices were dictated by the story, used in varying degrees depending upon the perceived impact on the naturalistic aesthetic.

After working with Charles Stewart (who also shared the cinematography credit with Menges for The Gamekeeper) on Family Life (1971), Loach reunited with Menges for Black Jack, an adaptation of Leon Garfield’s adventure tale set in the eighteenth century. Although at this point the availability of faster and sharper Eastmancolor stocks improved the quality of colour reproduction, Menges and Loach maintained the principle that the aesthetic should be determined by the story. Opting to shoot Looks and Smiles (1981) in black and white, as ‘colour would have been a distraction’, they also recognized that films such as Black Jack ‘are enriched by being in colour’, resulting in ‘a more powerfully told story’ (Menges 2019). In order to capture the period look, Loach and Menges adopted a similar approach to their previous film, employing naturalistic lighting and working around the performances. Given the limited budget for filming, Menges utilized both 16mm and 35mm cameras for exterior and interior shooting as conditions dictated. With the 16mm camera, Menges largely worked with natural lighting to employ a roving-camera style of shooting reminiscent of his documentary work. This served to establish an aesthetic uncommon to period films of this type, as Loach strived to ‘get right away from the usual clichés of historical films, to get somewhere near the truth of those lives’ (Loach quoted in Wilson 1980: 126). For the night-time interiors, candlelight was employed alongside the larger 35mm frame in order to capture the light and darkness, evoking the chiaroscuro paintings of the period which serve as a record of the natural lighting conditions of the eighteenth century. Loach stated that they ‘wanted to get on film the extraordinary quality of the pre-Industrial Revolution English landscape – and the harshness of the lives of those who lived in it’ (Loach quoted in Pratley 1991: 9).
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Figure 9.7 Black Jack (Ken Loach, 1979), candlelight shot.

Although set some 200 years apart, Loach and Menges’ approach to both Kes and Black Jack illustrates a commitment to using colour as a means of conveying naturalism and truth on the screen, acknowledging both the advantages and limitations of working with colour to serve the story and performances.

Nicolas Roeg and collaboration: Anthony B. Richmond, Andrea Galer and Mary Routh

When discussing his work as Director of Photography on The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976), Anthony Richmond spoke of the ‘incredible collaboration’ and ‘mutual understanding’ between himself and Roeg (Richmond 2016). They worked together on four distinctive colour films directed by Roeg: Walkabout (1971), Don’t Look Now (1973), The Man Who Fell to Earth and Bad Timing (1980). Roeg’s interest in colour was demonstrated in his own work as a cinematographer on The Masque of the Red Death (Roger Corman, 1964) and Fahrenheit 451 (François Truffaut, 1966). Shot on Eastmancolor, Fahrenheit 451 recalls Truffaut’s preference for the ‘artificial and glossy’ colour schemes associated with the studio lighting of Technicolor (Petrie 1996: 136). The film contrasts colour details such as red fire engines with a background of naturalistic hues. Richmond was focus puller on Fahrenheit 451, so this was a significant early experience of working with Roeg. Their subsequent collaboration fully exploited the technical, aesthetic and dramatic potential of colour filmmaking. Richmond commented in interviews that costume design was an additional means of sculpting chromatic effects through play with light, colours and textures (quoted in Harper and Smith 2011: 166). The work of Andrea Galer (for Don’t Look Now) and Mary Routh (for The Man Who Fell to Earth) will therefore also be considered in the following discussion.

As colour stocks became faster the Venetian location of Don’t Look Now could be shot in lower light levels, with key colour details communicated via costume and sets that stood out against subtler, darker backgrounds. The obtrusive role of red and its uncanny associations in the film have been commented on by Patch (2010b: 76–8), but it deserves further analysis here because of the ways in which the film utilizes colours, particularly red and blue, as part of its emotive and compelling thriller/horror narrative trajectory. Daphne du Maurier’s short story, on which the film was loosely based, did not feature the shiny, red mac that the child Christine wears in the film’s iconic opening montage sequence of her drowning, a fatal accident that her psychic father John Baxter (Donald Sutherland) cannot prevent, even though when working at home he senses danger as Christine plays with her brother outside near a pond. The vinyl-coated PVC fabric of Christine’s ‘wet-look’ mac – a fashionable item in the 1970s that was popularized by Mary Quant and used by Andrea Galer for Christine’s haunting apparel – links with the film’s recurring water imagery, and its play with reflective surfaces. The red mac is a crucial detail since it enables images and shapes to be linked, such as the inverted image of Christine that is her reflection in the pond, the fire inside the house and the puzzling figure/shape in the slide John is studying that becomes animated when the slide is saturated by spilt water, triggering his premonition of the tragedy. When the film shifts to Venice, red can occasionally be seen in otherwise dark scenes in the labyrinthine canals, adding to our desire, along with John’s, for a rational explanation concerning the small figure seen in the distance that looks like Christine. Although the film suggests a visual link between the red mac and the red-hooded small figure that is seen briefly in Venice, when the figure is revealed at the end as the horrific, aged murderer we see that the coat is made of a completely different fabric. Rather than ‘wet-look’ PVC it is a duffle coat made of coarse woollen material. This difference underscores the film’s ‘nothing is what it seems’ line, spoken by John as he attempts to decipher the past in his work and in relation to the perplexing incidents in Venice. This observation attests to how the film’s colour was very much an interaction between camera, lighting, mise-en-scène and costume to create its intriguing palette.
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Figure 9.8 Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973), shiny red mac.
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Figure 9.9 Don’t Look Now, Laura (Julie Christie) shot in low light levels.

The film plays with other red details: immediately following the accident we see that Christine’s brother Johnny has cut his finger as he watches John bring Christine to the pondside. Red is also on the design of John’s scarf, while Laura (Julie Christie) has a shiny red handbag, wears red boots and has a red bangle. When Johnny has been in an accident at school and Laura has to leave Venice to see if he is all right, we see him lying on a bed covered with a red blanket. Such repetition of red is part of the film’s general play with patterns, randomness and coincidence, tying into the memory of Christine and fear of what might happen in the future. Maximum impact was achieved from the locations at hand. Richmond recalled, for example, how restrictions on using light in locations such as a church in Venice forced them to use candle/natural light and a faster lens to shoot at 100 ASA in low light levels. And for exterior shooting he aimed to illuminate small chinks of light in the shadows to add to the sinister atmosphere of the canals (2019).

Blue is also a significant colour in Don’t Look Now. The red spill on the slide at the beginning of the film flows across the frame and has a blue residue. John’s coat is dark blue and in terms of chromatic symbolism this appears to underscore his pursuit of a rational explanation for events as he struggles to accept his psychic abilities. Blue can be associated here with rational thought as a ‘cool’ colour, inspiring phrases such as keeping a ‘cool’ head. The contrast between the complementary colours red and blue when placed next to each other accentuates the intensity of both, so the shot of the slide could be interpreted as announcing the film’s central tensions between horror and thriller, agitation and rationality.

The Man Who Fell to Earth enabled Richmond to take advantage of the film’s spectacular natural locations in New Mexico. He found these ‘very real’, inspiring visual style through the intense light quality of the region (Richmond 2016). As with Don’t Look Now, obtrusive colour details generate an impact when embedded within otherwise muted settings. Patch (2010a: 52) discusses the example of the introduction of Thomas Jerome Newton (David Bowie), the alien protagonist, who has come to earth to search for a solution to his planet’s drought crisis. First shown as a delicate figure dressed in a brown hooded duffle coat, Newton looks precarious as he scrambles down a mountainside in a vast, dusty and sparse landscape. The hues look muted in comparison with the film’s first shots of a spaceship’s spectacular journey that look like the opening of a Panavision science-fiction film; the bright red lettering of the film’s credits provides additional chromatic emphasis. After the barren landscape is surveyed, Newton is shot from behind as a spindly, nondescript figure being watched by an unknown man who observes him from afar. But Newton then removes the hood to reveal bright orange hair and a face that can now be recognized as David Bowie. This moment of ‘chromatic revelation’ invites us to appreciate the intertextual associations that follow the casting of Bowie as Newton, merging the role with his pop star persona as Ziggy Stardust. Costume designer Mary Routh recalled how Bowie was nevertheless content for Newton’s clothes not to be connected to contemporary fashion trends. She wanted to intrigue viewers by dressing him in clothes that were ‘perfectly normal but not quite’, and which became more bizarre towards the end of the film (Routh 2016). His baggy suits were made of soft, slug silk, he wore soft-textured Viyella shirts and soft-brimmed fedora hats. The incongruity of an alien dressed in this way spoke to Newton’s vulnerability as a visitor from a faraway planet who is unable to articulate his homesickness or sadness as he painfully adapts to a new, alienating life on earth. The soft fabrics protect a body that when revealed in its true state is pale, bald and delicate-looking, especially when seen in the space suits made of lace worn by Newton and his family that are connected by intricate streams of water tubing. As in Don’t Look Now other images deceive and should not be trusted. Newton’s addiction to watching multiple television screens creates a disturbing cacophony of brash colours while commenting on an empty existence in which material goods provide transient pleasures but also constitute exploitation.
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Figure 9.10 The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976), Newton (David Bowie) wearing fedora hat; costumes by Mary Routh.

A further exploration of colour was undertaken in Roeg and Richmond’s collaboration in Bad Timing. Here colour differentiates the main protagonists and the dynamic conflict between them, using a contrast between greys, desaturated tones and blacks for Alex (Art Garfunkel) and a more vibrant palette for Milena (Theresa Russell). As Patch observes, Milena’s body is used as ‘a site of chromatic transition, swathed in purples, oranges, blues, yellows and red’ (2010b: 79). Such symbolic, affective contrasts typify the ways in which Roeg and Richmond were keen to exploit carefully pre-planned shots that permitted the camera to be fully ‘performative’ (Richmond 2019).

1984: Roger Deakins (cinematographer) and Paul Collard (Kay Laboratories)

The relationship between the film production team and the laboratory staff remains overlooked and unsung in histories of British and other film industries. As Duncan Petrie has noted, British cinematographers ‘depend on the valuable input of … the laboratory technicians who are responsible for the developing, processing and printing of the final film’ (Petrie 1996: 2). Emilio D’Alessandro, Stanley Kubrick’s assistant, has described how the director would develop test footage at a range of different laboratories before deciding whether to go with Humphries, Rank or Technicolor (D’Alessandro and Ulivieri 2016). While earlier chapters have offered some background to this crucial collaborative relationship, this section considers one specific example of creative and chromatic collaboration: the introduction of the bleach bypass system within the British film industry through the production of 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984).

Bleach bypass is a system whereby colour film stock can be desaturated, pulling back from the full colour image to something which offers a more muted palette: a process that retains ‘a portion of the silver in the film that is typically removed during normal processing … [which] makes blacks darker, enhances contrast and detail [and] desaturates colour’ (Prince 2004: 27). British cinematographers and directors had been eager to explore ways to desaturate the Eastmancolor stock almost since its introduction, developing techniques used on set or in the laboratory. Sidney Lumet, working on the UK-US co-production A Deadly Affair (1967), was told by Columbia that he and cinematographer Freddie Young could not shoot the film in black and white as planned. Lumet insisted that the colour needed to be desaturated to capture the ‘dreary, lifeless feeling London has in winter’, and Young suggested pre-exposing the film to reduce the colour of the stock (Lumet 1996). As noted above, cinematographer Brian Probyn used talcum powder to try and soften the light on the set of Poor Cow, while Chris Menges pre-flashed the negative on Kes to reduce the impact of the colour. Within the industry there remained concerns about pre-exposing, or pre-flashing, due to the possible dangers of those techniques. Cinematographer Edward Lipnick noted in 1973 that ‘exposing your negative to varying amounts of light … without being precisely certain what the results are going to look like … [was not] a technique designed to reduce the anxiety level of a cameraman shooting a major feature’ (Lipnick 1973: 278).

During pre-production on 1984, Virgin Films stated that director Michael Radford and director of photography Roger Deakins could not shoot the film in black and white as they desired. Deakins knew of a process called silver tint that had been used by Japanese cinematographer Kazuo Miyagawa in the 1960s, but ‘he never told anybody how to do it’ (Criterion 2019; Deakins 2019). John Hemmings, Kay Laboratories’ feature film contact man, was involved in early pre-production discussions at Twickenham Film Studios, and brought this problem back to the technical team at Kay:

He … said to me ‘they’ve said … there’s this line in the book “everything was without colour except the television screens which shone forth with a bright yellow light” … that’s what they want’ … [and] he just said ‘can you go away and do that?’

(Collard 2017)

Paul Collard had been recruited to be Kay’s technical manager from Kodak’s London offices, and described laboratory work as ‘trouble-shooting, problem-solving, [and] giving advice’ (Collard 2017). He and his team worked in partnership with Deakins to develop a system that would offer a partial black and white colour aesthetic, but would not pre-flash or pre-expose the negative:

I thought there’s no way I’m going to do this on the negative, because the negative is a very flat low-contrast film … so I discarded that but the print – let’s try that … I thought … well, we actually remove the silver in the bleaches, so why don’t I try … not using the bleach and see what happens. So, I re-laced the machine and I jumped over the bleach and the bleach wash and went straight from the stock wash into the fixing bath and tried doing a print that way. It came out very heavy, because you’ve now got like a double image there. So, we then said, okay let’s play around with this.

(Collard 2017)

Deakins recalls spending ‘weeks doing tests at the lab’ before finding the final process, where the Kay team took ‘the bleach bath away from making the print and exposing it fifty per cent what they would normally … it’s a different effect when you do it on the print. It’s really striking how black the black is … it almost shines’ (Criterion 2019). When John Hemmings took the sample print back to Twickenham, they got approval from Deakins, Radford and producer Simon Perry. For Collard, this increased the pressure on the laboratory staff because ‘once we’d committed to this process, not only would we have to make the rush prints this way, we would have to make the release prints this way’ (Collard 2017). Establishing a new production process wasn’t without its problems. Although the process was developed before shooting began, ‘the problem was running it through the projector, the projectors would overheat and burst into flames’ (Criterion 2019). This creative approach also put pressure on the film’s budget, due to all the dailies being ‘printed using the bleach bypass process at some expense to production’ (Deakins 2019).

While the film was not a commercial hit, the success of the aesthetic effect was acknowledged by critics, who noted that the ‘exaggeratedly muted, desaturated [colours] … convey a thoroughgoing sense of drabness and misery. Only a few bright colours penetrate’ (Hutton 1987: 7). The film adjusts its colour palette across the narrative, demonstrating the range and potential of the bleach bypass system. The opening scenes of a crowd watching a large television screen, with red ‘Ingsoc’ logos either side of it, show how well the process captures the ‘bright yellow light’ of the screen. The dominant tones of blue, grey and sepia established here resonate through the film, imbuing scenes of Winston Smith (John Hurt) alone in his apartment, or walking along a train platform, with a sense of the faded, worn and almost colourless world he lives in. There is a brief contrast with natural green tones in the brief rural idyll that Julia (Suzanna Hamilton) and Winston share, pushing through green leaves to reveal the rolling hillsides beyond: as Collard notes, the bleach bypass system remained flexible, using the grading process to manipulate ‘warmth and cold to create amounts of desaturation’ (Collard 2017). When Winston and Julia enter the forest, discarding their blue work uniforms to reveal hidden pale flesh tones, the process allows the film to stress this brief return to natural, living colours. It remains a momentary respite, however: when they are captured, the film shifts to the off-white and grey interrogation cells, a colour scheme that reasserts a limited desaturated palette. In its final scenes, the film uses colour to underline the cyclical and unending nature of its narrative, reverting to its dominant faded blue-grey chromatic look as Winston and Julia return to their normal lives.

Despite the aesthetic success achieved for 1984, Kay Laboratory was unable to make a proprietary bleach bypass system because of the need to fulfil international distribution agreements on that film, where local companies in different territories had to prepare different release prints, due to local censorship or distributor requirements. Each company had to be told exactly how to treat the prints, following precise advice from Kay. The system did become industry standard for filmmakers who wanted to create ‘an amazing looking image that had a kind of black and white and colour combined’ (Collard 2017). British director Terence Davies used bleach bypass in Distant Voices, Still Lives (1988) and The Long Day Closes (1992), Mike Leigh used it in Naked (1992), and it has been ‘adopted electronically … there are even electronic machines that have a bleach bypass button on them’ (Collard 2017). Deakins would also utilize versions of the process later in his career, including films such as Jarhead (Sam Mendes, 2005) which used a ‘partial bleach bypass’ (Thomson 2005).

The case studies above offer only a partial suggestion of the range of colour collaborations that occurred across the thirty-year period, as Eastmancolor was introduced and became mainstream. The four examples speak to the broader concepts located at the heart of debates around collaborative authorship in film production, highlighting the important nature of partnerships between members of the core crew, and with related industries. As the previous chapters have shown, developing a shared chromatic sense within individual film productions is a crucial step to achieving a particular colour look or palette. In the next chapters, we move to examples of film production that exist alongside the mainstream industry – and often cross over with it – to consider how colour was used in those areas, and to pursue these themes of collaboration across different expertise, media and production contexts.
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Figure 9.11 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984), bleach bypass created the desaturated yellow of the tele-screen.
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Figure 9.12 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984), the bleach bypass process creates the blue-grey chromatic look.
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Art, Experimental/Avant-Garde Practices

Sarah Street

Towards the end of The Ipcress File (Sidney J. Furie, 1965) the central character Harry Palmer (Michael Caine) is captured and imprisoned in a cell in Albania. His captors try to erase his memory by subjecting him to ‘treatment’ which involves him being tied in a wheelchair and taken to a ‘programming box’, a ‘man-sized cube surrounded by film projectors and connected to scientific equipment, including an electroencephalogram plotter and oscilloscope’ that was designed by Ken Adam and shot at Pinewood (Holmes 2017: 11). Once inside, Palmer is exposed to a succession of projected lights and pulsating, electronic sounds. This is different from the source novel’s more conventional approach to depicting the attempt to brainwash Palmer. It was the vision of producer Harry Saltzman rather than that of Sidney Furie who later regretted what he considered to be a James Bond-like, ‘gimmicky’ sequence (Holmes 2017: 11). Yet, as Holmes has demonstrated, The Ipcress File’s depiction of brainwashing was ‘a consciously cinematic, almost psychedelic, composition of images and pulsating noises that, the film suggested, might reprogramme a spectator’s consciousness’ (2017: 5). While Holmes’ analysis brings out the sequence’s innovative dimensions which can be linked to contemporary experiments in cybernetic science and to 1960s psychedelic counter-culture, the significance of colour is not discussed even though it is an important feature of the projected light effects.

Colour was used to convey psychological disorientation in several films of the period, but here we see it used to signify Palmer’s brainwashing ordeal from the perspective of the perpetrators, who watch his reactions via a screen. We see Palmer grimacing as he is enveloped by light effects that switch from blue to purple and then to green, each time faster and progressively more frenzied. These effects bathe the entire screen. Palmer’s face and body also appear coloured, giving the impression of total immersion. A close-up of his tied wrist shows him rubbing it against the strap, causing bright red bleeding. We learn from his captors that this is an attempt to block the ‘treatment’ through pain, as Palmer writhes in the chair repeating ‘My name is Harry Palmer’ over and over again. The sight of blood, rendered with an unnaturally high saturation, creates an interesting contrast with the more synthetic look of the lights, even though red would normally act as a complement to blue, purple or green. In this context an affective disjuncture is suggested: the pulsating purple and blue lights are instruments of torture conspiring against Harry’s resistance, while his self-inflicted wound is helping him retain his identity. By showing Palmer’s reactions the colours become actively dangerous even though we do not understand exactly how they affect his mind and body. As Holmes acknowledges, it is possible that Saltzman and the scriptwriters knew of neuroscientific experiments by W. Grey Walter (1953) which involved recording the brainwaves of subjects while being exposed to flickering, electronic stroboscopic light. This revealed that ‘subjects began to hallucinate as they watched the rapid flashes, usually by “seeing” colourful figures in motion’ (Holmes: 14). By making colour changes a central part of the sequence’s affective address, new, even sinister, dimensions of flickering light-shows are suggested when used in conjunction with electronic sound; Palmer may well have been experiencing such after-effects.

The Ipcress File reflects the incorporation of overt colour experimentation within genre cinema. The use of colour to convey and explore mind-states, affective experiences and psychological disturbance led to almost stand-alone sequences, functioning as films within films, that relied on recurring effects, techniques and approaches to colour that will be further explored in this chapter. Lameris notes that films featuring hallucinatory, colourful psychedelic experiences were particularly numerous in the 1960s and that this can be related to their contemporary cultural and social contexts (2019: 89). The spectacular ‘Mindbender’ effects in the ‘Stargate’ sequence at the end of 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968), for example, represent a high point of creative convergence between hallucinogenic-inspired drug culture and pioneering technical effects. Combined with projection onto multifaced screens, Douglas Trumbull’s ingenious ‘Slit-Scan’ machine created a visually arresting, psychedelic flow of colours (Castle 2016: 445). Such ‘labyrinths of colour separation and iridescent spectrums’ appeared to take the viewer through space and time in a totally affective tour de force (Fischer 2019: 117).
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Figure 10.1 The Ipcress File (Sidney J. Furie, 1965), Harry Palmer (Michael Caine) being interrogated.
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Figure 10.2 The Ipcress File, Palmer’s reactions to colour flashes.

In devising such techniques Kubrick and Trumball were influenced by experimental filmmakers, demonstrating the period’s increasing artistic, generic and stylistic eclecticism. To replicate the extraordinary impact of hallucinogenic drugs filmmakers turned to unconventional means to show colours as if seen for the first time. As contemporary experiments with LSD confirmed, those who had taken the drug reported experiencing heightened colour perception (Sacks 2012). This influenced how ‘tripping’ was represented in popular cinema in films such as Sebastian (David Greene, 1968) in which an Oxford academic (Dirk Bogarde) is drugged with LSD at a party. His disorientation is registered through various colour effects including a woman holding a strip of transparent green cellophane that makes his face appear to turn green. Coloured lights are used to distort images in his viewpoint as well as double-vision and solarization effects to make faces appear grotesque. Don Sharp’s 1978 remake of The 39 Steps similarly includes a scene in which Hannay (Robert Powell) is given a ‘restorative’ drug that produces flashes of colour around the fractured images he is seeing. Innovative colour effects were also produced by experimental filmmakers in the 1960s and 1970s. They revived older practices and techniques such as animation, hand-painted films and multiple-screen projection while pioneering work in solarization, hyper-saturation, time-lapse photography, coloured light-shows and comparative experiments with monochrome, black and white and colour. The following sections discuss various techniques that stand out as remarkable for their ingenuity while developing new modes of colour abstraction.
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Figure 10.3 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968), slit-scan effect.

The altered states of solarization effects

Several filmmakers experimented with solarization effects, or the replacement of some colours by others to create a disorientating, hallucinogenic impact. The inclusion of such imagery in a number of experimental films, such as Jane Arden and Jack Bond’s Vibration (1975), and more conventional films as discussed below, demonstrates cross-fertilization between forms as well as technological ingenuity. In solarized images detail can be seen but the colour and lightness are reversed in selected parts of the image. Probably the most well-known use of the effect in black and white photography is by Man Ray and Lee Miller, artists who achieved tonal reversal through overexposure. Solarization with moving images presented opportunities for expressivity while drawing attention to the arbitrary nature of colour signification. The viewer is challenged to compare ‘real’ images with their solarized counterparts as the expectation of associating objects with culturally accepted colours is playfully blocked. At the beginning of Endless Night (Sidney Gilliat, 1972), for example, the main protagonist recalls his first sight of a landscape and a woman called Ellie. The rolling, verdant landscape is presented realistically, including Ellie dressed in white, facing away from the camera. A series of zoom shots then completely subvert this idyllic scene as both landscape and Ellie are subsumed in red and orange hues that increase in saturation with each zoom. To complete the imagery’s strangeness Ellie turns around and we see no facial features. Linked to the main protagonist’s memory, colour has played an essential role in suggesting a completely different, perplexing understanding of the scene. As David Batchelor puts it, in relation to luminous colours that similarly subvert our sense of conventional chromatic representation, this can be thought of as ‘an escape of colour, this assertion of its autonomy and independence from the objects that lay claim to it’ (2014: 49).

Solarization effects were quite difficult to achieve photographically but celebrated colour cinematographer Jack Cardiff made use of new technologies to obtain the desired effect when he directed The Girl on a Motorcycle (1968). The film was an Anglo-French co-production starring Marianne Faithful (Rebecca) and Alain Delon in an adaptation of a cult novel by André Pieyre de Mandiargues about a young married woman whose exhilarating, leather-clad motorcycle rides occasion intermittent memories of past sexual encounters. Raymond Durgnat saw the film as rooted in ‘a Michael Powell era approach rather than to Surrealism or the various trends whose form, rather than its spirit, borrows from the book’, while noting its ‘deliriously blotched-up colour with transposed dyes’ (1968: 36). With its nouvelle vague sensibility and visually audacious design, planning the film’s colour was indeed conducive to innovation. While solarized effects are now easily created on a computer, in 1968 they were achieved with film by overexposure or exposing the film half-way through development, in varying degrees of artistic success. Cardiff sought a new way forward and his approach to achieving solarized effects involved using both film and tape:

I used many techniques, one of which was solarization – half-negative, half-positive; it had been used before in small doses, but I was able to use it thanks to a computer system devised by a brilliant backroom boy from Technicolor, Laurie Atkin. I shot the scenes straight, then they were taken to the BBC’s telecine department late at night when BBC work had finished. There I had Atkin’s magic box with dials on it and I could adjust the solarization to any part of the scene I desired on a tape which would then be transferred to film at Technicolor. It was thrillingly successful and allowed me to solarize sex scenes, for instance, that no British censor would ordinarily allow.

(1996: 242–3)
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Figure 10.4 Endless Night (Sidney Gilliat, 1972), solar effects.
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Figure 10.5 Girl on a Motorcycle (Jack Cardiff, 1968), solar effects.

This technique contributed to The Girl on a Motorcycle’s reputation as expressive of the psychedelic era. Its Middle-European landscapes and empty roads that Rebecca’s motorcycle breezes through contribute to the film’s dreamy, disorientating mood. The solarized effects are used for landscapes as well as sex scenes that are depicted with contrasting, hyper-vivid colours. The emphasis in these images is on unnatural colour representation produced by hybrid technologies, an approach that pushed experimental colour expression to match the period’s new sensations and mind-experiences.

Another film that used colour as psychedelic exploration through experimentation with image formats and solarization effects was Magical Mystery Tour (The Beatles, 1967). It is brimming with colour interest as the purest expression of The Beatles’ fascination with experimental visual techniques and counter-cultural expression. After its first broadcast on television on Boxing Day in 1967, a BBC audience report quoted a schoolboy’s verdict as ‘a marvellous programme in black and white – in colour it would be indescribable!’ Although shot in colour, Magical Mystery Tour was indeed broadcast in black and white which may have contributed to its controversial reception as a film that to some viewers prized experimentation over narrative comprehension. What were The Beatles doing? many asked, although for other viewers its anarchic, spontaneous and psychedelic style perfectly captured the mid-1960s revolution in music, pop art and film. Paul McCartney liked to experiment by rewinding Super-8 footage, and Ringo Starr collected cameras and filters (Arena: The Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour Revisited, 2012). These passions were incorporated into Magical Mystery Tour along with multicoloured fashions, surreal locations and a series of bizarre scenarios as the yellow bus with the iconic ‘Magical Mystery Tour’ rainbow-lettered logo made its apparently haphazard journey from London to Cornwall.

One of the pleasures of watching Magical Mystery Tour is the sheer number of scenes that are of chromatic interest, including Paul’s multicoloured tank top, the red magician costumes worn by The Beatles when they appear in a ‘secret place’ that looks like a laboratory, and the orange suit worn by George, sitting in lotus position and playing an imaginary keyboard to the sound of his song ‘Blue Jay Way’. This is accompanied by multiple kaleidoscopic, prismatic imagery, double exposures and superimpositions that function similarly to an avant-garde film-within-a-film.

One sequence, however, stands out as the most dramatic colour visual effect to be presented in Magical Mystery Tour: ‘Flying’, an instrumental piece unusually composed by all four members of the group, using an electro-mechanical, polyphonic tape replay keyboard known as the Mellotron. As the bus proceeds on its westward journey, the tour guide says the view to the left is ‘not very inspiring’ but on the right we see a completely different vista. This is a succession of images of a terrain that resembles a lunar landscape; each image is brightly coloured, some with solarization effects that make everything look strange, as if the bus has been transported into another universe. According to Paul McCartney and other sources, the aerial footage originated in outtakes from Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964) acquired by the producer Denis O’Dell who at that time headed Apple Films (Neaverson 1997: 65). The outtakes had been shot in Iceland in black and white, but they were subsequently laboratory-tinted for the sequence in Magical Mystery Tour featuring deeply saturated colours.

The sequence can be seen as the perfect expression of The Beatles’ involvement with hippy counter-culture, LSD and a desire for creative freedom they were able to articulate in Magical Mystery Tour. As Bob Neaverson notes, they were influenced by ‘the current climate of cross-fertilization and synergy which was taking place in pop art culture on a vast scale’, as represented by artists including Peter Blake, Richard Hamilton and Andy Warhol (1997: 49–50). These rich, intermedial influences are present in Magical Mystery Tour, particularly its assertive use of colour. While the film’s radical form was controversial, it also marks the film as significant in the history of the pop musical. It also drew on an eclectic number of filmic and artistic styles including surrealism and Dada, improvised documentary, satire and the fantasy film (Neaverson, 1997: 59–60). The ‘Flying’ sequence, with its heightened colour shots presented after the ‘not very inspiring’ ordinary view, links directly to the altered states associated with drug culture of the period. As Neaverson comments, the sequence, ‘with its colour-filtered cloud images, closely resembles a simulated “trip”’ (1997: 65). Yet one can also see these images, with their privileging of colour over conventional representation, as a ‘liberation of colour’, as evident in such films as Il deserto rosso/Red Desert (Antonioni, 1964) and Blue (Derek Jarman, 1993). The successive images of the landscape in different colours disrupt prior associations between colour and mood, colour and affect. From this perspective they indeed ‘fly’ with the accompanying instrumental into the undulated forms of deeply saturated shapes. As Coates observes of colour’s attractiveness for modernists: ‘Difference goes beyond the status of an exoticism used to dislodge the familiar … Instead, the difference acquires validity in its own terms. In other words: colour as implicit polemic modulates into colour as a source of reverie, fantasy’ (2010: 5). That this can be achieved quite apart from the association with drug culture that has provided the dominant reading of the sequence is suggestive of colour’s multivalent possibilities. The different-coloured shapes also expand the sequence’s notion of time, as movement-images capable of the multiple temporalities and superimposed durées as appreciated by Deleuze who emphasized the immersive, absorbent characteristics of the ‘colour-image’ (1986: 118).
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Figure 10.6 Magical Mystery Tour (The Beatles, 1967), solar effects.

Black and white and colour

Another expressive technique used to accentuate the impact of colour was to contrast black and white with colour in the same image or film. During the years covered by the Eastmancolor Revolution some interesting examples include Blow Up (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1966), The White Bus (Lindsay Anderson, 1967), Separation (Jack Bond, 1967), Herostratus (Don Levy, 1967), if … (Lindsay Anderson, 1968), Joanna (Mike Sarne, 1968), O Lucky Man! (Lindsay Anderson, 1973) and Anti-Clock (Jane Arden and Jack Bond, 1979). Although there were different approaches to creating shifts from black and white to colour, the viewer cannot help searching for a rationale, even within experimental practices. There is no doubt, however, that using colour and black and white accentuates the qualities of both while encouraging compositional precision and an active, occasionally authorial approach to colour choices in respect of directors, production and costume designers. As Lindsay Anderson observed: ‘You see the colour with new eyes when it follows a short spell of monochrome. In a film of unbroken colour you are apt to “lose” it after about half an hour, and I think the variation causes the whole surface of the film to become much more expressive’ (Anderson quoted in Butler 1971: 65). Anderson’s reference to a film’s surface implies the idea that it consists of multiple layers, or strata, that require the spectator to be active, enquiring and alert to nuance. As Edward Branigan also noted: ‘A color may literally or figuratively change by acquiring new sets of relations and meanings when it appears on a new level while “moving” through a text’ (2018: 269).

The following examples illustrate different approaches to colour and black and white appearing in the same film. In Blow Up Antonioni used black and white for the enigmatic photographs taken in a park by the fashion photographer Thomas (David Hemmings). We see him taking the shots in a colour sequence dominated by the green of the park’s grass when a man and a woman seen in the distance unwittingly become the focus of his camera. When reviewing the developed shots later he is intrigued because they indicate something he did not see at the time, that he unwittingly captured another man with a gun in the bushes, seemingly aiming at the man. In an almost forensic examination in which he recreates the woman’s eyeline match as she looks towards the bushes, Thomas manipulates his photographs to see more detail; at first he believes that no shot was fired because of his presence. The blown-up shots set him on a quest to establish the truth, as if the realism associated with black and white can help to answer his questions about what might have happened. He subsequently discovers that a man was indeed shot in the park; when he checks again later, however, the body has disappeared. The rest of the film’s colour design is deployed as a contrast, continuing Antonioni’s interest in colour as a means of subjective expression that had been so overtly experimental in Il deserto rosso/Red Desert (1964). The exterior scenes of London were relatively few, but he wanted to shoot them in an impressionistic way, using the colours of the streets to suit the atmosphere of particular scenes, rather than aiming for realistic effects (Kinder 1968–9: 29). While the overall palette tends towards desaturation, particular colour details are highlighted. This involved working towards ‘a quite fine-grained, almost velvety surface that accentuates contrasts’, such as reds punctuating shots of streets otherwise appearing ‘tinted by silvery half light’ that are ‘bled’ of intermediate varieties of colour (Kozloff 1967: 29). In this way the colour footage bears the imprint of modernist design as, for example, when Thomas drives through London in his glossy black Rolls Royce convertible passing a series of tall, red-coloured buildings. His studio, shot in fashion photographer John Cowan’s studio, is full of sleek, modernist surfaces, blocks of colour, vertical and horizontal lines and the Mary Quant-inspired fashions worn by the models. The black and white photographs, on the other hand, are memorable for their role in adding a compelling narrative urgency, albeit frustrating, to a film otherwise made up of a series of episodic, perplexing images and illusory sensations.

Lindsay Anderson first experimented with the technique in The White Bus, a short film adapted by Shelagh Delaney from one of her short stories. The White Bus follows a young woman’s (Patricia Healey) disenchantment with London and her return home to an unnamed northern city (filming locations were Salford and Manchester) where she takes a bus tour. Using a somewhat surreal, quirky approach with a touch of humour, colour bursts forth in the film in a number of shots that are interspersed with the black and white used for the majority of the film’s footage. The tour’s ‘sights’ include a library, an art gallery, a factory, numerous civic buildings, a school and a housing estate, with local officials, including the Lord Mayor (Arthur Lowe) and foreign visitors, also taking the trip. Colours saturate an environment that might otherwise appear uniform, as with the images shot in the factory, or for swatches of fabric that resemble industrial colour films from the Technicolor years, such as This is Colour (1942) and Steel (1945). This sort of chromatic bricolage matches the film’s idiosyncratic mood.

Anderson famously included a few black and white scenes and shots in if …, an otherwise colour film, as an impressive Brechtian device that was also a resourceful means of overcoming low-light issues as in the school chapel, a location that was easier to shoot in black and white. Pragmatics apart, this effect could convey different ideas, some more obscure than others. We see the young men in the chapel but, when the service ends, they emerge into a coloured world, as if escaping to freedom. In another short sequence the transition is reversed in a switch from colour to black and white that creates suspense when we see characters outside their normal environment (the school) riding through the countryside on a motorbike (shot in colour) and then stopping off at a café (black and white). This shift of chromatic registers generates suspense, since the ‘new’ monochrome environment of the café seems strange – almost surreal – an impression accentuated by the music. In this way the repetition, but also variation, of this pattern keeps the viewer alert to colour’s mutability.

Joanna, a colour film with black and white shots and scenes interspersed, is a prime example of a graphically composed approach to design in which very precise choices have been made for the colours of costumes, décor, cars, indoor and outdoor settings. Using strong primaries and complementary colours, the film is a strange mixture of conveying Joanna’s (Geneviève Waite) dreams – both pleasurable and shocking – and her vacuous life as an art student in 1960s London. The film also features a sequence in Morocco, again filmed with acute chromatic interest and in contrast to the film’s London settings. Joanna’s conscious evocation of nouvelle vague sensibilities encourages a visual palette that incorporates contemporary designs and artworks while reserving black and white for signalling narrative shifts – for example, when Joanna visits her dying friend Peter (Donald Sutherland) in hospital. We see the scene in black and white but later in the film, when Joanna is recalling his last words, it is in colour and shot with different camera angles. The complementary colours of Joanna’s orange dress and a green curtain stand out in an otherwise white set. As the camera tracks back, the white expanse appears to expand like a void in the foreground; it is an impressionistic shot that contrasts with the ‘real’ footage of the room seen previously in more ‘realistic’ black and white.
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Figure 10.7 Joanna (Michael Sarne, 1968), Peter (Donald Sutherland) and Joanna (Geneviève Waite), hospital scene in black and white.
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Figure 10.8 Joanna, Peter (Donald Sutherland) and Joanna (Geneviève Waite), hospital scene in colour.

Yet another approach to using colour and black and white can be seen in Separation (Jack Bond, 1968), an experimental film written by Jane Arden who plays a woman whose perspective similarly alternates between subjective fantasy and reality, past recollections interspersed with her relationships with an estranged husband and lover. Years after being more or less excluded from the critical record, the film was released on DVD by the BFI in 2009 (BFIVD828). Mainly shot in black and white, Separation is nevertheless significant for colour because of its inclusion of liquid light projections by Scottish artist Mark Boyle. He was known for his innovative light-shows at the UFO Club, London, working with the music group Soft Machine. His projections were used in a number of performance events during the 1960s and were associated with psychedelia. Unlike the precise, graphically designed imagery of Joanna, the projections in Separation accentuate the dynamism of colour as part of moving, psycho-dramatic imagery, with continuously dissolving patterns projected onto Jane’s body and reflected on the wall behind her. Boyle’s aim was for his projections to evoke ‘patterns of line shape colour texture, but [also] patterns of experience’ (Wilson 2005) which is appropriate for the film’s evocation of Jane’s psychological interiority and self-reflexivity of herself as a woman in the mid-1960s. In another scene Arden and her lover, shot in colour, are shown in bed but turned away from each other. Arden is awake, looking backwards at a black and white image of them kissing projected onto the wall behind. The contrast between two very different representations of a relationship within the same frame accentuates the couple’s loss of intimacy.
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Figure 10.9 Separation (Jack Bond, 1968), Jane Arden and dissolving pattern effect.

Arden and Jack Bond later contrasted black and white and colour imagery in Anti-Clock (1979), a work distinguished for its pioneering use of video footage as well as film. Bleached, grainy black and white CCTV footage from surveillance cameras, found footage of news events, frames-within-frames, monochromatic images and live-action colour sequences are combined in a complex meditation on themes of mind-control, personal identity and social conformity. A more abstract approach is evident in David Crosswaite’s Film No. 1 (1971), a ten-minute ‘loop’ film that shows four frames within the 16mm main frame and half-way through shifts from black and white to colour. Images and shapes pulsate in recurring movements. The addition of colour to the original footage in the printing stage presents an apparently random selection of pale and more saturated colours. Yet a search for a consistent pattern or meaning is frustrated as the elusive shapes mutate, appear and disappear.

Colour, counterpoint and the critique of advertising

As noted in Chapter 12, colour was used to advertise numerous products and was at the heart of campaigns designed to appeal to younger consumers. The world of advertising was, however, subject to severe critique within experimental film cultures which deployed colour for entirely different reasons. Two films are particularly notable in this regard: Herostratus (Don Levy, 1967) and Privilege (Peter Watkins, 1967), as discussed in more detail by Street (2020). In Herostratus a desolate, disaffected young poet called Max (Michael Gothard) plans to end his own life. So that his alienation and social neglect will not go unnoticed, he approaches advertising executive Farson (Peter Stephens) to exploit this as a media event. Farson agrees, thinking that Max will not actually go through with it, and puts in train a media campaign about the ‘event’. Just before it is due to take place, Max changes his mind after falling in love with Farson’s assistant Clio (Gabriella Licudi). He resolves to go ahead, however, when he learns that she too has been manipulated by Farson. The film ends with Max at a bleak cityscape rooftop where he accidentally pushes another man to his death. This sparse account of a ‘narrative’ fails to convey the film’s complex formal approach described by Don Levy as consisting of ‘emotional rhythms’ in a ‘network of resonances’ between shots, sounds, interspersed found footage and colour (Levy 1973).

Levy used highly controlled, mixed colour temperatures to accentuate the hues in every frame. He considered the emotional effect of colour to be very important, deliberately underexposing some scenes. Shots of locations were often repeated but each time showing a different weather situation. This approach was designed to provide ‘reverberation for the psychological content of a scene’ (Levy 1973). The love scene with Clio towards the end of the film, for example, has subtle colour changes from warm (yellows) to cool (blues). Vivid, contrasting colours feature in montage-like shots that are interspersed, apparently at random, of women in seductive poses: one in black leather with bright red lips; a similar scene featuring Helen Mirren as a pink-clad dancer wearing orange rubber gloves; and another woman is lit by coloured light-show effects.
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Figure 10.10 Herostratus (Don Levy, 1968), Helen Mirren’s parodic performance.

These shots contribute to the overall critique of advertising’s treatment of women, as the interspersed shots are associated with the superficial, exploitative culture that frustrates Max. Using an even more disturbing counterpoint effect, shots of a woman undressing are intercut with an animal being slaughtered at an abattoir. Max’s own white attire contrasts with the grey architecture he is shown running through on successive occasions and with Farson’s dark, formal suit. In this way the film constitutes a barrage of visual imagery as colours, shot juxtapositions and collage techniques accumulate to produce a disturbing take on contemporary society.

Privilege critiques the world of pop music and its exploitative promotional strategies. Steven Shorter (Paul Jones) is a famous pop star who is manipulated by a repressive government in league with the Church ‘to deflect rebellious youth from dangerous political activities into sheep-like passivity’ (Murphy 2016: 2). Colour is an essential element of the film’s satirical critique which is underscored by a major shift from blue to red in relation to Steven’s public image. At the beginning of the film, on his return to Birmingham after a successful world tour, Steven wears blue, complete with blue insignia and other promotional material. He is followed by various hangers-on, business managers and those who seek to exploit his popularity as an anguished rebel. In one sequence Steven promotes apples in a commercial that is highly lucrative for the company controlling his image. This involves extras dressed as giant apples in an absurdist parody of contemporary advertising. Deciding that ‘commercial saturation point’ has been reached, the anti-Communist authorities decide to instigate a change in Steven’s popular image so that he represents conformism and religious interests. To signal the change, a fashion designer demonstrates a new range of yellow and white clothes to signal ‘respectability, social grace and above all a new-found innocence’. To make Steven stand out, red is chosen as his new signature colour when he is re-presented as a messianic figure who ‘belongs to the world’. Rather than coding red as connoting rebellion, this switch signals colour’s mutability; in this case it acquires right-wing political associations. Steven is unable to break free from further manipulation by exploitative promoters who organize a huge concert at a national stadium that is reminiscent of Nazi rallies in its blatant propaganda for nationalist interests. Commercial profiteers are satirized, and Steven is banned from further public appearances when he rebels against his new image, striving for the individuality he is forbidden to express. Although neither Herostratus nor Privilege were widely exhibited on first release, subsequent digital restorations permit their striking colour designs to be more fully appreciated as an integral element of their reassessment as key texts in late 1960s experimental British filmmaking (Street 2020).
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Figure 10.11 Privilege (Peter Watkins, 1968), Steven (Paul Jones) bathed in red.

Expanded cinema and colour-on-film techniques

Artists who experimented with chromatic forms and shapes were also interested in the creative possibilities of using multi-screens. Expanded cinema used mixed or multimedia exhibition events to widen the synthetic field of vision ‘so far that they dissolve cinema itself as a separate entity’ (Curtis et al. 2011: 12). Malcolm Le Grice was a key figure, particularly for his innovatory works exhibited in the early 1970s. Berlin Horse (Le Grice, 1970) is a film with solarized colour effects that was shown alongside a 16mm black and white version of the original footage Le Grice had shot in colour in 8mm:

The footage was refilmed from the screen running the film at different speeds and directions and with the camera at different angles. Later it was re-coloured using theatrical lighting gelatins in the film-printer and subject to multiple superimposition. It was finally combined with early newsreel of horses being led from a burning barn. It is a poetic drama where the sequence of image transformations and the ‘narrative’ are integrated as the content.

(Le Grice 2014)

The optically printed images created a vibrant, transitional ‘colour narrative’ in blue, green, red, yellow and pink. The second part of the film incorporates footage from The Burning Stable (Cecil Hepworth, 1900), an early silent film of horses being rescued from a burning barn. A score by Brian Eno completes this experiment in two-screen, ‘expanded’ cinema which accentuated the contrast between the black and white footage and the frenetic, colour images of the horse appearing to run backwards and forwards from different angles.

Horror Film 1 (Le Grice, 1971) used three 16mm projectors, each with a loop of changing colour. It was exhibited as part of the touring Expanded Cinema programme of the ‘Filmaktion’ series of events Le Grice co-organized in the early 1970s. Instead of having the screens side by side, they projected their colours onto the same screen, with the centre image large and the two side images smaller and superimposed into the centre of the larger screen. The addition of a performer, standing in front of the screen and facing it, stretching his arms up and then out, created the effect of colours flickering across his body. Based on contemporary videos and accounts of Horror Film 1 as an Expanded Cinema event, Ihlein and Curham observe its extraordinary effects:

Primary colours from these film-strips ‘mix’ in real-time on the screen, producing multiple permutations of cyan, magenta, yellow, and white, with the shadow of the man’s body generating even more complex variations. His hands attempt to find and hold for a moment the boundaries of the projected rectangles of light. Shadows flickering, oscillating left and right, growing ever larger, the man slowly steps backward towards the 16mm film projectors. He is accompanied by the constant, loudly amplified sound of heavy breathing, the breath’s physical wind crackling and interfering with a microphone. Toward the end, his hands are very close to the film projectors: blurry hand-shadows fill the entire projection surface, finally enveloping the screen … ‘crushing it’ … at which point the film projectors are switched off, the room reverts to darkness, and the breathing soundtrack gives way to the audience’s applause.

(2015: 28)

Threshold (Le Grice, 1972) was a 16mm colour film experiment based on a small number of component sequences. It begins with abstract colour fields filling the whole screen, progressing to further abstract images created by accidental exposure of film stock, or ‘edge fogging’. The film explores a range of film-printing techniques using colour filtering, mattes and multiple superimpositions. It also includes a short section of computer-generated abstract animation made at the Government Atomic Energy Laboratory in Britain in 1969, and the fractured, repetitive shapes of border guards at a frontier post (Le Grice 2014). The title gestures towards the idea of various forms of threshold or edge when significant transformations occur or are inhibited: ‘The border of a state, the perceptual points when one optical experience transforms to another the point at which an image becomes an abstraction of its shape or movement’ (Le Grice 2014). When exhibited as a multi-screen experience the show involved improvisation: the projectors were moved as it took place, thus superimposing the image during its projection. An observer described the effect:

Le Grice no longer simply uses the printer as a reflexive mechanism, but utilises the possibilities of colour-shift and permutation of imagery as the film progresses from simplicity to complexity. The initial use of pure red and green filters gives way to a broad variety of colours and the introduction of strips of coloured/celluloid which are drawn through the printer begins to build an image which becomes graphically and spatially complex – if still abstract.

(Luxonine, 2005)

Some of Le Grice’s multi-loop experiments were even more complex. Matrix (1973) used six projectors for a film/installation work. Le Grice describes the image as a series of short loops with each screen split vertically into two equal halves of rapidly changing primary colours. The loops were produced by printing directly through filters using the London Film-makers’ Co-operative’s Debrie optical printer (2014). As Dusinberre notes, the effects were dynamic: ‘The superimposition of the colour loops yields complex compositions of colour as well as of rhythm, and the screen space is not accepted as given but is exploited as needed’ (1975: 222). Footage from Matrix was reused for another ambitious loop work entitled Gross Fog (Le Grice, 1973) which also featured richly coloured ‘fogged’ film, Le Grice thus continuing his interest in images that appeared marked by their own materiality. The changeable nature of these ‘performances’, whereby each one could be different by moving the running projectors to create new effects, colour contrasts and mutable imagery, was an important way of acknowledging colour’s inherent relationality and variability according to context, form and aesthetic. As Le Grice explains:

All my work with film and video has been concerned with the primacy of presence over representation. Initially working as a painter, I have always taken pleasure in colour and the image, while an early experience of playing jazz led to the continuing influence of improvised musical form and impromptu actions. When I started to experiment with film I found that I could combine my delight in the visual image with an exploration of time that drew more on music than the traditions of cinema. Working outside the narrative film industry, by printing, developing and editing my own material, I could improvise the making of a film without a script – the film emerged from an immediate and flexible creative process. Then my growing engagement with the live film-projection event itself, led me to make multi-screen and improvised performance works. Horror Film 1 (1971) allowed me to make an immediate cinema from shadows and colour loops, while Threshold (1972) led me to explore image transformation in printing and to become a kind of ‘film DJ’ shifting projectors and mixing the superimpositions live.

(2014)

Other filmmakers accentuated the materiality of the moving image by inscribing film stock, as in the seminal abstract work of Len Lye and Norman McLaren. The work of Scottish experimental filmmaker Margaret Tait is notable in this respect, beginning with Calypso (1955), a film that featured hand-painted coloured shapes and figures moving frenetically to a calypso soundtrack. Tait had the idea a few years earlier when she was a student in Rome and was given a surplus piece of half-size 35mm stock that had an optical soundtrack with calypso music. Working from a full-size duplicate with a clear picture area, Tait painted aniline dyes frame by frame directly onto the acetate. She was influenced by Lye’s A Colour Box (1935), a hand-painted film that similarly relished the pleasures of vibrant colours to animate figures that danced in syncopation with the Cuban soundtrack. Tait recalled: ‘I had always enjoyed the Len Lye films … The use of sheer colour, screen-wide, coloured my idea of film (and perhaps colour) from then on’ (Tait quoted in Leggett 1979: 2).

Tait’s hand-painted work using oil, water and aniline dyes to paint directly onto film stock was integral to her other films involving music. Traditional Scottish dance music featured in Painted Eightsome (1970) and John MacFadyen (1970). Tait liked the immediacy of working this way since the technique gave her freedom to create ‘a greater sense of direct intimacy with the film stock’ (Neely 2017: 206). Winn (2002) concluded that Tait used medical dyes more commonly used as stains in biological laboratories. Her medical training was perhaps influential in this regard. She hand-painted vibrant colours against a washed background in one or two colours (such as white, yellow or blue) on clear positive 35mm film alongside a printed sound track ‘in which the beat of the music could be seen, could be recognised, could be “read” as it were’ (Tait quoted in Neely 2017: 208). Neely observes the impact of the integral symbiosis between music and image in Tait’s films:

Tait was able to respond to the music through her painting. Her cinematic canvas is saturated with a colourful palette of greens, yellows, reds and blues, and in each film, the dance movements emanate from figures both abstract and recognisable. In John MacFadyen, the rhythms are captured in the wavering tartan background and dancing lines looping and transfiguring in time to the music (i.e. dancing feet or musical notes). Lines swirl then flicker, and a van drives through, as a line drawn couple dance a highland jig. In Painted Eightsome, the palette is slightly more colourful and Tait seems to be experimenting with a greater range of abstract figures, from amoebic spheres that mimic the motion of individual dancers taking turns to rounds of figure eight, pulsating backwards and forwards to the music. Tait’s drawings are expressive and in direct response to the music, but they are also largely representative of the form and structure of the dance that would normally accompany the music. As with any real-life Ceilidh, towards the song’s end, the music speeds up as the dancers are moved to a frenzy, or, in the case of Tait’s film, the multi-coloured rings fly around in circles to the point of exhaustion.

(2017: 212)

For Colour Poems 1974 (1974) Tait’s approach was different, involving frame by frame painting/scratching on the 16mm film surface. It has nine sequences and includes her reading a poem, ‘Numen of the Boughs’, recalling the Spanish Civil War, and also contemporary footage of Orkney. Memories of the past are sketched in monochromatic ink, and these contrast with rich-coloured, live-action footage for more recent observations. Tait wanted to push further than McLaren’s manipulation of stock techniques by directly sketching on it, using diverse colours and playful shapes for different kinds of image and text. She wanted the effect to convey the ‘immense sorrow’ of the period, exploring notions of ‘unsteadiness’ and ‘persistence’ at the same time within the image. She scratched out the images on one frame in three, ‘leaving two blank trying to repeat the same drawing each time, but not of course achieving an identical picture’. This method meant there were slight differences with each drawing which gave ‘a sort of shiver to the image on the screen which was meant to be memory’ (Tait quoted in Neely 2017: 164). The memory of those who did, or did not, fight in the Spanish Civil War is evoked with uncanny resonances when seemingly caught up in the present. The film’s sections approach this is different ways. In ‘Objects Found’, snippets from radio broadcasts accompany live-action images of rubbish, rusty signage, the medals worn by veterans and deteriorating road surfaces. ‘Terra Firma’ features successive images of bald green poppy heads and fully flowered red poppies. The temporality of the seasons and of life is evoked as part of the film’s intertwining of memory, sight, sound and colour.

This theme was explored in Aerial (1974), a film that concentrated on the elements and seasons, but using a different method and approach to colour. The first half of the four-minute film has yellow/amber and pale blue-green tinted shots of clouds, grass, leaves, snow and children sledging followed by a deeper, more verdant, saturated green for rain on water and raindrops falling from a tree’s branches. The rest of the film uses conventional colour shots, a technique that emphasizes a lyrical charting of cyclical natural events in evocative, brief moments such as a dead bird and images of fire, to indicate the temporality of life. While in silent cinema it was common to have scenes tinted in different colours, and also to intersperse black and white with tints, in this case the shift from tints to normal colour stock emphasizes the colour variations in the latter. Tait was clearly interested in using colour as part of her ‘film-poem’ experiments, referring to her work as ‘portrait painting’ rather than documentary, as in Portrait of Ga (1952) in which she ‘was trying for a sort of formality – a juxtaposition of images related to colour, composition, movement’ (Tait 1983).

Experimenting with formats, ‘painterly’ techniques and affinities

The eclectic experimentation with colour was encouraged by using diverse formats such as Super-8, video and film that fundamentally changed the look of the image, drawing attention to its materiality. Techniques such as superimposition, re-filming screened images, filming at different speeds, creative image juxtaposition and time-lapse photography enabled the creation of startling colour effects. David Larcher used disparate footage and manipulated it through use of heat and chemicals, superimposition and re-filming. He used optical printing to embellish chromatically rich imagery in Mare’s Tail (1969) and Monkey’s Birthday (1975) ‘to achieve a density of colour, texture and composition that was unmatched during this period’ (O’Prey 1996a: 181). Optical printing was an established technique for copying film: a projector, or several projectors, was linked to a camera, enabling re-photographing of one or more strips of film. Experimental filmmakers used this technique for expressive means, producing many visually striking colour effects. Derek Jarman’s early films, such as In the Shadow of the Sun, shot in the early 1970s on Super-8 and designed to be projected at 3–6 frames per second, achieved its dream-like, repetitive, superimposed quality through optical processing. The textured, degraded effects show often fiery and on occasion completely red frames in an abstract assemblage of ritualistic figures and mystical themes. Jarman’s interest in colour recurred throughout his work and writing. His book Chroma was organized around chapters dedicated to particular colours, as discussed by philosophers or occasioned by autobiographical memories and observations. He was fully appreciative of the mutability of colours, observing: ‘Two colours are never the same, even if they’re from the same tube. Context changes the way we perceive them’ (Jarman 1994: 42). His thoughts on colour were informed by his work as a painter, knowledge about pigments and fascination with their alchemical properties. This malleable approach informed his conception of realism as subjective experience, freeing image from signifier as with the eclectic mix of props, periods and effects in Caravaggio (1986).

Peter Greenaway’s early films similarly played with notions of colour, symbolism and the relationship between image and text. Like the other experimental filmmakers, Greenaway’s entrée into film was eased by the use of accessible technologies, in his case a Bolex camera. Dear Phone (1976) is a succession of images of red British telephone boxes in various locations. Framed text is juxtaposed with these shots, at first illegible but getting progressively clearer throughout the film and challenging the viewer to match text to telephone box and location. The box as a symbol of safety, of direct, unproblematic communication is de-anchored from its usual associations. The boxes are far from the same – indeed, the different light conditions, angles and contexts promote a mutable idea of red. Such an aberration, as Jarman observes of the relative absence of red in the landscape more generally, ‘gains its strength through its absence’ (1994: 33).

The affinities between Jarman and Greenaway’s films and modernist painting has been noted by many commentators as constituting significant intertextual contexts for their work. Jarman was influenced by and responded to Pop Art while Greenaway was inspired by Ralph Kitaj’s conceptual usage of grids for A Walk Through H (1978) and in later films (Orr 2000: 331). Other influences on both filmmakers were Francis Bacon and different periods of English theatre/theatre design. Greenaway famously used colour as a means of differentiating the spaces – outdoors (blue), kitchen (green), dining room (red), bathroom (white), book depository (gold/brown), hospital (brown) – of the main set for The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and her Lover (1989). Branigan observes how the film ‘sets up its own series of color dichotomies in six distinct locales and impels characters to move back and forth through these areas’ (2018: 204). Jarman’s experiments ranged from the rich, painterly, saturated colours of Caravaggio (1986) to the deeply affecting, monochromatic colour-sonic resonances of Blue (1993). Blue was inspired by the work of French artist Yves Klein who was known for monochrome paintings and for patenting a pigment known as International Klein Blue. Jarman referred to Klein as ‘The great master of blue … No other painter is commanded by blue’ (1994: 104). Jarman’s last film, however, used the colour field – the film’s only image is a single static shot of blue – more as a metaphor than as a modernist statement, allowing the full poignancy of his voice-over narration of recollections, thoughts and observations to be felt (O’Prey 1996b: 206).

This chapter has selected a few striking examples of the various approaches that drew attention to colour’s polyvalence and profoundly relational properties. The fluidity between filmmaking forms, from feature films to short, experimental practices, enabled colour to be truly assertive. Advances in technology and creative reuse of archive and home movie footage facilitated many different forms of innovation, particularly through using low-budget formats, lightweight cameras, telecine, video and optical printers. New ways to present and view colour truly expanded what could be achieved within a frame and on screen(s). While mainstream films tended to confine obtrusive colour experimentation to specific scenes, shots and sequences, avant-garde experimentalism used varying durations, both short and long, to present sustained instances of chromatic infusion. Older techniques were revived and adapted, including Margaret Tait’s remarkable painting-on-film works, and the ways in which the Expanded Cinema legacy of the 1920s was recalled in the multimedia events and immersive light-shows of the 1970s in which no performance was exactly the same. The productive cross-fertilization between forms, artists and filmmakers ensured that colour was at the centre of what it meant to be experimental, innovative and challenging.
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Amateur Colour Filmmaking

Keith M. Johnston and Paul Frith

As earlier chapters have shown, the introduction of Eastman Colour to the British film industry in the early-to-mid 1950s began a period of transition for mainstream film production that would last until the late 1960s. However, there exists a parallel mode of British filmmaking that was much more au fait with colour by the mid-1950s, having had almost twenty years’ worth of experience with a widely available Monopack colour film stock. British amateur filmmakers had been in a position to make colour films since the introduction of Kodachrome reversal film, a 16mm and 8mm stock described as ‘even better than Technicolor’ (Anon 1935: 208). Available to British amateurs from 1936, the stock’s ability to capture high-quality colour images was not simply a ‘great step in the history of photography’ but a technical innovation that allowed amateur filmmakers to experiment and debate the merits of colour film composition years ahead of the mainstream British film industry, which was largely tied to monochrome cinematography (Anon 1935: 208). These debates over the application of colour film were most prominently found in the pages of the British amateur film publication, Amateur Cine World (retitled Movie Maker in 1967), a magazine that sought to promote the best of amateur filmmaking, advocate for increased technical and production skills, and educate amateur filmmakers (at all levels) on filming techniques. Amateur Cine World was written by, and for, the amateur market: a celebration of the best amateur work through reviews and awards, and a site for technical and creative debates on colour, sound and technique, but often a bully pulpit for the amateur movement. The magazine’s aim was to increase the quality and quantity of amateur films, developing an agenda around ‘serious’ amateur filmmakers – those cine-club members who were interested in adopting classical film conventions and genres such as drama and comedy – as opposed to more traditional ‘point and shoot’ filmmakers, who were largely seen as working in a more domestic, or ‘home movie’, frame.

While the Second World War and its aftermath resulted in a shortage in the supply of film stock in Britain more generally, many of the ‘point and shoot’ cine enthusiasts who could get their hands on a precious 50ft reel of Kodachrome quickly adopted it. Amateur Cine World expressly linked the early popularity of Kodachrome to a desire to ‘recapture colour and sunlight from the past’ where colour could provide a vivid recreation of family holidays and key life events (Anon 1954c: 41). Provided the user had made some effort to engage with the exposure guides found in the individual boxes of Kodachrome film, the typical ‘point and shoot’ amateur was capable of achieving reasonable results with minimal effort. The more serious amateur filmmakers, and cine-club productions, also moved into colour in the post-war period so that, by the point Eastman Colour replaced Technicolor three-strip as the dominant force in the mainstream film industry, 90 per cent of amateur films in the US and the UK were already in colour (Centre Sprocket 1955: 60).

This is not to say that colour was open to all amateur filmmakers, or that all could afford to convert from monochrome. After the availability of stock, the most significant barrier in the post-war period was cost, with a significant difference between the three most common amateur stocks: 8mm, 9.5mm and 16mm. As ACW reported in 1951, a minute of 8mm monochrome cost 5 shillings and colour 7 shillings: given 8mm was the stock the ‘home film maker’ was most familiar and expert with, the relatively small difference in cost supports the initial shift to colour within this group of filmmakers (Anon 1954c: 41). By contrast, 9.5mm and 16mm stocks were initially more expensive and this difference may explain the slightly slower growth of the ‘serious’ amateur work: 9.5mm monochrome cost 9 shillings, with 9.5mm colour 26 shillings; 16mm monochrome cost 13 shillings, 16mm colour 16 shillings (ACW Enquiry Bureau 1951: 165–7). Given that 9.5mm remained a popular choice with amateurs during this period, such filmmakers were wary of investing time and expense on adapting their technique for colour until prices began to drop later in the 1950s (Malthouse 1952: 428).

Many discussions of amateur filmmaking have elided the aesthetic or technical choices made by the filmmakers in favour of an evidentiary-based approach, emphasizing the significance of these films as important historical records of domestic, local or regional life (Norris-Nicholson 2004: 2012). More recently, this tendency has been challenged by work that complicates the catch-all term ‘amateur film’, demonstrating that the films of these so-called ‘amateurs’ actually cover a wide range of filmmaking practices and techniques (Craven and Shand 2013). While amateur productions should be recognized as significant cultural and historical documents rooted in a recognizable milieu, amateurs were also involved in a variety of other approaches including fiction, experimental, animated and instructional short films. Often made by the ‘serious’ amateurs, such films demonstrate a concerted effort to engage with a wider range of stylistic techniques found in classical narrative, European avant-garde or documentary cinema, albeit on a lower budget and scale. Despite that shift in focus, interest in the creative practices involved in amateur filmmaking has often resulted in an assessment of the production itself, rather than the creative or technical choices made. In terms of colour specifically, most attention has been drawn to either early experimentations with the additive Kodacolor process in the 1920s or the technological developments following the arrival of Kodachrome in 1935 (Askari 2009; Gordon 2013; Pope 2016).

This chapter explores the colour approaches taken within British amateur cinema through two different lenses. First, by considering the role that Amateur Cine World played in defining and promoting the role of colour within amateur filmmaking, not least the focus on the appropriate technical and compositional skills needed to produce high-quality films. Amateur Cine World did not have a unified editorial perspective across the thirty-plus years covered herein but the articles and debates considered here demonstrate how their ideas around suitable colour use within amateur film shifted during that period. Perhaps most importantly, articles that stress training or techniques for the serious amateur point towards the preferred path for amateur colour filmmaking. Secondly, the chapter looks at key award-winning amateur films produced between the late 1940s and early 1980s. This allows us to assess whether the colour film discourse found within Amateur Cine World/Movie Maker had any impact on the kinds of films being highlighted and discussed, and how the evidence of the films themselves suggests a growing confidence and expertise in amateur colour filmmaking.

Discourses of colour in Amateur Cine World

In any case, the difficulties of colour filming can be much over-rated. A good colour shot is often easier to make than a good monochrome one, and who will dispute that colour is vastly more enchanting?

(Centre Sprocket 1955: 60)

In 1944, some of Amateur Cine World’s regular contributors offered their visions for post-war British amateur filmmaking. Their comments underline that colour film was an expected element. The average cinematographer ‘only asks for a good panchromatic emulsion and a good colour film with reliable processing’ (D. Collins), there are ‘several successful colour film processes’ (G.A. Gauld), ‘Colour film will forge ahead, and the worker will be able to take his pick among a number of systems’ (George H. Sewell), while ‘Colour possibilities are already well realised’ (C. Leslie Thompson) (Collins et al. 1943–4: 6–8). While such commentators, and the magazine itself, clearly positioned colour filmmaking as a central aesthetic component of amateur filmmaking, the use to which colour could – or should – be put was of ongoing concern to its contributors. The filmmaker’s control and application of colour became a crucial debate: a review of the 16mm film Ayrshire Early Potatoes (Firth Films, 1947), stressed that it contained ‘the most effective colour shots we have seen’ precisely because they were ‘beautifully composed and animated, owing nothing to still photographic technique … harmony and proportion are not lost’ (Malthouse 1948b: 189). Colour is appropriately used in this film (and others) as part of a set of existing stylistic filming techniques around composition, adding new visual information and offering a balance across the film: the appropriate use of colour suggested here is not excessive, but controlled. Yet the magazine also recommended amateurs should not become too obsessed by perfect lighting conditions for colour filming, exhorting them to experiment: ‘Get out and shoot colour when you want to – the result will be much more natural and interesting than a film in which everyone is baking in a perpetual heat-wave under cloudless skies’ (Gibson 1949: 369).

The magazine continued to promulgate similar ideas into the 1950s. Monochrome landscapes can be ‘flat’ and ‘uninteresting’, while a similar shot filmed in Kodachrome can ‘preserve the essential beauties of the view’ as the ‘bald or milky sky gives way to a sweep of heavenly blue’ (Dennis 1952: 429). The article is indicative of similar technical training guides offered in the magazine, targeting those filmmakers who have been put off by using colour in the past, and introducing some of the key principles which differ from monochrome photography. Here, the importance of monitoring exposure levels in colour photography is demonstrated, recommending only shooting subjects at a close range, avoiding ‘scenes which have large areas of shade’ or ‘large masses of dark colour’ (Dennis 1952: 432). Designed to help newcomers avoid the most common problems with chromatic film stock, such recommendations also created an aesthetic framework for the reader’s approach to amateur photography. One 1952 article concluded with the note that the ‘ambitious colour user who is aiming at something more advanced than the merely pleasant picture … [faces] the hardest task in narrow gauge filming’, considering that more knowledge and experimentation is needed to make ‘work stand out from the average’ (Dennis 1952: 432).

Those repeated principles around capturing effective colour for newcomers were partly replaced by a new perspective in the early-to-mid 1950s. The earliest indicator of this shift comes in a claim that of the hundreds of colour films viewed by the magazine

we find it difficult to recall any in which colour has been consciously used as an artist would use it. There is little evidence so far of successful attempts of painting with film rather than using it as a reproducing medium, little evidence of using it to express or paint a mood or convey the feeling of a scene, whether acted or natural.

(Malthouse 1952: 428; emphasis in original)

At this stage, the notion of what appropriate colour use could look like starts to change, as Amateur Cine World introduced an agenda that moved away from what the ‘novice’ might do with colour to its preferred use of colour by the ‘experienced worker’ who has ‘more skill … to get excellent results’ (Malthouse 1952: 428). The desire for amateurs to experiment, to move beyond a naturalistic focus on capturing the visual images (and colours) in front of the camera, would echo through the magazine over the next three decades.

Experimentation with colour stock by the ‘ambitious colour user’ was now key to achieving a higher quality of colour than the previously accepted images obtained from ‘point and shoot’ amateurs. Training and sharing knowledge among amateur filmmakers remained central to the magazine’s purpose. A feature on colour lighting argued that ‘films will be much more compelling’ if the user learns to ‘break the textbook rules’ through the careful study of the impact of colour upon its surroundings (Sewell 1954: 919). Sewell suggested amateurs should use colours, and colour filters, to create a particular atmosphere: e.g. ‘Pure, bright saturated colours can suggest violence, “dusty” colours a peaceful mood’, or the use of a ‘pale blue-green light’ to control the ‘generally too violent’ Kodachrome reds (Sewell 1954: 920). These recommendations from the amateur journal mirror the principles of ‘colour consciousness’ introduced by Technicolor’s Natalie Kalmus following the arrival of the three-strip process, which drew attention to the importance of colour and its psychological effect (Kalmus 1935). Sewell’s proposal that readers follow similar principles is particularly significant considering that, three years later, the Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) recommended a continuation of Technicolor’s approach to colour design following the industry’s adoption of Eastman Colour (SMPTE 1957: 44). The colour choices made in amateur filmmaking may echo approaches from the mainstream industry, but they were also innovative in terms of how these choices could be adapted for the smaller gauges and limited resources. In Sewell’s article, and others, the magazine advocates for a common purpose, where amateur experiments will ‘earn the gratitude of your fellow amateurs by contributing your experience to a common pool’ (Sewell 1954: 920). The desire for a shared colour aesthetic based on artistic and technical skills, arising out of amateur filmmaking, is clear here. The magazine’s desire to advocate for change echoed through the next decade, with regular calls for amateurs to study the work of painters ‘noted for their ability as colourists’ in order to treat ‘colour as if it were a story’, employing both Impressionist and Expressionist techniques (Robinson 1965: 256).

This proselytizing for colour film stock included regular references to the mainstream film industry, particularly around its newfound stress on colour artistry and experimentation. Early on, the magazine lamented the absence of colour in films by well-known directors, and hailed a future where ‘every programme at every cinema is wholly in colour … [and] a director … uses colour as the painter uses it … in so markedly individual a style that is at once recognisable as his and none other’s’ (Malthouse 1944: 77). Through the 1950s, references to known directors regularly discussed colour as an artistic device: Powell and Pressburger were hailed for using colour as a dramatic device (Pearse 1951: 1191); The Man Who Knew Too Much (Alfred Hitchcock, 1955) was criticized because its Technicolor ‘hardly helps the suspense … [or] add to the mood and atmosphere’ (Hill 1956: 263); while David Lean’s Summer Madness (1955) was highlighted for its ‘breath-takingly beautiful Venetian scenes …’, Eastman Colour playing ‘a vital part in achieving their total effect’ (Hill 1955b: 814). Despite Jane (Katharine Hepburn) using a cine-camera throughout Summer Madness to capture views of Venice, the journal displays little interest in this depiction of amateurism, bar a sarcastic note about her camera having a ‘seemingly inexhaustible supply of film’ (Hill 1955b: 814). Instead, the article hails Lean’s film as an invaluable training guide that answered ‘questions which any holiday film maker will have asked himself a score of times’ (Hill 1955b: 814). The magazine was also critical of the mainstream industry’s adoption of colour, noting the lack of ‘experimental use of colour’, and citing Moby Dick (John Huston, 1956) and Il deserto rosso/Red Desert (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1964) as notable exceptions of features that had distinct chromatic approaches to mood and atmosphere (Robinson 1965: 256).

That dialogue with the mainstream industry was most potent in discussions of the 35mm Eastman Colour Monopack. Well aware of the potential benefits of a process which allowed for colour correction during the printing stages, Amateur Cine World cautioned its readers that they should ‘get the hang of the existing processes’ because ‘really revolutionary changes’ to amateur colour stock were unlikely to happen for ‘a good many years’ (Gibson 1954: 98). The relationship with Eastman Colour, then, was cautious: initially seen as out of the reach of amateurs while conscious of its importance for the mainstream industry, it also served as a call to arms for the serious amateur to continue to experiment so as not to be outdone by feature film directors. Like mainstream monochrome stocks, 35mm Eastman Colour allowed for a high-quality reproduction from the original master – a process that amateur film stocks were unable to reproduce until an improved 16mm duplicating Kodachrome stock was introduced in the mid-1960s (Chittock 1965: 467). Producing high-quality duplicates was a much sought-after area for amateur film: good quality colour reproduction tended to suffer through existing duplication processes, often creating a much higher contrast print; Amateur Cine World offered regular tips on pre-flashing print stocks or creating a panchromatic ‘mask’ (prior to duplication) in order to preserve filmmakers’ carefully constructed colour images (Lomas 1955: 343–5). The desire to have good quality duplicate copies was not, as in the mainstream industry, to allow for an expanded distribution or exhibition of the film: it allowed the amateur filmmaker to submit their work to one of the annual competitions, where the use of colour had become more and more important.

Colour and the amateur film awards

In 1956, an Amateur Cine World editorial made the distinction between the ‘excellent colour reproduction’ of ‘faithful recording’ and the ‘combination of artistry and a technique that is not concerned exclusively with faithful recording’ but gives a greater sense of ‘the possibilities of colour’ (Malthouse 1956: 542). While clearly underlining the points made above, the magazine illustrates its argument through examples taken from recent winners of its annual ‘Ten Best’ awards. The discussion of animation The History of Walton (Kingston & District Cine Club, 1952) and travelogue Only a Mirage (James B. Haynes, 1955) demonstrated how the foregrounding of artistic and serious filmmaking within the magazine was strongly linked to its awards. Five years later, Amateur Cine World celebrated how a ‘new wave’ of serious amateur ‘artists’ were distinguishing themselves from the ‘hobbyists’ who came before them, again with reference to ‘Ten Best’ award-winning films (Smith 1960: 46). The place of colour within amateur film production had become inextricably linked to the different amateur awards that highlighted the ‘best’ films of each year.
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Figure 11.1 Only a Mirage (James B. Haynes, 1955), Amateur Cine World’s annual ‘Ten Best’ films celebrated ‘serious’ amateur filmmaking.

These annual competitions were run by different organizations. The Institute of Amateur Cinematographers (IAC) had an annual competition that included the Daily Mail Challenge Trophy, and an award for best colour film (Malthouse 1948a: 140–2). The Glasgow Amateur Film Festival awarded trophies including the BFI Cup, the Hitchcock Prize and a colour film prize (Anon 1949: 60). Amateur Cine World, meanwhile, had its annual ‘Ten Best’ list of amateur productions, self-described by the magazine as ‘the Oscars of the amateur film world’ (The Editor 1955: 1070). Such competitions worked as an encouragement for amateurs to produce quality work, yet also identified what was considered appropriate for amateur productions, in terms of technique, skill and content. The number of colour films that won the ‘Ten Best’ awards from Amateur Cine World (and its successor, Movie Maker) tell a potent story about the prominence of colour within amateur filmmaking. Across the years 1948 to 1984, 360 films were awarded ‘Ten Best’ status, with 251 of those films produced in colour (69.7 per cent). Even with the lower availability of Kodachrome stock in the post-war years, colour films were still highly rated, and from 1955 on the link between colour and award-winning films became clear (see Table 11.1).


Table 11.1 Breakdown of Amateur Cine World/Movie Maker ‘Ten Best’ winners
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Key film stocks were also central to that growth in colour use, with Kodak having an almost complete monopoly with Kodachrome 1, Kodachrome II (introduced in 1961), Ektachrome Commercial, Eastman Commercial and Eastman Colour representing the bulk of the colour winners.

Given the growing place of colour, Amateur Cine World reviews of the ‘Ten Best’ winners offer further insight into what that magazine believed was essential to the effective amateur colour film. Early on, films such as The Gardener’s Friend (S. Whiteley, 1948) and Yachting Holiday (J. Verney, 1948) fit the broader ‘point and shoot’ philosophy, with the former celebrated for its ‘superlative colour close-ups of a ladybird in various stages of growth’, and the latter for ‘a delightfully photographed holiday record … [with] skilful camerawork’ (Malthouse 1949: 26–7). Seven years later, Only a Mirage was heralded for ‘a loving observation of detail and a keen appreciation of colours and textures. Each shot has been composed with skill’ (Anon 1956d: 54). Award-winning colour in this first post-war decade is clearly about the ability to capture something of the real or natural world, rather than the more ‘experienced’ work the magazine began to call for. That decade of award winners also demonstrated a significant number of factual films made in colour and black and white. Films described by the magazine as ‘Documentary’, ‘Nature Documentary’ or ‘Travelogue’ represent 39 per cent of colour and 24 per cent of black and white amateur productions; while ‘Holiday Film’ or ‘Family Episode’ account for 16 per cent of colour and 3 per cent of monochrome. Both cases offer a clear illustration of the broader switch within ‘point and shoot’ amateur productions towards colour film.

Across the thirty-seven years studied here, the use of colour within award-winning fictional genres focuses mainly around drama and comedy. Initially, the reviews track with the desire of the magazine for colour to be used in harmony with other aspects of filmmaking. The 1949 Silver Plaque winner (the best film of the year) Post Haste (J.G. Gaskell, 1949) was a ‘delightful film’ with an ‘ordinary enough’ plot, yet distinguished by its treatment, including the use of colour (Anon 1950: 30–1). Despite the critical note that ‘Colour continuity is not always as good as it should be’, this early 1950s emphasis lay on colour being used sensibly as another filmmaking skill, rather than as an expressive or artistic mode. By the early 1960s, the magazine was still celebrating ‘an atmospheric use of muted autumn colours’ in Mr Guy (David Clarke, 1961) because it did not display ‘the slightest tendency to dwell on photographic delights at the expense of the action’ (Anon 1962a: 471). Less than a decade later, as colour became more dominant, the science fiction film Endings (Clifton Stroud, 1970) was celebrated for its ‘imaginative use of colour … the hero, wearing an orange suit and carrying a blue toy dog, walks along a path strewn with red and gold tinted leaves’ (Rose and Cleave 1970: 341).

The absence of any critique of how the colour related to other technical aspects of production suggests a shift towards a celebration of individual and artistic colour use. Certainly, the magazine struggled to highlight strong examples of the painterly approach it had previously called for, beyond the ‘sheer visual delight’ of animators such as Sheila Graber, Mollie Butler or Tony and Barbara Brindle (Rose 1975: 386). In 1971, having changed its name to Movie Maker, the magazine also introduced the Kodak Award for Colour Photography, alongside two other technical awards: the Dixons Award for Editing and the Reslosound Trophy for the Best Use of Sound. In the post-war years, the editorial position was to dismiss awards for colour photography: ‘[If a film] also happens to show the most imaginative use of colour, that will be an added reason for the award; but it should never be the main reason (Malthouse 1945–6: 320). The lack of any fanfare around the new 1971 award, or indeed any discussion about the nature of the award, appears to be an acceptance of the dominance of colour within amateur film, and therefore within the submissions for the ‘Ten Best’ award. Colour was now the most-adopted amateur format, offering an echo of the mainstream industry’s adoption of colour despite the presence of colour in amateur filmmaking for a longer period. Colour could now become the focus of such an award, highlighting how colour use could, in and of itself, be an artistic achievement. In particular, it allowed filmmakers to develop genre-specific chromatic techniques.

Drama

Fictional amateur films such as dramas or comedies were more likely to be the work of a cine-club, or a filmmaker working in concert with a group of like-minded friends or enthusiasts such as actors and writers, or artists and set designers. Drama films, including genre-specific fare such as horror or science fiction, were also where amateur colour aesthetics met mainstream concepts of classical narrative structure and production skills. That desire for the painterly, or the artistic adoption of chromatic techniques, can be found across all amateur genres but it is perhaps most overt in fictional productions, where the control of material is explicitly judged in relation to the mainstream film industry.

In The Stray (Marjorie Martin, Wycombe Films, 1965), location filming stresses the greenery of hillsides and grassy slopes, red-orange streaked rock faces and pale-blue skies; all set in contrast to images of a greyer town beyond, but also as a place within which the figure of ‘The Wife’ (Myrna Scales) is lost, dwarfed against the natural landscape. Her pale-green coat, multicoloured headscarf and black stiletto heels appear out of place in the rural world. Shots isolate her within this natural world, while green plants obscure the camera’s view of her as she approaches the cottage she used to live in. ‘The Husband’ (Ronald Swaines), by contrast, is at home in this place, scrambling around the hillsides to rescue a trapped sheep. Well before the film’s dialogue confirms their estrangement, colour has suggested the uncertain role that the Wife holds here. Her application of bright red lipstick while she waits for her husband to arrive reasserts that she is still at a remove from her old life; equally, his caring for a black and white sheep, in the muted monochromatic confines of their old house, reaffirms the chromatic barrier between them. Rejected by her husband, she retraces her steps back down a hillside bathed in blue twilight tones, descending to the less natural locale of the town below, a modern urban space punctuated by lines of glowing red streetlights.
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Figure 11.2 The Stray (Marjorie Martin, 1965), the Wife (Myrna Scales) isolated within the greenery of the natural landscape.

Other dramas also used colour to dramatize central narrative events: The Green Cloud (Urmston Grammar School, 1975) uses miniatures and make-up for its tale of mysterious green fog enveloping the Earth, with all the inhabitants turning green before they die. Unlike The Stray, green is used here to signify the dangerous and mysterious, not the natural or rural. In A Game for Three (Mollie Butler, 1976), strong green-yellow tones are used for a sequence when the husband and au pair walk into a forest, lie down on green ferns/grass, and make love. More than simply a naturalistic approach to capturing nature, the montage of different green plants that surround the couple moves beyond any realistic capturing of natural colour to something more metaphorical, combining the natural green tones with the wife’s growing jealousy. As in mainstream films, A Game for Three demonstrates how a central colour can also shift in meaning across a film’s narrative. Having been sent away by the wife, the au pair stares out of the window of her train, and the film shows images of the green forest again, no longer a space of jealousy but of nostalgia and memory.

The forest is a more unruly and unsettling chromatic space in A Quiet Afternoon (Mike Nichols, 1965) which subverts an initially naturalistic scene of a brother and sister in a suburban housing estate with a sequence using garish colour filters as they enter a local forest. These red and green filters make the children’s entrance into the forest fantastic and unsettling, and although the film reverts to depicting naturalistic hues, that jarring use of colour gives the rest of the film a heightened and less naturalistic nature. The sequence also offers a compelling example of Sewell’s exhortation to ‘break the textbook rules’ through the use of tools such as colour filters to create ‘pure, bright saturated colours’ (Sewell 1954: 919–20). Whereas A Game for Three and The Stray arguably use colour to give insight to characters, A Quiet Afternoon and The Green Cloud offer fairy-tale or fantasy elements, with children either infected by a mysterious coloured mist, or passing through an unexpected chromatic barrier to enter an ultimately fatal location. The freedom offered by dramatic genre work allowed these filmmakers a chromatic playfulness and experimentation that may not have been as overt in non-fictional films.
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Figure 11.3 A Quiet Afternoon (Mike Nichols, 1965), chromatic experimentation with red filters in the forest scenes.
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Figure 11.4 A Quiet Afternoon, chromatic experimentation with green filters in the forest scenes.

Animation

Amateur animated films tend to look back to earlier mainstream and experimental animation traditions rather than to the mass-produced and polished animation familiar from producers such as Disney or Halas & Batchelor. Often produced by lone animators rather than cine-clubs, these films adopt different stylistic techniques and approaches: with hand-drawn and stop motion animation being the two most common. Animated films such as Magnum Opus (Mollie Butler, 1980) were produced by photographing hundreds of individual drawings made on paper: in this film, the white background remains static while musical characters are drawn and move. The colour shifts are linked to the central character, an anthropomorphized musical note (a semibreve) who is disabled (the film was made to commemorate the International Year of Disabled People in 1981). Thrown out of the tune in the opening of the film, the semibreve note moves through a world of animated brass instruments, floating in a blue sea formed by its tears, and eventually welcomed back after a flood of golden coins allows the purchase of a wheelchair. A similar style, including the use of a white canvas background, can be seen in Make-up (Joanna Fryer, 1978), although colour is a more potent driver of the film’s narrative and meaning. The outline of a woman’s face is drawn in black ink, then colour is added through make-up: red lipstick, blue eyeshadow, pink blusher. Throughout, the character daydreams about potential suitors, dreams which play out in different artistic and colourful styles: one man sketched in an expressionist manner, with yellow sweater and blue coat; another in a more cartoonish style, with a huge bouquet of green and yellow flowers that expand to fill the whole screen with colour. The final revelation – that her actual date is a man who is also a simple black line drawing – underlines how colour has offered the main character power and fantasy, as she writes ‘The end’ on the screen in red lipstick.
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Figure 11.5 Magnum Opus (Mollie Butler, 1980), the disabled note floats down a blue stream, animation.
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Figure 11.6 Make-up (Joanna Fryer, 1978), the main character writes ‘The end’ in lipstick on her mirror, animation.

Face to Face (Sheila Graber, 1976) features a single background colour with sketched lines and figures added on top, but the same year’s Michelangelo (Sheila Graber, 1976) offers a more complex combination of background colours and sets for its animated tale of the famous artist. While many of its sequences feature famous white and stone-grey sculptures, the animated figure of Michelangelo leaps around and across them, adding strong colours of orange, red and green to those statues. Orange and brown tones are also key to the film’s depiction of the painting of the Sistine Chapel, with Michelangelo sketching out the images in red paint, before adding more colour. Looking across the career of an animator such as Graber, the increase in chromatic complexity and expertise becomes clear: by the time of Being a Good Neighbour (Sheila Graber, 1978), the animation takes place within a complete world of detailed and fully coloured background sets. Characters relax in the ocean and have their own distinct colours, while the interiors and exteriors of different houses are all delineated in sharp and rich colours.

While hand-drawn animation could be both narrative-led, as in the examples above, or more experimental, in the case of Windmills – My Style (Valrie Ellis, 1982) stop motion animation tended towards the dramatic or comedic narrative. Films such as The Burglar (Tana Fletcher, 1984) rely heavily on lighting and colour techniques familiar from both live-action films and television stop motion or puppet series such as Thunderbirds (ATV, 1965–6) or The Flumps (BBC, 1976). As the burglar approaches the house at night, the scene is lit with a light-blue hue; while inside, white and golden hues act as a domestic colour contrast to the world of the burglar, and offer a clear view of the detailed set that has been built. Inside the house, the lighting and design also pick out key props – such as a red lampshade attached to a green lamp – that serve a specific narrative purpose, in this instance, the lamp that the burglar knocks over and wakes the inhabitants of the house. That link to a physical reality – the actual lighting and design of practical models – differentiates the stop motion from the hand-drawn animation, but both varieties point up the close relationship such amateur filmmakers saw between colour and narrative event.

Documentary and travelogue

Documentary and travelogue films remained two of the most popular approaches to amateur filmmaking throughout the lifetime of Amateur Cine World and Movie Maker. A common mode of filmmaking for the amateur hobbyist working alone or with members of their own family, such films often represented a starting point from which the typical ‘point and shoot’ filmmaker could hone their craft through careful composition, editing and narrative construction. ‘Ten Best’ winners in these linked areas tended to take the form of a family holiday or excursion with interlinking titles or subsequent voice-over added in order to differentiate the film from a standard holiday film. Requiring less planning than the larger dramatic cine-club productions, or the work of the lone animator, the approach taken by the amateur factual filmmaker demonstrated a commitment to careful composition and colour rendering in an attempt to capture an accurate representation of the scene.

Dance Little Lady (Laurie and Stuart Day, 1954) combines holiday footage depicting a number of native dancers in Bali and Fiji with scripted scenes of a woman replicating a similar performance in her garden at home accompanied by a commentary on the subject emanating from a nearby radio. Adding dramatic scenes to the holiday footage distinguishes Dance Little Lady from other travelogues, yet the vivid representation of the tropical locations is what sets the film apart from ‘point and shoot’ holiday films. The multicoloured attire of the dancers and picturesque landscapes are certainly of great benefit to the chromatic photography, and speak to the technical competence needed to reproduce such scenes that was stressed by Amateur Cine World. Yet the film is also problematic in its colonial appropriation of such colourful Balinese and Fijian cultural practices, and the attempt to mimic or make humorous such practices in the comedic domestic scenes. Shots of the native children of colonial Fiji, who perform for the vacationers in jovial skirts of blue, yellow, pink and red, are juxtaposed with children of the upper-middle-class family at play in their back garden. These sequences serve as a reminder both of the social status of the filmmakers behind many of the amateur holiday films during this period and of the relationship between colour as spectacle and the colonies as a curiosity for the upper classes.
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Figure 11.7 Dance Little Lady (Laurie and Stuart Day, 1954), children dancing in Fiji.
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Figure 11.8 Dance Little Lady, colour and spectacle of hula dancing in Hawaii.

Only a Mirage shares similarities with Dance Little Lady in that the effective use of colour comes through the dedication to accurate rendering of the landscapes and flora and fauna of the Irish countryside. Pictorially, the film was judged by ACW to be ‘one of the finest – if not the finest – amateur films ever made’ through the ‘painstaking care and affection’ applied to shot composition which brings forth the various colours and textures (Anon 1956d: 54). James B. Hayes’ film is comprised of a number of short sequences which owe a great deal to the director’s earlier work as a stills photographer for which he also won awards for use of colour. These carefully composed sequences represent the high standard attainable outside of the professional industry through clear understanding of the capabilities of Kodachrome stock under varying natural light sources. The film resembles a number of documentary competition winners from this period produced by the lone worker. Such filmmakers tended to shun drama and storytelling, and the complexities of working with larger groups, in favour of ‘careful camerawork, patience and persistence’ in order to capture ‘things just as they are’ (Anon 1956c). As noted earlier, the dominance and popularity of this approach through much of this period is exemplified by the award-winning performance of Only a Mirage and its prominence in Amateur Cine World discourse at the time.

A simpler film, based in a suburban back garden, also showed the possibility for control of colour photography. Pipeline to Paradise (Gordon Rowley, 1961) incorporates humorous interlinking scenes of a gardener watering plants with a series of static shots depicting the surrounding wildlife. Each sequence demonstrates effective colour control and consistency from one shot to another which the amateur journals deemed to be of the utmost importance when choosing to shoot in colour. As the review of the film suggested, ‘In a sense, nothing of importance happens, but by sharpening our awareness of the tiniest instances the producer is able to charge them with significance’ (Anon 1962a: 466). Though the film’s ambition is not to create a piece of high drama, the colour compositions employed in detailing the minutiae of the garden sequences were lauded for technical achievement in naturalistic colour reproduction. Similar praise is bestowed upon A Rose Revived (Peter Cleaver, 1968) which, although introduced as a ‘bland documentary about canal barges’ by Movie Maker’s Tony Rose, is brought to life by the ‘considerable technical skill’ making the ‘colour photography … a pleasure to watch in its own right’ (Rose 1968: 436). In this film, as too with Pipeline to Paradise and Only a Mirage, success at the ‘Ten Best’ ceremony for travelogues and documentary films often came as a result of a demonstration of technical expertise in the reproduction of colour and lighting under the difficult conditions the lone amateur had to contend with. Though the amateur journals often leaned towards a more naturalistic and accurate interpretation of colour in these categories, creativity in the creation of an amateur aesthetic remained a cause of paramount importance to the amateur movement, never more so than in the experimental film.
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Figure 11.9 Pipeline to Paradise (Gordon Rowley, 1961), using colour composition to detail the minutiae of garden wildlife.

Experimental

Despite promoting experimentation within amateur productions, Amateur Cine World was also critical of such films: a possible demonstration of the tensions within the editorial team and the magazine’s contributors. The experimental filmmaker was accused by some writers of being ‘a charlatan’ or a ‘novice who will not bother to learn the techniques of film making’ (Anon 1958b: 246), and that such filmmakers did not believe ‘technical mastery of the medium’ to be essential (Watson 1961: 1036). At the same time, the magazine commented on the ‘consummate technical skill’ of the experimental filmmaker, pointing towards the work of Len Lye and Shirley Clarke as exemplars of this approach (Anon 1958b: 245–7). Colour represented a particularly useful tool for the experimental amateur filmmaker. Focus on Glass (Joe Kay, 1967) creates kaleidoscopic colour patterns and iridescent textures through the projection of light through various types of glass surface and the blend of stop motion with live action (Anon 1967: 347). Inside Four Minutes (Douglas R. Wood, 1967), described as a ‘colour abstract’, employs a long-focus lens to record the inner workings of a clock mechanism, creating a ‘golden mist’ as a result of the restricted focus range (Anon 1967: 351). Inward Scene (Group OC03 of Coventry, 1973) questions the perception of reality through the study of a central character’s own view of the world with ‘a visual style that makes it fascinating to watch’ (Rose 1973: 320). Its use of multiple superimpositions recalled Pas de Deux (Norman McLaren, 1968) although, instead of extensive laboratory effects, the ‘polished special effects’ of Inward Scene were ‘all done in the camera’ (Rose 1973: 320). The commitment and technical skill employed by the amateur hobbyist in reproducing the elaborate effects and colour designs typically out of reach of the average amateur filmmaker are also evident in the multicoloured designs employed for The Magic Sea (Ron Chapman, 1979).

Recognized for its technical achievement by the IAC, The Magic Sea creates an impressionistic view of the South Shields coast though exposure techniques that echo Bridges-Go-Round (Shirley Clarke, 1958). Chapman’s choice of the type of coastal scene more typical of the amateur holiday film is given a multicoloured interpretation through employing multiple exposures to create psychedelic visions of the rolling waves and birds in flight. These effects were achieved in camera by shooting the view through one coloured filter (red), back-winding the Kodachrome film to the original starting point before filming again with a different colour filter (green), followed by a final pass with the remaining filter (blue). In employing this method, waves, birds, clouds and other moving objects appear as tricolour effects while the static coastline is rendered more naturally, juxtaposing the real landscapes against the kaleidoscopic movement of colour. The film demonstrates how ‘technical mastery’ and an innovative aesthetic approach could produce a work counter to the ‘orthodox’ film techniques amateurs were often in pursuit of, and offers one route to the artistic or painterly discourse within the pages of Amateur Cine World.
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Figure 11.10 The Magic Sea (Ron Chapman, 1962), the creation of tricolour images using back-winding, filters and Kodachrome stock.

From the post-war years to the 1980s, the adoption of colour film stocks within the amateur movement offers useful parallels with and divergences from the story of the mainstream industry. Despite the Eastman-Kodak Kodachrome colour stock being available from the mid-1930s, the debates around the appropriate and effective use of colour found in Amateur Cine World show technical, artistic and ideological uncertainties over the best route for amateur colour filmmaking. Though the mainstream industry remained a key influence upon the amateur (evidenced through a desire to recreate key technical developments such as widescreen and 3D), filmmakers were often hailed for avoiding attempts to duplicate what appeared on the big screen. Given the limitations of their resources, the epitome of amateur productions was often those which approached subject matter and technique with an eye to the filmmaker’s experience and understanding of the colour stocks available.

As they were not bound by the restraints imposed upon the use of colour in the mainstream industry, members of the amateur community were free to experiment with colour technique and establish their own aesthetic which developed through these debates contained within ACW. The magazine itself shifted position significantly in this period, from an early desire to see colour as part of a suite of techniques rooted in concepts of naturalism and realism, through a push to educate amateurs in correct colour usage, to the identification of the artistic and painterly qualities required of a serious amateur. The specific example of the ‘Ten Best’ films across this period also demonstrates a shift in the genres of amateur filmmaking. While all adopted colour, that push for more focused and designed chromatic composition led to the dominance of fictional genre work over the more traditional holiday or travelogue work of the ‘point and shoot’ amateur. The discourse around the use of colour in the post-war years was increasingly on the ‘ambitious colour user’ (Dennis 1952: 432) who would create atmosphere through colour by breaking the textbook rules (Sewell 1954: 919). Films such as The Stray, A Quiet Afternoon, A Game for Three, The Magic Sea and Make-up suggest that there was an increasing body of serious and ambitious amateur filmmakers who were eager to take up that challenge.
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Short, Documentary and Advertising Films

Paul Frith and Sarah Street

Producers of short and documentary films were as keen to adopt colour as amateur filmmakers, sharing similar interests in alternative 16mm production methods. From the 1950s onwards, however, Eastman Kodak targeted short, documentary and instructional film companies in its marketing efforts for Eastmancolor. The association between colour and modernity in particular encouraged filmmakers and advertising companies to use colour for the active promotion of lifestyles, consumer goods and services. This resulted in a number of series that took advantage of what colour could offer in terms of documenting new trends as well as appealing to younger audiences. In this chapter we explore the range of short, informational films that were produced: Rank’s Look at Life films that were released on their circuit throughout the 1960s; the Pathé Pictorial shorts released on the A.B.C. circuit; and films produced by Harold Baim that were released through United Artists and shown on the two main circuits, Rank and A.B.C. These three series dominated the short film market in the 1960s, so much so that it was difficult for other producers to get their films shown (Knight and Porter 1967: 28, 35).

We also consider the output of the Children’s Film Foundation, the organization responsible for producing a significant number of colour shorts in the 1960s and 1970s that aimed to attract youth audiences to the cinema, partly through an experimental approach to colour that sought to compete with television. The advertising and industrial film sectors’ exploitation of colour to make products and services look more appealing will also be detailed in an assessment of how colour documented changing lifestyles and economic, social and consumer cultures. We demonstrate how, whatever the ostensible motives for turning to colour, these films often permitted it an obtrusive role and could be innovative in terms of visual presentation. To bring out the rich, diverse nature of short films across the period we concentrate on the following themes: domestic issues, British industry and commerce; the Children’s Film Foundation; and advertising and industry-sponsored films.

Looking at life in colour: domestic issues, British industry and commerce

When Rank launched its Look at Life series of short informational films in 1959 there was no doubt that they should be in colour. The new weekly film news magazine was claimed to be ‘the first ever of its kind … a revolutionary new product’, headed by George Grafton Green, executive producer of Rank’s special features division, and newsreel cinematographer Edward A. ‘Ted’ Candy (Anon 1958c: 3). Following the demise of the Universal News and Gaumont British newsreels, Rank promoted a new product that offered more than television news coverage and that could withstand repeated exhibition. Grafton Green described the pitch: ‘It cannot be so newsy that it goes out of date and yet its topicality must be of constant and world wide interest’ (quoted in Gay 1962: 46). The programme was ambitious: distribution was worldwide and by 1962 covered 1,200 major cinemas in the UK across a three- to four-month period. The ten-minute films were released weekly, and each issue had a screen life of eighteen months to two years (Gay 1962: 46). The subjects covered were very diverse, from coffee bars, pop music and fashion to life in East and West Berlin, advertising, events in the Commonwealth, the hotel industry and car manufacture. The Rank Organisation claimed that: ‘Anything from the world will be material for Look at Life, which will not merely consist of colour pictures of certain events but will present a rounded story setting today’s affairs and trends in perspective’ (Anon 1958c: 3). Early reports from exhibitors reported positive responses from the Snape circuit, Manchester, and the Cameo in London. The latter’s chief executive was reported as commenting: ‘The general production, treatment and excellent colour photography make these one-reel featurettes a worthwhile addition to any program’ (Kinematograph Weekly 1959: 5). Both Look at Life and Pathé Pictorial shorts were ‘magazine programmes’ designed to showcase ‘many aspects of life which, if looked at through their lens, do in fact have glamour’, an assessment that acknowledged their interest in high production values, including colour (Knight and Porter 1967: 38).

However, the aim to be comprehensive while delivering ‘balance’, combined with the extent to which Rank prioritized Look at Life for exhibition on its own circuit of cinemas, attracted criticism. The images were accompanied by voice-over, typically the strident tones of narrators such as E.V.H. Emmett and Tim Turner which critics associated with a class-ridden, outmoded style ‘seemingly at odds with the subject of the film in question’ (Mayne 2017: 118). In 1967 Derrick Knight and Vincent Porter’s report for the A.C.T.T. entitled A Long Look at Short Films delivered a damning verdict on Look at Life’s market domination and consequent excessive receipt of funds from the Eady Levy, arguing that the series represented a type of cine reportage critiqued by John Grierson back in 1932. In this view, the films’ primary function was to ‘glamorise’ aspects of social life superficially, while on occasion serving as covert advertisements for the goods of ‘hidden sponsors’ (Knight and Porter 1967: 38–9). Worst of all, the films prevented more creative short filmmakers from being able to enter the market.

The book resulted in heated debates in Film and TV Technician following the Monopolies Commission’s 1966 recommendation that Rank should free up space for shorts produced by independents. Those anxious to defend Look at Life emphasized the series’ employment record, rejected the charge of hidden sponsors and quoted surveys that showed the films were popular with audiences. A Rank Organisation press release published the details of a survey conducted among cinemagoers by Group Marketing and Research on six Look at Life shorts. The findings were that 87 per cent of cinemagoers thought the films added to the evening’s enjoyment, with 52 per cent preferring them to the second feature. Colour was named as one of the positive factors about the series (Rank 1969). Although Knight and Porter tended to dismiss such surveys as not sufficiently detailed (the size of the sample was not given) it seems that, despite the high production values, colour and range of subject matter, Look at Life ceased production ‘as a result of economic factors’ in 1969 after 507 issues and, it was claimed, after being shown in more than 100 countries (Rank 1969). One defender of the series claimed that, in addition to the Rank circuit, the films were shown in more than 300 independent cinemas in the UK, but this was probably a response to the Monopolies Commission’s criticisms that were nevertheless instrumental in Look at Life’s demise (Gallard and Worboys 1967: 10).

Yet looking at Look at Life and other shorts from the perspective of colour offers a somewhat different assessment. A supporter of the series noted: ‘Any factual film, like any newspaper article, is an advertisement for somebody or something’ (Harker 1967: 40). The emphasis on promotion certainly allowed a space for colour to be assertive, to underscore or even qualify the narration by illustrating particular themes graphically and often with imagination. Even Knight and Porter admitted that the films used ‘novel’ methods and could be ‘brilliantly done’ (1967: 38). While it was hardly a new idea to use colour to make products, processes and activities more appealing in instructional films, Look at Life offers colour images of the 1960s that constitute fascinating documents of contemporary life, culture, society and institutions. Particular themes created opportunities for colour to dominate, as with floral displays covered in Tulip Town (1961) that focused on the bulb industry in Spalding, Lincolnshire, and its annual parade of tulips. The effect of the flowers on display is described by the narrator as a ‘Sea of Colour’, as illustrated by shots of the tulips’ six basic colours shown in a montage sequence. Roses all the Way (1961) used overhead shots to deliver an unusual perspective of the ‘spectacle of colour and beauty’ created by different varieties of roses.

Other films celebrated the colours created by artificial light sources. Lights Up! (1962) documented a research centre at Wembley in an instructional film about lightbulb technology and the ‘new world of colour’ created by fluorescent lighting. This context permits some effective shots of coloured lightbulbs, colour testing and shots of the public illuminations at Blackpool. Neon lighting also features prominently in Coffee Bar (1959), a film about coffee bars in London’s Soho. As well as documenting the revival of coffee bars in the 1950s, the subject lent itself to showing their brightly coloured neon signage while conveying something of their appeal to youth/bohemian culture. This topic had also been covered by Pathé in Coffee House (Colour Pictorial issue 004, 1955) which focused on ‘El Cubano’, a coffee house in the Brompton Road, Kensington, London. The film celebrated its cosmopolitan culture, ‘exotic touches’ and ‘unusual and colourful atmosphere’. Colour highlights were emphasized by focusing on chromatically interesting details, such as a woman with red hair wearing a bright orange jersey, a slice of lemon floating in a cup of black coffee, a cage with tropical birds, and green pieces floating in Grenadilla juice served in a coconut shell.
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Figure 12.1 Lights Up! (Look at Life, 1962), fluorescent lighting.

Other Look at Life films deserve closer attention for their use of colour. For Crying Out Loud (1964) was about advertising, beginning with a red London bus featuring in a British exports fair parade. The film then shows coloured billboards, magazines and neon signs. As with other Look at Life films, time is spent explaining how advertisements are devised and produced, finishing with public advertising campaigns offering health advice, information about the National Coal Board and promotional materials for British tourism. A film about advertising for paperback books, Cover Story (1966), similarly exploited colour to convey the work of contemporary graphic illustration. Although Penguin is not named, it is clear that the covers shown use the publisher’s distinctive colour-codes for different genres.

Glamour Gets a Passport (1963) documents a fashion show in Covent Garden that involved ballet, opera and contemporary designs. Norman Hartnell is the featured designer and the short shows how ready-to-wear British fashions were exported to Paris. Rather than simply concentrate on the clothes as modelled, the short exploited its instructional imperative by showing different-coloured fabrics, weaving and manufacture. Pathé’s Fashion Awards (Technicolor, 1963) featured the work of a newer designer, Mary Quant. The models demonstrated Quant’s signature style: black and white striped and chequered dresses with yellow tights, the impact of the latter accentuated by close-ups. Also showcased were Quant’s ‘wet-look’, brightly coloured shiny PVC macs that applied new materials to fashion. Quant’s reputation for exciting colour combinations had been recognized when fashion editor Ernestine Carter featured her designs on the cover of the first Sunday Times weekend colour supplement in February 1962.
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Figure 12.2 Glamour Gets a Passport (Look at Life, 1963), fashion and craft detail.

Fashion also features in Look at Life’s Woman-Power (1961), a short that presented colour consciousness as a female attribute. After opening with shots of women athletes, the film moves to the office environment, claiming that women ‘stick out for a favourite colour’ for their electric typewriters. As in other Look at Life films there is a fascination with processes, as dresses are shown being cut, occasioning a close-up of pink fabric with white spots. A meeting of the British Colour Council is featured, involving the matching of colours for clothes, fridges and other appliances, wallpaper and cake decorations. The commentary links colour to women’s choices – ‘it’s the woman who chooses’; when cars are purchased a woman will ‘talk colour’ while a man sticks to being interested in ‘mechanics’. Such discourse is familiar from earlier binary assumptions about colour and gender; in this film it comes across as patronizing and trivializing of colour expertise. This tone is also evident in Stolen From Men (Pathé Pictorial, issue 195.05, 1962) which claims women’s coloured nail varnish has the same composition as the paint used by men to touch up scratches on cars and motorbikes; a practical, ‘male’ usage has been ‘stolen’ by women for a new glamorous purpose, to coordinate with fashions such as a white blouse worn with a red Mary Quant pinafore dress matched with white nail varnish.

On the other hand, colour expertise is highly respected in Mayfair Colour Centre (Pathé Pictorial, issue 074, 1956). Taking the trend for colour consultancy as its subject, the film shows the work of colour experts, including Patricia Gorman who ran a similar centre in Australia, giving free advice in person and by postal enquiry in leading the ‘colour conscious Britain of today’. While the work of colour consultancies was not new, the short conveys their work as a science in which the impact of light on colour, colour and the spatial dimensions of rooms, colour psychology and mood are variables that can be measured, planned and executed precisely towards the creation of pleasing, harmonious domestic spaces. These ideas reflected the concerns of organizations such as the Council of Industrial Design (COID) established in 1944 to promote better design and educate consumers. A COID pamphlet published in 1955 offered similar advice on colour and home decorating by Margaret Llewellyn (1955). In this way the films were part of a broader post-war concern to negotiate colour’s polyvalence through education and greater ‘colour consciousness’. As noted by Blaszczyk, in the early 1960s the field of colour consultancy had become ‘more crowded and competitive’, and ‘the new color assertiveness drew substance from the growing influence of London authorities on taste and consumption’ (2017: 212). As shown in Mayfair Colour Centre the consultants saw themselves as specialists with a responsibility to influence taste and creativity in the home, offices and civic design. Consumers were encouraged to feel empowered by colour competence. A perhaps extreme example is Colours for Slimming (Pathé Pictorial, 1955) which urged larger women not to wear red; they were advised to wear pale blue instead and to take advantage of ‘designers’ tips’ on illusory devices such as stripes.

Films by the prolific short film producer Harold Baim also dealt with domestic issues, trends, pop music, overseas travel and contemporary lifestyles. Baim’s films, shot in Eastmancolor, were longer than Look at Life and Pathé Pictorial shorts, lasting up to an hour, and were critiqued by Knight and Porter in their A.C.T.T. report as an ‘anomaly’ (1967: 35). They were distributed by United Artists as part of booking contracts for high-profile features, such as Tom Jones and the James Bond and Beatles’ films, and were shown in Rank’s cinemas. One film about wallpaper, Between Those 4 Walls (Paul Weld Dixon, 1962), exploited colour to maximum effect. It begins with a brief history, featuring an Egyptian frieze and French and Chinese wallpaper ‘delighting eyes with colour’, as informed by the voice-over narration by Alan Freeman. This is followed by a highly expressive shot of shafts of blue, red and yellow paint being poured down an upright corrugated surface while Freeman comments: ‘Man cannot live without colour.’ Wallpapers are then seen unrolled on a floor to herald an instructional sequence in which we see wallpaper being produced. People flick through pattern books and once again particular assumptions are conveyed about choices, but this time in relation to taste. A ‘practical man’ is shown choosing ‘neutral’ colours that are not ‘spectacular’, whereas bolder designs are chosen by more outgoing personalities who ‘dare to be different’. Paint is shown being mixed in shots that are evocative of Jack Cardiff’s ICI-sponsored Technicolor short This is Colour (1942) which also relishes the sight of vats of paint and multi-coloured mixing units. After a sequence showing a couple learning the skills of wallpapering at home, the short ends by repeating the earlier shot of paint being poured down a corrugated surface. In this way Between Those 4 Walls uses the variety of coloured wallpapers to promote its own delivery of vibrant colour images; the film would be far less effective in black and white.
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Figure 12.3 Between Those 4 Walls (Paul Weld Dixon, 1962, Harold Baim Collection), choosing wallpaper.

Pathé released Wallpaper (Colour Pictorial, issue 433, 1963) the following year. This time the emphasis is on well-established craft skills such as routing, hand-block and flock printing to create a ‘complex and colourful world’. But it also features mixing machines with shots of colours being swirled in rotating vats. Taking a more contemporary perspective, Light Fantastic (Colour Pictorial, issue 961, 1968) shows architect Mike Leonard demonstrating new convex lens devices that could be used for ‘the mass manufacture of lit-up art’. When coloured lights are projected through them a ‘myriad of multiplied coloured motion’ is produced, intended for ‘shop windows, special theatre effects even in the home as an ever-lasting, ever-changing wallpaper’. A variety of effects are shown, including an elaborate set-up involving two charts revolving in opposite directions: a transparent colour chart and one with a simple black pattern. Combined with light and the lens devices the effects produced are spectacular examples of 1960s coloured light-shows, presumably to be used in the home by people who dared to be different. Swinging Britain Print (Colour Pictorial, issue 662, 1962) shows the making of temporary fixtures for a ‘Happening’, an outdoor event. The structures are embellished with shimmery red, silver and gold-coloured cellophane described by the narrator as ‘colour as you might see in a hallucination dream’.

The Children’s Film Foundation: ‘A whole history of everyday life’1

The Children’s Film Foundation (CFF), created in 1951, was a significant producer of short films, serials, travelogues and dramatized documentaries in the following decades, and evolved into the Children’s Film and Television Foundation in the 1980s. Funded through the British Film Production Fund (known as the Eady Levy), by 1967 the CFF had produced 113 items, comprised of 55 features, 23 serials and 35 shorts (Shail 2016: 23–4). These were exhibited at the popular Saturday morning children’s club screenings; during its peak years of activity from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s approximately 800 cinemas took part, nearly half of the total number of cinemas in the UK (Shail 2016: 16). In its early years the CFF’s films were shot in black and white. The first Eastmancolor film was Toto and the Poachers (1957) but it was not until 1967 that colour films outnumbered black and white; by the 1970s they were all in colour. This switch coincided with an audience survey which encouraged the CFF to improve the films’ technical quality and to use more colour. The films’ varied subject matter, genres and styles reflected changing attitudes, lifestyles, fashions and material environments. The following examples illuminate colour’s distinctive role as a dominant attraction, particularly in the 1970s when children’s television competed with the cine-clubs for teenage audiences.

The Boy Who Turned Yellow (Powell and Pressburger, 1972), ‘one of the most idiosyncratic and original of all CFF films’, is distinguished by the centrality it gives to colour in terms of theme and visual effects (Shail 2016: 28). Powell and Pressburger’s reputation for colour filmmaking in the Technicolor era constituted an ideal background for developing a ‘colour-conscious’ script and execution. They also used celebrated colour cinematographer Chris Challis who shot the film using Panavision cameras. There is playful use of colour from the outset as the film’s title is written in white with the last word appearing in yellow (a playful chromatic gesture that is reprised at the end when various institutions are thanked in the credits for ‘turning themselves yellow’). This sets the film’s quirky, light tone for the story of a boy called John (Mark Dightam) who loses his pet mouse on a school trip to the Tower of London.

Electricity, lighting and colour are key themes and visual cues throughout the film, from an early classroom scene in which electricity is explained to the arresting central colour sequence in which a tube train and its occupants turn completely yellow. After being sent home from school John travels from Chalk Farm station on the tube. He sits beside a woman dressed in white shoes, a short green coat and a green-ribboned hat. This contrasts with John’s pale-blue hat and top, brown cape and beige trousers. The woman is reading Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men, a title that is strangely pertinent to John’s interest in mice; a close-up of the cover shows Penguin’s distinctive orange book-jacket design. Establishing the mundane normality of two people travelling by tube is an important set-up for the shock that is to follow. As if in boredom, John uses a light-pen to flash intermittent signals towards the woman, and we see her perhaps annoyed reaction in a few close-ups of her face. This appears to cue electronic sounds (the score was by Patrick Gowers and David Vorhaus) as she stands up. The entire frame then becomes a yellow, swirling effect before everything in the carriage turns yellow, including the woman and John. When the train arrives at the platform we see that it is completely yellow, as are all who emerge. It is later reported that 407 people were mysteriously turned yellow, one theory being that the phenomenon is connected to an ‘extra-terrestrial event’.
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Figure 12.4 The Boy Who Turned Yellow (Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, 1972), before the train turned yellow.
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Figure 12.5 The Boy Who Turned Yellow, the train turned yellow.

Other sequences in the film feature colour as an obtrusive aspect of their visual design. At home during the night John hears an electronic-sounding voice emanating from the television set. It turns out to be Nick, an alien visitor who lives off electricity. He is also yellow with a rotating light on the top of his helmet that flashes yellow light around the room. He explains to John that they can travel on energy waves to other locales via the television, an effect which occasions strobe lighting to dramatize their flight, eventually to the Tower of London in search of the lost mouse. Colour is also significant when Nick visits John’s friend Munro who can hear the alien through flashing lights coloured red, yellow and green. In this way the film delivers a succession of playful colour effects which add to its wistful, surreal sensibility in the true spirit of the Archers.

The Glitterball (Harley Cokeliss, 1977) was another popular CFF film that was inventive in its use of colour. At home, a boy called Max (Ben Buckton) discovers a small silver ball in the kitchen which turns out to be an alien creature that has mistakenly landed on earth. Comedy is created from the ball’s adventures as it whizzes across floors and sustains itself with food and electricity while trying to return to its mothership. The visual gags use stop motion animation and various special optical effects created by Brian Johnson which, in combination with electronic sound by Malcolm Clarke, give the film a slick, fantasy/adventure aesthetic located within ordinary settings such as a supermarket. Colour is heightened after the ball has been revived by a full supply of electricity and its silver surface glistens with coloured glitter. The film also features a typically vibrant chromatic palette for home décor in the 1960s. Max’s home has green-painted doors and banisters, a red stair carpet and front door, and the kitchen has pink curtains and orange and pink flowery wallpaper. Although Glitterball is from the late 1970s the house was presumably decorated earlier, a detail which adds authenticity to a film that situates its extraordinary scenario within an otherwise realist setting. Paint manufacturers in the 1960s encouraged people to decorate their homes using vibrant and shimmery colour schemes. In this way, CFF films reflected the strong, contemporary associations between colour, youth, fashions and product promotion we discuss in the following section.
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Figure 12.6 The Glitterball (Harley Cokeliss, 1977), kitchen décor.

Advertising and film sponsorship: the importance of colour in (inter)national branding

In his discussion of cinema advertising in 1956, Ernest Biggs (Fellow of the Institute of Practitioners in Advertising) postulated that, following the introduction of ‘the integral tripack processes’ in the post-war period, ‘the 1960s will see the universal application of colour to the most powerful advertising medium ever devised’ (Biggs 1956: 109). Biggs also observed that, while cinema advertising in the form of the moving image was still in its infancy, it had become ‘a highly specialized business … receiving the attention of many leading creative and technical people within the industry’ given its importance as ‘a means to reach younger people in the mass market’ (Biggs 1956: 106). As with the feature film industry, the more readily available colour film stocks introduced during this period resulted in colour becoming a valuable marketing tool for cinema advertising, given that print and television chiefly remained in black and white until the 1970s and 1980s. Leonard Citron, marketing executive for Pearl and Dean, stated that the memorability surveys conducted for cinema advertising confirmed that ‘advertising on the screen is enhanced by the fact that the cinema is the only colour audio-visual medium having a captive audience, giving a guarantee to see rather than, as in other media, an opportunity to view’ (Citron 1960: 4). Citron adds that ‘colour is a most important weapon for advertisers’ in their effort to win over shares of the highly competitive market:

It is important for pack-recognition of consumer edibles, toiletries and cosmetics, as well as for commodities such as furniture, fashion, etc., which need to be demonstrated in their true light. It can be seen, therefore, how essential it is to make sure that at the actual moment of sale the consumer recognizes the product, and not merely remembers its brand name.

(Citron 1960: 7)

The advertising strategy for Gibbs hair products of the 1960s was informed by the age ranges of consumers targeted by each product. It distinguished between younger, cinemagoing consumers for whom colour was seen to be a valuable marketing tool, and older consumers for whom print or television advertising was deemed to be more appropriate. While the advertising strategies for Harmony (hair dye), Sunsilk shampoo, Melody (anti-grey colourant), Pin Up and Twink (home perms) were aimed at an older demographic, appearing in print publications such as Woman and Woman’s Own, Sea Witch (colourant), Wood Nymph (hair lightener) and Sunsilk hairspray catered for the 16–24 age range, with the subsequent advertising strategy including publication in Honey and Flair magazines and broadcasts on Radio Luxembourg (J. Walter Thompson 1966). During those formative years of cinema advertising, colour was employed as a means of reaching younger audiences who were more likely to frequent the cinemas on a regular basis, and this is reflected in products appearing on screen. Targeting the 16–24 age bracket for the launch of the new Sunsilk hairspray range, advertising agency J. Walter Thompson recommended ‘the exclusive use of cinema for the test launch’ (J. Walter Thompson 1965a). In an audience reaction test for Bold Hold (Elida-Gibbs, produced by Roger Morris and Paul Darbyshire, 1966), conducted on behalf of Gibbs by Audience Studies Limited for Sunsilk hairspray cinema, the top response to the question ‘What was it about this commercial that you liked the best?’ was ‘the colour’, followed by ‘the action/plenty of action’ and ‘the speed/it was quick moving’ (J. Walter Thompson 1965b).

The increasing use of colour for advertising on the big screen resulted in new product lines (and the relaunch of older products) designed specifically to exploit colour branding and which enabled consumers to more easily differentiate between similar products. The audience’s positive response to the action and pacing of the Bold Hold advert is also indicative of the adoption of more cinematic modes of storytelling, often emulating popular contemporary genres or characters. In a spoof of the James Bond series, Bold Hold features three distinct action sequences for which each of the three female leads uses a different Sunsilk hairspray (for greasy, dry and normal hair) distinguishable by the purple, red and blue-coloured caps matched by the colours of costumes and sets. The global popularity of Bond was also appropriated by Guinness for The Man (Guinness Export Ltd, 1968) in which the lead actor despatches his adversary and woos a young woman, before making his way to a garishly decorated nightclub for a glass of stout. Stylistically, the advert utilizes a combination of high-contrast blacks, whites and metallic greys, with touches of multicoloured lighting associated with psychedelic ‘sensory experience’, as seen in a number of contemporary films associated with Cold War espionage such as The Ipcress File (Sidney J. Furie, 1965). While brands such as Guinness and James Bond reached global audiences the marketing strategy employed for The Man is emblematic of a period in which race and identity were problematic issues for advertisers who sought to distinguish between specific markets. As a result, three versions were produced that were identical in set design, staging and performance but with entirely different casts for each different market: one had an all-white cast, another black, and there was also an Asian version. Although the films were produced with the intention of targeting key markets in which Guinness was sold, the adverts fail to convey the international appeal of the brand, focusing instead on the exotic appeal of the Bond character within the context of each market importing the product.
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Figure 12.7 The Man (Guinness Export Ltd, 1968), using different casts for each market.
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Figure 12.8 The Man, same set but another locale: using different casts for each market.

Issues of brand identity and adaptation for the international marketplace feature prominently in two adverts produced in the late 1950s by Larkins Studio for the Dominion, Colonial and Overseas (DCO) arm of Barclays Bank. Put Una Money for There (Denis Gilpin, 1956) and Not Cricket (Richard Taylor, 1958) were designed to target audiences in Africa and the West Indies, employing writers and musicians from those regions in order to cater to local tastes. Though these films both feature the simple designs of other Larkins Studio productions, they differ from the Barclays advertisements they produced for British cinema audiences through a more vibrant use of colour. Alongside the upbeat tempo of the jingles accompanying the DCO films, bright, eye-catching colours fill the screen, with only a few brief glimpses of the basic black and white designs of the films made by Larkins for British exhibition. Put Una Money for There employs backgrounds of orange and yellow, and blue and green, with a similar colour scheme adopted for characters in the foreground. By contrast, Not Cricket features pink and purple tones throughout, adding a vibrancy to the film which is lacking in the animations produced for British audiences. Made shortly after the DCO films, the British advertisements, including Man of No Account (Beryl Stevens, 1961), Marching Orders (Larkins Studio, 1962) and The Driver’s Dilemma (Lance Percival, 1963), are notable both for the removal of the ‘jingles’ employed to drive the narrative and for the foregrounding of the multicoloured animation. In Man of No Account, both the backgrounds and the characters are dressed simply in white, with skin tones and facial characteristics being the principal means of distinguishing between them. Alongside their more subdued use of colour, these films can be seen as more identifiably ‘British’ in their approach, both in characterization and the employment of a colour palette which links the bank to patriotic, military colours. The screen space employed for Marching Orders is almost entirely comprised of two Welsh guardsmen on sentry duty against a largely plain background, with both dressed in the traditional red and black attire synonymous with the British military and monarchy. Similarly, in The Driver’s Dilemma the blue-uniformed figure of a police officer on the beat and a red telephone box are instantly recognizable as British icons with their associated colours.
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Figure 12.9 Put Una Money for There (Denis Gilpin, 1956), brown and yellow-accented animation.
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Figure 12.10 Not Cricket (Richard Taylor, 1958), pink and purple-accented animation.
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Figure 12.11 Man of No Account (Beryl Stevens, 1961), highlighted skin tones.

The transmission of the first colour television advertisement in Britain on 15 November 1969 represented a significant shift in the choices available to advertisers after fifteen years of monochrome broadcasts. Advertisers in the UK were cautious when it came to colour broadcasting. To ensure the most effective use of colour they developed new lines and packaging, made tests and completed films up to eighteen months prior to the switchover. This was achieved, in part, through recreating the look of television broadcasts during post-production (in both colour and black and white for those who did not yet own a colour set) as the image quality varied widely from viewing film rushes in a theatre. Lintas, who worked on the first Birds Eye advertisement, discovered that the packaging for a number of products had to be altered entirely in order for them to appear correctly on television. The dark blue logo was lightened as it appeared black on television while the white petit pois boxes had to be redesigned as off-white in order to avoid glare (Anon 1969c: 30). Such products as Scott’s Crazy Oats, which turned pink when milk was added, or Sunblest Happy Bread, which had a different colour wrapper for each day of the week, were perfect gimmicks to exploit products through colour television. Just as green had come to be associated with menthol in the United States, it was also suggested that colour could be used to ‘mould brand identity’ not just by colouring products but through ‘the creation of a colour mood’ (Anon 1969c: 30).

The arrival of colour television advertising in 1969 also introduced colour to a number of products which, as a result of their intended demographic, had previously only been seen in black and white. While the cinema advertisements for the Sunsilk hairspray range had a defined target audience, the production of the first colour television adverts presented a number of issues arising from the new medium relating to a new target audience. By the end of 1969, only 230,000 colour televisions had been installed, a figure which was projected to have doubled by the end of the next year, but still only represented 4 per cent of sets in UK homes (Anon 1969a: 27). This issue drew concerns from advertisers who were well aware that this small percentage of households represented ‘a thin upper layer of the population, and one which may be expected to watch BBC2 rather than ITV, once the novelty has worn off’ (Anon 1969b: 27). The first commercial to appear in colour on British television, for Birds Eye frozen peas, was particularly significant for the company as

the kind of people who have colour TV sets are the people who tend to be in advance of the masses. They are the people who have refrigerators; they even have deep freezes. They are in the innovators and they are the heavy users of frozen foods, so it is particularly appropriate for us to be in colour.

(Michael Moss quoted in Dakin and Viney 1969: 30)

As in the case of the Birds Eye freezer range, broadcasting in colour was deemed to be of most value to specific products initially aimed at housewives in middle-class households whose purchasing power was ‘in advance of the masses’; namely, food, fashion and cosmetics. Products such as orange juice, which was particularly popular with this new colour audience, was thought to look ‘terrific in colour, compared to black and white’, making it a perfect choice for television (Anon 1969b: 27).

The Birds Eye adverts introduced another trend for colour production which shifted focus from the confines of the kitchen to more leisurely environments and the open spaces of product manufacture to give ‘the housewife the feeling of a beautiful sunny morning when the product had just reached perfection in the field where it was growing’ (Dick McNeil quoted in Anon 1969d: 1). The sun-kissed photography utilized by Birds Eye was also evoked in a series of early colour Oxo advertisements featuring housewife Katy and her family, stars of over 180 previous black and white adverts. Following the shift from black and white, colour came to be associated with luxury and middle-class spending power.

Located on a family camping trip, with friends at a barbecue, or on holiday in America, these adverts align more closely with the middle-class consumer than the working-class domicile, positioning Katy as a figurehead of modern consumer culture contained within these idyllic settings. The 1969 ‘Camping’ film, from the Great Little Cube series of adverts, locates the family within a softly lit riverside location, with the red and yellow Oxo cube packaging replicated within the 1960s fashions worn by the family and in details such as the son’s dinghy floating on the water, the picnic set used for cooking, and Katy’s own auburn Vidal Sassoon bob. The presentation of these simple foodstuffs therefore became associated with a fashion-conscious, trend-setting audience.

As with other modes of colour film production, the sponsored film became more prominent in the 1960s following the introduction of 16mm Ektachrome Commercial 7255, the fastest colour film stock available at that time, from which Eastmancolor intermediates were employed for release printing (Groet, Liberman and Richey 1959: 8). In 1961, the inaugural Guide to Sponsored Films, appearing annually in Amateur Cine World, drew attention to the hundreds of sponsored films now becoming available through distributors to cine-clubs or other large groups (Anon 1961b: 661). For ACW, sponsored films were ‘far from being blatant advertising material’ as many of these ‘prestige’ productions were made ‘not directly to boost sales but to enhance the sponsor’s reputation’, with particular appeal for audiences who ‘value film as an art form rather than a “spectacle”’ (Anon 1962b: 4). Continuing the legacy of such ‘prestige’ documentaries as the Empire Marketing Board Film Unit’s Drifters (John Grierson, 1929), the surge of sponsored films during this period brought with them a range of creative approaches to the genre that were partly fuelled by the freedoms afforded by the faster Ektachrome process and portability of 16mm cameras. ACW differentiated between the various sponsored films as belonging to three distinct types: the ‘hard sell’ informing audiences directly why the product should be bought; the ‘soft sell’ which paints the product in a favourable light; and the ‘prestige film’ through which the product benefits from being associated with a high-quality production (Anon 1963: 450).

One of the most successful films was Giuseppina (James Hill, 1960), a ‘prestige’ film produced by British Petroleum (BP) that won the Academy Award for Best Documentary (Short Subject) in 1961. The film became a familiar sight for colour television audiences when it was used for test broadcasts in the 1960s and early 1970s. As suggested by ACW, films such as Giuseppina were considered more than just ‘blatant advertising material’ because they privileged storytelling over selling a product. The only direct references to BP are glimpses of the company’s logo on the petrol pumps. The film focuses upon Giuseppe, a petrol station proprietor in northern Italy, and his daughter, Giuseppina, as they go about their daily routine, interacting with locals and tourists alike, with young Giuseppina dreaming of some day travelling across the globe. Though the film is careful not to overstate the involvement of BP, the company’s primary revenue stream, fuel production, is central to the story’s celebration of travel and the international community. Colour plays an integral role in presenting this message as BP’s own ethos when each of Giuseppe’s encounters is followed by a return to the garage forecourt and the recognizable racing-green of the company’s logo can be seen in both the colour of the petrol pumps and the clean, crisp overalls worn by Giuseppe, taking a prominent position within the frame. This association is also supported through extended glimpses of the lush greenery of the surrounding countryside, seen as the visitors make their way to and from the station, and linking the BP brand to a healthy and thriving natural environment wherein the hazards associated with the production and consumption of oil are of minor significance. The strong international community message is also conveyed at the end of the film, when Giuseppina asks her father why he takes the time to entertain a young boy pretending to fill his cart with petrol, and Giuseppe responds: ‘Everyone is important Giuseppina – everyone … ’.
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Figure 12.12 Giuseppina (James Hill, 1960), red and green-accented BP advertising.

While BP’s Giuseppina employs a simple narrative to communicate the message of travel and tourism bringing together the international community, Shell’s Song of the Clouds (John Armstrong, 1956) is more ambitious in its scope. It follows a number of travellers across the globe as they embark on series of plane journeys, in a narrative which stresses the importance of the International Air Transport Association (IATA) for safe effective air travel and ‘international good sense’. As Shell expanded their international operations in the mid-1950s, the output of the Shell Film Unit began to ‘emphasise the socio-economic as well as the technical aspects of the Group’s work, pointing to its social impact throughout the world’ (Burgess 2010: 220). In the post-war period, films such as Song of the Clouds represented a similar approach adopted by Imperial Airways which tended towards the ‘interwar vogue for disjunctured historical narratives’, nostalgic for Britain’s colonial dominance whilst simultaneously recognizing the importance of the global marketplace (Anthony 2011: 312).This outward-looking approach is seen in the film through the multiple exotic locations and faces of the indigenous populations (Italy, Ethiopia, Venezuela and so on), each community introduced through the changing colours of the fashions, the branding of the various international airlines, and the landscape of each country. The yellow and red of the Shell logo are incorporated into the designs for a series of prototypes deemed to be the future of aviation, including vertical take-off, implying the company’s support of and involvement in developing technologies for the benefit of the international community.

The involvement of petroleum companies in technological advances was a dominant feature of a series of educational films which often looked to the past in order to demonstrate how their products benefited modern society. In the Shell series of films ‘How the Motor Car Works’, The Engine (Derek Armstrong, 1967) is largely comprised of shots of various parts of the car engine in motion accompanied by a descriptive voice-over. Accompanying parts of the engine, painted the red and yellow of the Shell logo, are a series of coloured lights employed to highlight specific parts of the engine in motion as the narrator describes their function. Individual yellow, red, purple and blue lights fade in and out as the four pistons move up and down, allowing the viewer to recognize in what sequence they fire when the engine is running. Esso’s Getting Warmer (Henk Kabos, 1961), features stop motion puppetry in depicting the history of insulation and heating within the home, from cavemen to the modern household. Darker, cold tones from earlier periods are contrasted with the bright glow of the contemporary household that has benefited from reliable fuel sources to provide central heating and hot water. Similarly, Energetically Yours (David Hilberman, 1957) features Ronald Searle’s hand-drawn cartoons to illustrate how energy has been harnessed over the centuries, with the blue of the Esso logo prominent amongst the other vibrant colour designs. Although the mode of delivery in Getting Warmer and Energetically Yours is similar to educational films about energy production and consumption, the link established between modern oil consumption and the brighter colour tones accompanying the familiar designs of the Esso logo constructs a positive brand identity.

Colour provided opportunities for new marketing trends while attempting to appeal to younger cinema audiences and eventually gravitating more centrally to television. Taken as a particular corpus of colour production, the films discussed in this chapter deliver fascinating insights into the period’s social and cultural histories. Colour was associated with youth and modernity, as noted by advertising expert Eric P. Danger:

The principle feature of modern experience of colour has been the tendency towards brighter colours and to use more colours. This is chiefly due to the influence of the young who have more money to spend than past generations and who are, therefore, able to give rein to their inherent liking for colour and experimentation. A very recent development has been the influence of the teenager on many products which are not necessarily bought by teenagers. Psychedelic colours are a case in point and may be found in the most staid furniture as well as in clothes.

(1968: 48)

Taking advantage of this trend, colour enhanced the pictorial documentation of a wide variety of activities and products including traditional flower shows, new technologies, the latest fashion designs and home décors that were increasingly informed by the work of professional colour consultants. The short fiction films produced by the CFF similarly emphasized colour’s association with youth, science and exploration, as did the many commercial advertising companies and industrial corporations that sponsored films. What became clear by the 1970s was colour’s centrality in promoting products and affluent lifestyles to saturate the ever-expanding horizons of what it meant to be ‘modern’.
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Sex and Eastmancolor

Paul Frith and Keith M. Johnston

People know there is a market for strong material, especially of a sexual nature. The doors are wide open.

(JOHN TREVELYAN, QUOTED IN ANON 1969E: 25)

From the late 1950s through the late 1970s, the increase in production, distribution and mainstream exhibition of British sex films ran parallel to the adoption of Eastmancolor, with the colour film stock being eagerly embraced by the producers of such films. Never restricted to one genre or filmmaking approach, the films of this cycle link colour to claims made for the natural qualities of colour film through repeated formal and promotional strategies. Colour film’s ability to capture and represent accurate skin tones in these films was not, however, just a recurrence of an earlier promotional strategy for colour film. It allowed the sex film to stand in direct comparison with the sexually explicit yet largely monochromatic imagery available in men’s magazines and other publications. Exploring a range of films produced within this film cycle, the chapter considers the importance of their colour aesthetic, and how the key sexploitation decade of 1968–78 exploited colour within a wider intermedial sex industry.

While the sex film has featured in histories of British cinema and culture (Hunt 1998; Hunter 2013; McGillivray 2017) it has rarely been critically championed, nostalgically reclaimed in the manner of the Carry On … series, or closely studied in terms of its aesthetic components. Financially lucrative, particularly in the early 1970s, the description of these films as a cycle is an acknowledgement that they were ‘made for a market with a voracious appetite that demanded new products’, which ‘offered both the new and the familiar … a standardised product and a repeatable experience’ (Stanfield 2015: 2). This was a production cycle that responded quickly to shifts in censorship, film industry finance, non-mainstream distribution and exhibition, and developments in the wider sex industry. Variously described as ‘trash cinema … not bad but disgraceful’ (Hunter 2013: 3), ‘sleaze cinema’ (Sconce 2007: 9), or ‘sexploitation … [with] Playboy-inspired imagery of nude women and later of simulated sex’ (Schaefer 2004: 370), the British film cycle was dominated by softcore productions ‘punctuated by periodical moments … of simulated, nonexplicit sexual spectacle … [stressing] extensive female nudity and heterosexual encounters … [and] pornographic spectacle such as striptease numbers … modelling scenes, voyeur numbers, girl-girl segments, threesomes, orgies and the like’ (Andrews 2006: 2).

Following I.Q. Hunter’s lead, the following sections look at three of the genres that developed within that sex film cycle: the permissive drama, sex comedy and sex horror (Hunter 2013). The permissive dramas of the period look at British cinema traditions around documentary realism and social problem films through a sexploitation lens; the sex comedies are best known for the combination of a television sitcom aesthetic with comically frustrated attempts at sex (Barber 2010); while the horror film gained a new lease of chromatic life through its association with sex, foregrounding colour alongside a blend of folklore, Satanism and 1960s counter-culture. Such examples allow the chapter to demonstrate the shifting and often contradictory role of colour within the cycle: emphasizing the natural qualities of skin tones; creating spectacle through revelatory costumes and lighting effects; and stressing colour’s distinctive qualities in relation to other aspects of the British sex industry.

From naturism to permissive drama

The initial British nudist films, such as Nudist Paradise (Charles Saunders, 1958), Naked as Nature Intended (George Harrison Marks, 1961) and Sunswept (Michael Keatering, 1961), featured Eastman Colour centrally on poster advertising, in their opening credits, and through the films’ continued chromatic focus on the skin tones of naked bodies. Such naturist films offered both male and female nudity, although the female body dominated advertising and film content and was crucial to promotional strategies that linked naked (female) beauty and Eastmancolor film stock. This also emphasized colour films’ depiction of naked white skin tones, which was only possible in the late 1950s after the British censors relaxed their attitude towards white naturism; previously, the only permissible nudity was through the representations of indigenous populations found in anthropological documentaries (Sheridan 2011: 11).

That joint promotion of colour and white skin tone is clear across a series of advertising from the late 1950s and early 1960s. A Compton Films poster for Naked as Nature Intended featured a (partially obscured) colour image of a naked Pamela Green, while another poster for the film claimed that ‘revealing Eastman Colour’ was responsible for the ‘au naturale’ qualities of its ‘bevy of beauties’. The poster for Nudes of the World (Stanley L. Long, 1962) highlighted ‘Eastman Colour’ and ‘authentic … gorgeous girls’, lobby cards for Nudist Paradise featured topless women situated against natural backdrops (a field, a forest or carrying flowers), all in colour, while a colourful Sunswept poster had four female nude bodies silhouetted against a foreign location at sunset.
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Figure 13.1 Naked as Nature Intended (George Harrison Marks, 1961): the poster highlights the importance of skin tone and Eastmancolor within advertising.

That recurring connection of colour with authenticity, beauty and nature has a potent link with colour film history. Advertising for Becky Sharp (Rouben Mamoulian, 1935) claimed Technicolor offered ‘the rich reality of natural colour’ that would depict its star ‘in the breathless beauty of living colour’. The promotion of these early British nudist films made a similar claim: colour enhanced beauty, captured the lived reality of naturists and nature, and offered a more authentic experience. The reason for this was less about film history, however, and more about creating difference between these films and their sex-industry competitors. Short reels of 8mm and 16mm films known as ‘loops’ (McGillivray 2017: 15) or ‘rollers’ (Hunter 2014: 153) featured hardcore film imagery and could be shown at selected cinema clubs (which were able to circumvent censorship restrictions), purchased illegally via Soho book stores (Carter 2018: 416), or via carefully worded advertisements in the back pages of cine magazines such as Continental Film Review, 8mm Magazine and Cinema X. Crucially, these illegal pornographic films were almost exclusively in black and white, as underground producers struggled to find laboratories to process film, particularly given the complex chemistry and skill required for Eastmancolor stock (Carter 2018: 417). These underground hardcore films existed in a monochrome world, allowing the softcore nudist films to corner the market through a display of colour naturalism and beauty.

As the 1960s progressed, softcore nudity began to expand beyond the confines of the naturist film into other documentary formats. The sex cycle continued to develop its link between Eastmancolor and natural flesh tones, with the emphasis falling more on the naked female body than the male. London in the Raw (Arnold L. Miller and Norman Cohen, 1964) and Primitive London (Arnold L. Miller and Norman Cohen, 1965) intercut social issues with sexualized dances and colour striptease sequences. The appearance of Soho clubs and performers in those films is indicative of the important intermedial exchange that built up around the sex film cycle in the 1960s, becoming central to the late 1970s shift to home video. It is clear that Eastmancolor allowed film producers, distributors and exhibitors to differentiate their more mainstream product from the ‘rollers’, or new explicit adult magazines from American (Playboy, Penthouse) and British (Men Only, Mayfair) publishers. Films could travel further; they could reach audiences who were unable to attend infamous London clubs such as the Raymond Revuebar, the Windmill Theatre or the new London Playboy Club (launched in 1966) in person; and the new magazines were initially in black and white, with occasional colour glamour shots. The sex film cycle was part of this 1960s capitalist pornographic cross-media industry, but its financial success was explicitly tied to its use of Eastmancolor.
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Figure 13.2 London in the Raw (Arnold L. Miller and Norman Cohen, 1964), one of the Soho club dancing sequences.

The reliance on the documentary format decreased as the cycle progressed. Later films like The Wife Swappers (Stanley Long, 1970) or Suburban Wives (Derek Ford, 1971) used documentary techniques to comment on the alleged sexual suppression caused by suburban life. Featuring staged and scripted sequences, yet with no dramatic narrative, the documentary approach appears to have been an attempt to circumvent the restrictions of the censor. By the late 1960s, however, the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) had adopted a more progressive attitude to the visual depiction of nudity and sexually explicit material in mainstream films such as The Killing of Sister George (Robert Aldrich, 1968) or The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (Ronald Neame, 1969). Raising the age limit for the ‘X’ certificate from 16 to 18 in 1970 was one element that set ‘in train a sexual cycle in which producers had to create more and more explicit films to attract audiences’ (Matthews 1994: 186). It also meant that the morality messages found in The Wife Swappers were largely replaced by the mainstream expansion of the permissive drama film.

Cool it Carol! (Pete Walker, 1972) demonstrates how those permissive dramas adopted colour within a more classical narrative and aesthetic structure. Such dramas are ‘snapshots of both changing mores and the pleasurably reprehensible behaviour of the liberated young’ (Hunter 2013: 106), offering a sex film version of earlier British ‘social problem’ films (see Chapter 4). Cool It Carol!, like many 1970s sex films, highlights its use of Eastmancolor in advertising materials and in its opening credits, which mention both the film stock and Kay Laboratories as the processing house. The film has been highlighted for the collaboration between director Pete Walker, ‘a decent cameraman (Peter Jessop) … and a strong, reliable cast’ (McGillivray 1974: 44–7). Walker had entered the film industry by working on a striptease film for producer Michael Klinger, and making 16mm black and white ‘girlie films’ (McGillivray 1974: 45), before making an Eastmancolor softcore short, and two features, The Big Switch/Strip Poker (Pete Walker, 1968) and School for Sex (Pete Walker, 1969). The collaboration with cinematographer Jessop, who had a background in documentary cinematography and colour short film, appears to have been an important one for Walker’s development as a filmmaker (they would continue to work together through the 1970s), but the reference to Kay confirms the key role the laboratory played in aiding filmmakers, even on lower budget sex films.

Cool It Carol! combines its nude scenes with a familiar plot about Joe (Robin Askwith) and Carol (Janet Lynn) travelling to London in the hopes of making it big. The film constructs a seedy view of post-Swinging Sixties’ London, where tawdry apartments, hotel rooms and offices take precedence over touristy shots of London. These social realist tendencies include stylistic choices in set design and location filmmaking that stress brown and grey hues, not dissimilar to those discussed in Chapter 5 and Get Carter (Mike Hodges, 1971). Here, that aesthetic is interrupted by a recurring use of colour that develops an association between sexual activity, red-lit clubs and character psychology. In one scene, flush with cash earned through prostituting Carol to a series of anonymous men in an apartment, Joe and Carol end up in a busy nightclub bathed in red lights. While much of this lighting is diegetic, the range of red tones works to emphasize a ‘red light’ zone within the club, where they mingle with half-naked women, pimps and sex film producers.
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Figure 13.3 Cool it Carol! (Pete Walker, 1972), Carol (Janet Lynn) and Joe (Robin Askwith) in a red-lit nightclub.

It also offers a pointed comment about Carol and Joe’s relationship, using colour to underline their apparent acceptance that they will earn money through exploiting Carol’s body. The red lighting offers a chromatic link to the first time Carol has sex with a relative stranger, in the back room of a casino that is strongly lit in similar scarlet tones. The narrative importance of this moment builds through the film, as Carol has flashbacks to it: first, before the apartment sex scene, and second, at the end of the film when Carol decides to leave London and return home. Using red as a narrative device is also seeded through the film in Carol’s costume, including a moment where she corrects one man’s comment on some red underwear, noting it is actually ‘scarlet’. Yet this points up one of the contradictions of Cool it Carol! within the sex cycle’s permissive dramas. While it features significant female nudity, largely focused on Janet Lynn, the film has few simulated sex scenes. Monthly Film Bulletin noted that the film offered ‘an occasional flash of pubic hair’ but was ‘entirely anaphrodisiac … the sex scenes being treated with distancing irony’ (Joannides 1971: 6).
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Figure 13.4 Cool it Carol! Carol (Janet Lynn) in the red-accented scene in the casino.

That is not to say that permissive dramas rejected the display of the naked female body as a key site of pleasure for its audience. Cool it Carol! may offer some access to Carol’s emotions and the uncertainties of her new life via its use of red tones and lighting, but her body remains the source of much of the intended titillation within the narrative. It also offers a development of the 1960s’ tendency where the colourful opportunities open to Eastmancolor sex films were shown in opposition to other monochrome media. Here, the film viewer regularly sees Carol’s naked body in colour, yet the photographs taken during her glamour photo shoots are in black and white. Colour film still claims to offer more than can be found in other media, an unintentional echo perhaps of 1950s’ colour films that featured black and white television screens as an indicator of medium superiority.

A few years later, at the tail end of the sex film cycle, the drama Hardcore (James Kenelm Clarke, 1977) demonstrated how colour could no longer operate as a significant difference between disparate parts of the British sex industry. British model and actor Fiona Richmond had built her career as a star of men’s magazines, with explicit sex stories (allegedly from her own life) and pictures regularly appearing in Men Only, before she worked in sex films such as Exposé (James Kenelm Clarke, 1976). Hardcore is a loose dramatization of her magazine stories, featuring an episodic narrative similar to other popular sex dramas such as Emmanuelle (Just Jaeckin, 1974). Hardcore also harks back to the earlier documentary approach of the British sex film by following Richmond’s ‘life’, attempting to exploit its intermedial links to the Soho sex industry, and relying on wider knowledge of Richmond’s appearances from men’s magazines.

Here, the inclusion of colour offers less of a distinction for Hardcore than the sex documentaries could claim in the mid-1960s, or as dramatized in Cool it Carol! This was in large part because the sex industry was catching up: by 1972, Mayfair was advertising 8mm films ‘processed in superb living colour … [with] girls from the magazine’s pages’ (Mayfair Film Society 1972: 48–9); while the Men’s Only model Minah Bird had already appeared in Four Dimensions of Greta (Pete Walker, 1974) (Stearns 1972: 99–101). Adult magazines regularly exploited the appearance of their own models in such films, using colour articles and photospreads from the films, drawing their readers to these films and vice versa. This multimedia sales strategy of the mid-1970s meant that Hardcore’s release lacked the unique element that Eastmancolor had offered to earlier naturist, nudist, documentary and permissive drama entries in the sex film cycle.

Sex comedies

The Kine Weekly film critic Graham Clark described the 1970 sex comedy Secrets of Sex as being ‘quite blatantly directed at a certain type of audience which, unfortunately, does exist’ and recommended ‘Specialist booking’ (Clarke 1970: 23). Within three years of that review, the ‘certain type of audience’ had expanded from specialist items in theatre chains such as the Birmingham Jacey which successfully adapted its ‘news theatres to sexploitation pictures’ (Anon 1970a: 8) to mainstream cinema chains across the UK. The shift that allowed sex films to be ‘programmed by every British cinema save the snootiest art-house’ (McGillivray 2017: 16) was arguably the sex comedy, which pushed the existing seaside-postcard humour of the Carry On … franchise into a more visually revealing series of films.

An established view of the sex comedies within British film history has emerged in recent years: that ‘there are no masterpieces, very few cult items … an interrupted series of aesthetic botches and (mostly) commercial failures’ (Hunter 2012: 154). Academic work on individual films, and the cycle more generally, focuses on ideas around British low culture, bawdy seaside-postcard humour, working-class representation, consumerism, the failing British film industry of the 1970s and intermedial links to television situation comedy (Hunt 1998; Dacre 2009; Barber 2010). The aesthetic opinion on such films is summed up by Sian Barber, who notes that the visual style of Confessions of a Window Cleaner (Val Guest, 1974) ‘is located firmly in the world of the TV sitcom … brightly lit [interiors] … cluttered and eclectic set dressing … [with] characters … awkwardly situated within the frame’ (Barber 2010: 9). The sex comedies also allowed an expansion of themes central to the British TV sitcom of this period which were more open to narratives around sex, although still limited in what could be shown. Consequently, the British sex comedy offers another site of intermedial contestation and differentiation where Eastmancolor was linked to the promise of more explicit and colourful content than was deemed permissible in other media.
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Figure 13.5 Confessions of a Window Cleaner (Val Guest, 1974), the poster for the film that launched the successful sex-comedy series.

The key colour components of the British sex comedy are based around the display of skin tones, the costumes that (briefly) clothe the various women that are presented as objects of sexual desire, and the use of different lighting tones and techniques utilized for sexual sequences. The issue of skin tone harks back to the promotion of the nudist films, with its claim to offer a natural authenticity to the fuller display of the nude and sexualized body. Here, the promise of full-frontal female nudity in Eastmancolor combined with the smutty seaside-postcard comic register ran parallel to a development in a monochromatic media: the introduction of black and white Page 3 models in The Sun newspaper. Debuting in November 1970, Page 3 became an institution within The Sun, where sex was ‘part of a discursive notion of “fun” … Men were in on the joke: women could play too’ (Hunt 1998: 26). This reference to Page 3 is a reminder that female nudity was being displayed for humour and sexual spectacle; male bodies were rarely offered up to be gazed at in the mainstream sex films, although they could still be a regular source of comic escapades. Eastmancolor has to be understood as imbricated in that system, with discourses around Eastmancolor and ‘natural’ beauty acting as a convenient smokescreen for the continued commercial exploitation of the naked female body. The commodification of those bodies in sex comedies is again heavily reliant on Eastmancolor’s ability to offer a range of hues of skin tone, offering that important contrast to both Page 3 and adult magazines.

Although not as well known as the Confessions series, Can You Keep It Up for a Week? (Jim Atkinson, 1975) initially appears to fit the prevailing sitcom sex-comedy mould described by Barber (2010). It has a central working-class hero Gil (Jeremy Bulloch), who gets himself in a range of sexual altercations through his job as a general handyman, all while trying to win the hand of girlfriend Annette (Jill Damas). While the episodic nature echoes those films, there are also key differences: Gil and Annette are shown to be in a sexual relationship from the opening scene, while most of Gil’s sexual opportunities are fully consummated, rather than comically interrupted. This, then, is a sex comedy where the display of simulated sex is fully exploited rather than teased. Annette is bare-breasted in the first scene, there is multiple full-frontal female nudity in hospital scenes, a lesbian sequence between Annette and Miss Hampton (Valerie Leon), and a concluding party scene where almost all the film’s characters reappear, fully naked and cavorting in and around a swimming pool. This final sequence also suggests a difference to the limited aesthetic that Barber associates with the sex comedies. In place of a brightly lit sitcom aesthetic, or even the more traditional red lighting tones found in other sex films, the cinematography of Can You Keep It Up for a Week? bathes the final orgy scenes in different coloured lights. This includes an orange hue under which most of the naked skin tones glow. While this is a step away from the naturalistic lighting found elsewhere in the film, it is a technique that focuses the film’s chromatic gaze onto the naked bodies, rather than the other elements of the party mise-en-scène, not least the deeper blue tones of the water.

Can You Keep It Up for a Week? also offers a limited display of non-white skin tones through its use of Black actors in several sex scenes: this includes Miss Stanley (Venicia Day) who has scenes with Gil, and with Gil and Dr Livingstone (Jenny Cox), and performs a striptease at the party; this final sequence also features a sex scene with Miss Stanley’s fiancé, John Thomas Smallpiece (Jules Walters), Dr Livingstone and therapist Mrs Bristol (Sue Longhurst). However, for all that these films contain such characters and sequences, there is little sense that the films are trying to make any more potent ideological or political statement around racism than their contemporary media counterparts. As Stuart Hall argued in relation to 1970s television sitcoms, ‘the appearance of blacks, alongside whites in situation comedies’ does not ‘help naturalise and normalise their presence in British society … [it] protects and defends viewers from acknowledging their incipient racism’ (Hall 1981: 42–3). The Black actors in these sex comedies may offer a different colour of skin tone, but they are rarely central to the narratives, have limited lines or agency, and may simply be a commercial move on the part of the producers to be able to target a wider audience.

On the Game (Stanley Long, 1974) offers a parallel example in its use of Black actors, while also using colour to develop a parody of the earlier documentary focus of the sexploitation film, and colour television. The film adopts (and mocks) the higher cultural form of the documentary for its exploration and dramatization of the history of prostitution. Clearly drawing inspiration from the Civilisation television series (BBC, 1969) featuring Sir Kenneth Clark, Long’s film is structured around two elements: dramatized and comic sexual sequences, and a series of images of nudity and sex from different art and media forms (pottery, paintings and photographs). Eastmancolor is used here as a guarantor of authenticity through capturing the faded tones of historical objects, while offering a more lavish, sexual and colourful representation of the historical past.

This historical representation again relies heavily on the commodification of full female nudity: the historical artefacts feature large-breasted women on pottery and parchment, while the gaze of the camera in the live-action softcore sequences is on the naked female body (or areas of those bodies). The film does offer a more varied aesthetic approach to filmmaking, with colourful set decoration, location shooting and strong lighting techniques: a chiaroscuro effect is used in a sequence about Empress Messallina (Nicola Austin), which initially uses its shadows to obscure her naked body, before cutting to a close-up of the actor applying gold paint to her nipples. Despite the use of strong colour in lighting, or in the various tones of diaphanous veils and clothes worn by different women, these remain momentary pauses before the next simulated sex scene, with colour returning to its traditional role of emphasizing the skin tones of white (and occasional Black) actors.

Ultimately, although many sex comedies were a financial success, they could not rely on as strong a distinction between the use of Eastmancolor and the representation of sex in competitive media. The comic register and narrative progression of these films are almost interchangeable with the Carry On series and the range of 1970s television sitcoms, both of which were in colour. Although Can You Keep It Up for a Week? and On the Game demonstrate how colour female nudity could remain a point of differentiation with television, Page 3 and men’s magazines, it appears that the sex comedy’s ability to promote that difference may have been restricted, due to its narrative reliance on coitus interruptus, unlike the fuller chromatic display of naked bodies found within the permissive dramas or the growth of sex-horror films.

Sex and horror

Sex had been intrinsic to the development of the British colour horror film since Hammer’s The Curse of Frankenstein (Terence Fisher, 1957). Explicit scenes of sex and nudity may not have appeared in mainstream genre entries until the early 1970s, but the BBFC noticed the impact of colour on more risqué and sexually suggestive scenes. In their deliberations on Dracula (Terence Fisher, 1958) the censors felt that colour enhanced the sexual inferences in Dracula’s seduction of Mina, most notably how the latter’s flesh tones and body outline were emphasized by the translucent pale-pink nightdress, or when the vibrant red lipstick accentuated her parted lips and potential acquiescence to Dracula (Frith 2018: 11). With this link already established, producers of the nudist and sexploitation films turned to the popular horror genre as a means of capitalizing on both markets, while being able to utilize similar techniques around colour and intermedial connections with magazines and pornographic publications.

Tigon incorporated increasing amounts of colour sex and nudity to differentiate its horror films from rivals Hammer and Amicus, breaking new ground for British colour horror with Witchfinder General (Michael Reeves, 1968). This account of the seventeenth-century English witch-hunts combined partial nudity and sex with strong images of the rural countryside, both captured in Eastmancolor. The film also started a trend for horror films to move away from the Grand Guignol spectacle of studio-bound productions at Hammer and Amicus, with the influence of Reeves’ film most apparent in Blood on Satan’s Claw (Piers Haggard, 1971) and The Wicker Man (Robin Hardy, 1973). The combination of explicit nudity and violence with the natural beauty of rural English and Scottish locations in all three films was narratively and chromatically linked to contemporary magazines that exploited tales of folklore, myth, cult worship and ritualistic killings.

That focus on paganism, the occult and witchcraft in press stories can be seen in a 1964 LIFE magazine article which used nude black and white photographs of young witches practising their rituals in middle-England to present witchcraft as being somewhat ‘kinky’ and depraved (Anon 1964: 55–8). Such stories became a regular feature in the monochrome pages of British tabloids through the 1960s (Thompson 2007: 224) and echoed across a series of black and white exploitation documentaries, including Legend of the Witches (Malcolm Leigh, 1970), and ‘rollers’ such as Satan’s Children, produced by Ivor Cook’s Climax Films in the late 1960s. In 1972, Men Only published a colour photospread of images from exploitation film Secret Rites (Derek Ford, 1971): featuring real-life witch Alex Sanders, this focus continued a publication-based emphasis on the link between witchcraft and sexual deviancy (Hoffman 1972).

Tigon’s Curse of the Crimson Altar (Vernon Sewell, 1968) combined that existing intermedial emphasis on ‘kinky’ witchcraft with coloured lighting techniques comparable to the psychedelic sensory experiences of the 1960s counter-culture. When protagonist Robert Manning (Mark Eden) witnesses occult worship led by Lavinia Morley (Barbara Steele), the ceremonies resemble the colour cover photograph of a 1968 Observer Magazine article on Nickie Wilson, the ‘Queen of the Witches’. The rest of the article featured black and white images and reported on Wilson and her husband Scotty performing nude at the annual Drawing Down the Moon Ceremony on the Isle of Man, with Scotty wearing a horned helmet and dagger as he stands over his wife (Cross 1968: 12–14). Drawing inspiration from such reports, Curse of the Crimson Altar uses Eastmancolor to bathe scenes of semi-nude worshippers in an ethereal green light, accompanied by cutaways to kaleidoscopic camera effects including Lavinia in green body paint and pink lipstick, wearing a golden ram’s-horn headdress. Witchcraft and devil worship became a way to exploit unconventional sexual practices within horror-film narratives, while camera effects, colour lighting and iconography offered a chromatic enhancement to media reports on witchcraft, and counter-cultural claims for sexual revolution and experimentation.
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Figure 13.6 Curse of the Crimson Altar (Vernon Sewell, 1968), Lavinia (Barbara Steele) with green-painted body and pink lipstick.

Themes of ritualistic sadomasochism, sex and horror feature prominently in the Titan International production of Incense for the Damned (Robert Hartford-Davis, 1970) in which an Oxford don, Richard Fountain (Patrick Mower), joins a vampiric cult in Greece whose murderous desire for blood is connected to sexual fulfilment. The extended orgy sequence at the film’s opening depicts a hypnotic mixture of drug-induced hallucinations, ritual murder and sex. Like Curse of the Crimson Altar, the film takes inspiration from the psychedelic experience in its barrage of multicoloured lighting effects. Cinematographer Desmond Dickinson’s ‘elegant location work in Cyprus’ was praised in Monthly Film Bulletin yet the review dismissed ‘the psychedelic effects [which] date the film instantly’ (Pirie 1972: 96). Despite this criticism, depictions of satanic worship and sacrifices continued to employ similar-coloured lighting designs derived from late-1960s counter-culture. For the ritual initiation sequences of the coven of White Wizards in Virgin Witch (Ray Austin, 1972) fashion model Christine (Ann Michelle) sacrifices her virginity to coven leader Gerald Amberley (Neil Hallett) as a disrobed circle of dancing coven members look on. Throughout this scene the group are bathed in a similar blend of red and green light, as the fast-paced cutting and flicker of orange candlelight create a hypnotic rhythm of coloured light. The narrative moves between the more naturalistic scenes of Christine modelling on the grounds of the country house (not dissimilar to similar images from men’s magazines) and fantasy.
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Figure 13.7 Virgin Witch (Ray Austin, 1972), coloured lighting effects.

Having emerged from that potent combination of 1960s intermedial influences, the sex-horror film remained popular through the 1970s. However, as colour became more common across different parts of the sex industry, the sex-horror films faced a similar dilemma to the permissive dramas discussed earlier. Instead of completely replacing the sex film, The Playbirds (Willy Roe, 1978) suggests a combinatory approach to pornographic media rather than film maintaining its chromatic differentiation. In The Playbirds a serial killer called ‘The Chopper’ is murdering models who appear in ritualistic-themed photoshoots for the Playbirds men’s magazine. This real magazine, owned by David Sullivan (who also produced the film), featured heavily in the narrative: in an opening sequence Sullivan’s alter ego Harry Dougan (Alan Lake) holds up a full-colour advertisement on the back cover of the latest Playbirds: promoting Sullivan’s previous sex film, the record-breaking Come Play with Me (Harrison Marks, 1977). The sex film cycle and the sex magazine were now cross-promoting each other: Come Play with Me was (falsely) promoted in Sullivan’s magazines with colour images of penetrative sex that were not from the film (Sheridan 2011: 175); all the models featured in The Playbirds, including star Mary Millington, were regularly found in the real magazine. The Playbirds was still able to show such models in Eastmancolor, at a time when the actual Playbirds magazine still used monochrome photographs, and that likely remained a potent lure. It was a last hurrah in many senses: the home video boom of the late 1970s would soon offer colour sexual imagery in a domestic, rather than public, setting. Although sex would remain key to the horror genre (in Britain and beyond), the decade that saw the sexploitation horror film adapt black and white photographic exposes of Wicca practices into vividly coloured nudity, sex and ritualistic violence, ended with a cross-industry whimper.
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Figure 13.8 The Playbirds (Willy Rose, 1978), featuring Mary Millington from the adult magazine of the same name.

The development and expansion of home video moves beyond the focus of this book, but it is possible to trace key elements of Eastmancolor’s impact on the sex film cycle in the early years of the video boom. Figures for the initial adoption of home video suggests the early dominance of the softcore (and, increasingly, hardcore) film. In April 1980, it was estimated that 60 to 70 per cent of cassettes sold in the UK ‘come within the broad porn category’ (Anon 1980a: 9): and colour films from the sex cycle remained central to that dominance. Adverts for early video retailers show the prioritization of British sex cycle titles: Sex Farm (Arnold L. Miller, 1974), Tiffany Jones (Pete Walker, 1973), Sex Clinic (Don Chaffey, 1971), Virgin Witch and Satan’s Slave (Intervision 1979: 44), as well as Eskimo Nell (Martin Campbell, 1975), On the Game and Groupie Girl (Derek Ford, 1970) (Portland-Video 1979: 52). More mainstream sex dramas such as The Stud (Quentin Masters, 1978) and The Bitch (Jerry O’Hara, 1979) benefited from the new medium, with IPC Video releasing the latter on cassette while it was ‘still on general release’, exhorting audiences to ‘make “The Bitch” a regular feature. Not just a one night stand’ (IPC Video 1979: 19). The colour sex film remained a key element as the industry shifted towards a domestic market.

Although the mainstream film industry pulled back from this lucrative cycle in the late 1970s, the examples of Hardcore and the feature film-pornographic publication crossover The Playbirds offered a new route for colour in moving image pornography. Paul Raymond launched Electric Blue, a quarterly series of video magazines, in 1979, with the promise of models from well-known men’s publications Men Only, Club International and Penthouse. Advertisements for these video magazines promised that sequences were ‘all in sensational colour’ (Scripglow Ltd 1979: 62). Eastmancolor may have lost its lustre in the mainstream sex film cycle, as the rest of the sex industry moved to full colour, but the new medium of home video was still eager to exploit the importance of colour for its domestic audience.
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Cultures and Practices of Preservation and Restoration

Paul Frith and Keith M. Johnston

So we sit through Niagara, which is a beautiful Technicolor film noir… [then] the print of The Seven Year Itch from the studio is faded. This is 1972, or ’71. The Seven Year Itch was made in ’55. What made this so dramatic is that Niagara was made a couple of years before in ’53… And the color system changed from a three-strip to a Monopack… The film starts, and it’s pink and blue. The whole thing! … We were so disappointed… our eyes were treated to this extraordinary Technicolor of Niagara… and this was like falling off a cliff… We began to realise that everything since the Monopack was like this.

(SCORSESE 2015)

For many years, this has been the dominant view of the Eastmancolor Monopack in relation to film preservation and restoration. Since the late 1970s, when Martin Scorsese became vocal in proselytizing for restoration, he has worked with the Film Foundation to raise industry and public awareness of the deterioration of both prints and negatives of key films produced in Eastmancolor, and funding high-profile restorations. While Scorsese’s original target was the Eastman Kodak company, his discussions with them in the late 1970s made clear that one historical reason for the Eastmancolor situation was financial: ‘There is a stable stock: it costs a penny more per foot. And the studios at that time didn’t want to pay that’ (Scorsese 2015). It is a stark reminder that the introduction of Eastmancolor was almost wholly a short-term financial decision, not an aesthetic one. Its status, and selling point, was linked to lower lighting requirements, faster processing times and cheaper print stock (Heckman 2015). Though these changes would eventually lead to improvements in colour reproduction and granularity, the reduction in production costs was of key importance to the manufacture, production and distribution of Eastmancolor films. Questions of long-term preservation were secondary.

The preceding chapters of this book have focused on the stylistic choices and influences of a range of British film productions brought about by the introduction of Eastmancolor. In all cases, the project’s ability to view these films has been predicated on different preservation and restoration techniques that have occurred in the years since Scorsese’s original intervention in the debate. For practical reasons, the project has viewed a range of different sources: film prints, telecine scans of material, digitized scans created for television or DVD, restored film elements, non-colour-corrected digital scans of amateur film, and full digital restorations at 2K and 4K intended for both Blu-ray and cinema release. As Paolo Cherchi Usai has noted, while the goal of restoring films is often to get ‘as close as possible to that [form] in which it was originally shown’, few of our sources could be described as the original text: all remain ‘imperfect’ copies of the original negative or release print (Cherchi Usai 1996: 12). With colour being most susceptible to minute shifts in photochemical and digital restoration techniques, the project team regularly debated the reliability of our audio-visual sources as an accurate record of the original film aesthetic.

This chapter explores the debates and discussions that guided our own approach to studying the available restored and preserved versions of these British films. We would argue that considering these issues needs to be more central to any project that focuses on the aesthetic, industrial or intermedial elements of film texts. Given the aim of much film analysis and archival practice is to make claims about the original text, more academic consideration of the available versions of films, and the shifting nature of textual detail that different restorations claim to retrieve, would help complicate the claim that such studies can bridge the historical gap back to the (largely unachievable) ‘original’ colour film that circulated in British cinemas at the time of first release. Indeed, given the project’s research around the different laboratory treatment of first run and circuit prints (as discussed in Chapter 2), it is increasingly difficult to make aesthetic claims about any dominant ‘original’ print that the historical audience may have viewed.

Central to this chapter is a consideration of the digital turn that has affected preservation discourses in the last two decades, and its impact on colour restoration techniques specifically. Digital technologies represent a significant shift in the production and distribution of films and other audio-visual materials away from the dominant photochemical model of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The use of digital techniques and technologies in film restoration and preservation is now embedded in many archival workflows and processes, allowing such digitized content to be viewed an infinite number of times without causing damage to original film elements. The term ‘digital restoration’ can itself be misleading, as it has become a synonym for any film presented via a digital medium regardless of the amount of work that has been done to the image, or whether effort has been employed to replicate the original aesthetic of the film (Horwath 2017: 31). The claims made for digital restoration can also differ widely: time and money may be invested in research around the production and release history of a film title in order to create a digital interpretation of the original analogue release; yet commercial pressures may see studios, distribution companies or television channels ‘taking questionable decisions such as altering image contrast or color grading to modern taste’ (Belston et al. 2011: 42).

The creation of a digital version has led to claims that the responsibility of film restoration has been relinquished ‘to the hands of technocrats and publicity agents’ in the act of creating ‘essentially … another film’ (Belston et al. 2011: 42). The debate here is between the competing archival and commercial desires to present the film in something close to its ‘original’ form (which might include sourcing the best possible material and consulting with surviving filmmakers), the push to create a contemporary digital ‘look’ that may disrupt ideas of the original text, and the economic pressures to sell and re-sell archival material to audiences. In the process, Nathan Carroll has claimed the move towards digital restoration has created the ‘archival cut … [a] palimpsest of analog and digital restoration practices, entangled decision-making processes, and cultural memories’ (Carroll 2005: 20). To return briefly to Martin Scorsese, he has claimed that:

The worthwhile cause of film preservation can be (and has been) abused in the name of commercial interests. The very term[s] ‘preservation’ and ‘restoration’ are being indiscriminately appropriated by marketing experts who know nothing about preservation itself but are aware of the economic potential of its public appeal … [Films] are misleadingly hailed as ‘restored’, while nothing really has been done to enhance their chances to be brought to posterity … Somehow, audiences are being led to believe that digital will take care of it all.

(Scorsese 2001: viii)

This chapter will consider the specific role of colour restoration within such debates, most notably the underlying industrial and chemical reasons for Eastmancolor fading, how different techniques work to retrieve or reassemble lost chromatic information, the complications involved in claiming to recreate an ‘original’ version of a film production, and how the British film canon has been shaped through the limited availability of restored analogue and digital colour films, and how that might impact future historical analysis of film aesthetics. To help illustrate the key elements of these debates, the chapter also includes four case studies that reveal how recent Eastmancolor restoration projects have grappled with issues around restoration, interpretation, materiality and authenticity.

The root of the problem: Eastmancolor fading

Some of the earlier productions wouldn’t have been restored because nobody wanted them. You have this thing that happens in the film industry that people made a film … it went round the country, and that was it. It was put away in the vault, no one would ever want it again … the saviour for that was television because television got to the point where they were prepared to buy anything … thanks to television, people want to show these films again but they’ve probably faded so you have to do a restoration on them to make them usable again.

(Pritchard 2019)

The roots of the debate around fading Eastmancolor stock lie in the relationship between Kodak and Technicolor in the 1930s and 1940s, specifically the need to produce a print stock for dailies more rapidly than the weeks or months that had become standard (Heckman 2015: 52). Initial research, then, was less concerned with the longevity of the dye couplers contained within the layers of the film than with shortening processing times. In the late 1940s, as Kodak developed the colour negative and printing process that would become Eastmancolor the importance of dye stability was linked to the maximum period for theatrical exhibition. The emphasis on a low-cost and good-quality image during first-run cinema screenings made sense, given that remained the dominant distribution and exhibition strategy of the time. This meant that in the first two decades of Eastmancolor in British production, the idea of faded prints would not have been a significant concern: release prints had a life expectancy of ‘one or two years’ although ‘a very popular film could wear out in a matter of months’, while the negative, from which additional prints could be made, was deemed to last ‘seven to fifteen years, or twenty to twenty-five years if treated carefully’ (Spehr 1979: 59). As British cinematographer Peter Suschitzky has noted, ‘no production would have thought forwards so many years’ (Suschitzky 2018).

Kodak made no specific guarantees on film stock fading, although the company did recommend creating separation masters to help preserve the colour from the original camera negative; and in 1956, when introducing a new stock for producing colour interpositives and internegatives, stressed the use of separations as a back-up. Many studios and production companies did not pursue this route, given the extra costs involved: by 1979, the estimated costs of producing separations was between $25,000 and $30,000, a significant investment for an industry that, in the 1950s and 1960s, had little sense of the ‘long tail’ possibilities that television or home video sales would allow (Spehr 1979: 59). Criticism around the possibility of fading stock was also directed at the laboratories processing the film. Fox subsidiary DeLuxe Laboratories was accused of substandard work in an effort to undercut rivals Technicolor: here, incorrect treatment and washing during the original processing and printing stages served to contribute to the effects of film fading, largely because work was carried out too quickly and carelessly (Wiener 1980a: 5).

The combination of dye stability, lack of separations and substandard laboratory work ultimately led to a great number of Eastmancolor films of this period being outlived by those produced via the Technicolor three-strip process during the 1930s and 1940s. This has meant that there has been less opportunity to identify the aesthetic differences that exist between the two systems. The clear nostalgia for the saturated colour look of Technicolor (caused by its imbibition printing process, where separations and matrices were created) stands in contrast to the ‘quasi-monochromatic appearance’ of Eastmancolor, which was embraced because it offered a more realistic and ‘sharper but less saturated’ option (Belton 1974: 56, 59). This was particularly important within the British industry of the late 1960s and into the 1970s where realism was more favoured than the glossy look of Technicolor.

The legacy of the Eastmancolor era

Although Eastmancolor fading was highlighted in the late 1970s, the late response to colour fading within restoration and preservation was due, in part, to competing archival priorities. The BFI National Film Archive set a goal to transfer their deteriorating nitrate collection to safety film by the end of the twentieth century (Anon 1980b:12), prioritizing the first half-century of cinema over the fading colour stock of the latter half. Equally, many prints and negatives were held in film libraries which were slow to use cold storage as a means of slowing the effects of film deterioration, one report stating only a few studios stored their films below room temperature (Spehr 1979: 60).

The recognition of issues surrounding film fading, therefore, has a great deal to do with the changing shape of the film industry in the decades following the introduction of the Eastmancolor process. As film production was on the decline, and television audiences were growing, there came a demand for repeated viewing of films on the small screen accompanied by a need to fill screen time in theatres (Spehr 1979: 59). Attempts to address film fading may have been linked to the rising interest in film as an art form – as championed by Martin Scorsese – but preservation practices were driven by business interests: ‘based upon revenues which stand to be garnered as television, videodisc, and other ancillary markets increase the potential value of Hollywood’s film archives’ (Wiener 1980b: 8). After an initial reluctance around home entertainment, due to its perceived negative impact on the feature film industry, the studios’ eventual decision to capitalize on the burgeoning home video marketplace had an inevitable impact on the long-term preservation of film. As Klinger argues:

In the case of cinema, it is arguable whether ecological considerations alone could have prevailed if new technologies and the accompanying need for programming content had not persuaded media conglomerates that there was literally gold to be found in the Hollywood hills.

(Klinger 2006: 117)

Creating new prints of existing films in order to produce video masters for television broadcasts or duplication onto VHS or Betamax introduced new preservation elements for films which had no further commercial value for cinematic exhibition. While these prints were often discarded once a master video had been created, the increased demand for content during the period indirectly resulted in the creation of new viewing material when only a faded print copy previously existed. This is still evident in television broadcasts and DVD releases of some of the lesser-known British films of the post-1955 period which are clearly derived from video masters created for subsequent broadcast or duplication (often identifiable through their incorrect aspect ratios and damage inherent in the magnetic tape from which they have been sourced). The creation of new master material required for broadcast or duplication to video in the last century has ensured that these films have endured through regular circulation on DVD and television or through online platforms. While this may have increased their circulation, the available copies of these films remain of a much lower quality than their more canonically dominant counterparts, often being derived from video tape masters rather than restored 35mm prints. The demand for television (and subsequently streaming) content has, therefore, both contributed to and hindered the reappraisal of lesser-known film titles as any analysis of non-canonical films rests heavily upon their availability, or lack thereof. As indicated here, this is largely shaped by the same cultural and fiduciary values historically assigned to these films, values that continue to shape the dominant form of the British film canon.

The interpretation of film preservation as ‘passing the medium of film on to future generations’ is complicated by the ‘competing systems and measures of value’ within which the moving image is positioned (Horwath 2017: 27). The tendency to attribute a higher value to a select number of films within the British canon has resulted in lesser-known titles being overlooked for preservation. This value judgement serves to prioritize both which films are selected for preservation/restoration and what form this may take, begging the question ‘which films or types of film will be preserved and remembered more than others?’ (Horwath 2017: 27). As Klinger has suggested, ‘at times preservation efforts succeed only when commercial benefits can be foreseen’ with investment in more costly and time-consuming preservation work targeting those films that will turn a profit during a theatrical rerelease or for the home video market (Klinger 2006: 117). While popular films situated within the British film canon retain a substantial monetary value for theatrical and home video rereleases (see Box 14.3: Lawrence of Arabia), those situated outside the canon do not warrant the investment required to undertake similar restoration projects. This has the unintended impact of complicating the ability of textual analysis of the wider range of films that make up British cinema history, whether in colour or black and white.

Restoration and recreation of the ‘original’

As noted earlier, colour fading has been a key element in the restoration ideal of recreating the look of the film ‘as it was seen by its first audiences’ (Bowser 1990: 172). Yet, as has always been the case, restoration projects must also play well to modern audiences: new soundtracks are added to silent films, which may also have extra frames added to compensate for missing footage, or previously deleted sequences can be edited back in. Within this debate, though, is a more fundamental question, and one that is essential when viewing those colour films that have received different approaches to restoration: what is the original? As Giovanna Fossati suggests:

To restore a film being true to the original can mean a whole spectrum of different things. On the textual level, for example, the film as it was shown at its premiere can be considered as original as the film the director originally wanted before it was altered by the production company or cut by the censorship before the premiere.

(Fossati 2009: 71)

Fossati usefully differentiates between the textual and the material when trying to define the original, a particularly important distinction that raises the life of a film beyond the first screening of the completed product. Often, the first print of the film, that which was been approved by the director and cinematographer, is seen as the ‘original’ version, with most subsequent versions offering a reflection of that original. Show prints would typically be made from a first-generation master negative, while theatrical release prints would normally be struck from an internegative, leading to a noticeable drop in quality, a particular issue for colour reproduction. Furthermore, the laboratory chosen to process and print the film would often be based on pre-established agreements made by the financers and not the filmmakers themselves: a decision based upon cost rather than aesthetics. Each film’s fate rested with its owner: either the production company or the distributor to which the film had been sold. In the rare instance that a director or cinematographer held enough sway with the studio to be able to choose a specific film stock or laboratory to work with, this came at a price for the financial backers. In the case of Stanley Kubrick, who was renowned for shooting millions of feet of film and requiring round-the-clock support from the laboratory in pursuit of a particular vision, the production company took a calculated risk based on his artistic and financial reputation. Apart from such rarefied cases, those in charge of the money would still have the final say over which stock would be used, which lab would be doing the processing and, ultimately, where and how the final film was printed for general release.

After the moment of initial release and distribution, if a film was needed for subsequent rerelease, television broadcast, VHS release or digital transfer, it moved further away from any notion of an ‘original’ approved version. In some instances, association with an integrated organization such as Rank might maintain a degree of consistency, allowing Rank Film Laboratories to produce all the prints for home and international distribution, and raising the possibility of reliable colour reproduction across prints. A significant number of British productions, often those co-produced with American partners, would often be printed elsewhere overseas as a result of pre-established agreements with international distributors. While those laboratories may have sought to maintain a similar consistency as the original UK theatrical run, the potential for variations in colour reproduction is unavoidable. It also creates situations where a film printed via the Eastmancolor process in one territory could then be printed using the imbibition process in another (see Box 14.2: The Masque of the Red Death). Such decisions were, again, financial: made as a result of either the best deal available to the producers or a pre-established agreement. At each step of this process, those issues relating to authenticity and the original version of the film get muddied for archivists and researchers alike.

Given the various contexts outlined above, restoring the ‘original’ look of early Eastmancolor films has proven a difficult task for the archives, particularly where no Technicolor imbibition elements exist. Given most low-budget British productions required smaller print runs, producing separations or going through the Technicolor IB printing process was simply not economically viable. In such cases, an accurate representation of the colour record may not exist, with negatives or prints fading to a point where only the essence of the original colours remains. While digital tools may help retrieve faded images, difficulties persist when no further reference material exists:

There’s … a sense that even with … all the digital grading tools that are there, you can’t push a negative, even a good one, where it doesn’t want to go. You can … a bit but … you can tell when you’re sort of trying to force a response out of an element that just hasn’t got that contrast range.

(Webb 2019)

The process of colour grading faded prints within the restoration process – what is often described as colour correction – combines concerns around original intentions and the limits of analogue or digital technique:

[You try to] approach the original color character rather than creating a new look. In many cases though, the reference to the original colors is not available, either disappeared or faded away. For this reason it is crucial that both the restorer responsible for the restoration and the grader operating the software are familiar with historical color systems and their look.

(Fossati 2009: 74)

Colour film restoration, in both analogue and digital processes, is not a process of correction, but a process of educated guesswork by colour graders who need to bring an understanding of the chemistry and construction of the film stock and, where possible, an eye for the historical approach taken by the cinematographer (see Box 14.1: A Man on the Beach). In some of the films viewed for the project, it became clear that the original cinematographer had been involved in the grading stage of the restoration:

Phil Méheux … shot The Long Good Friday in 1979–80. So he came in during the time we’d scanned the film, and he kind of supervised the grade so he could approve it and an example of what he did and I think this is sort of licence for a cinematographer … there’s a shot in the boat – where it’s just the head and shoulders shot, and there’s a window at the back and as they’re going up the Thames and Phil said there was some kind of Saharan dust cloud or there was some problem on the continent, which created on that very day the sky to suddenly go really dark behind this window, and he’d just been stuck with that … When they got to the restoration, we could actually sort of create a little window and lighten – [he said] ‘yes! I got my shot back’ so that was done for him.

(Collard 2017)
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Figure 14.1 The Long Good Friday (John Mackenzie, 1980), Harold (Bob Hoskins) in unrestored print.
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Figure 14.2 The Long Good Friday, restored print.

Here, the idea of the cinematographer getting his shot back creates two different notions of original: the original intention of the creative team (or at least one member of that team) vs the original version of the film that had the darker window behind Bob Hoskins’ head. Digital technology has offered cinematographers the chance to correct earlier footage, to return to an original idea, but it challenges earlier notions of what the original entails: what an audience might have seen in the early 1980s release of that film, or earlier television or video releases.

In some instances where the creative team could not be involved, other techniques can be adopted to recreate the colour palette for a faded film. In the case of a 1996 restoration of Vertigo (Alfred Hitchcock, 1958), that palette was partially recreated using fabric samples or paint chips similar to a reference costume or car seen in the film (Enticknap 2004: 136). There is, as yet, no sense of the levels of authenticity inherent in these debates: is the archaeological approach to finding appropriate fabric or paint samples a more reliable site of authenticity than the voice of a cinematographer such as Meheux getting his shot back? Both are modern interpretations and attempts to reclaim or alter colour. Equally, many restorations do not have the input of the original cinematographer: for every example where individuals were involved in scanning or grading (e.g. Women in Love (Ken Russell, 1969) with Billy Williams; the recent 4K scan of Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973), with Anthony Richmond, or the Criterion release of Kes (Ken Loach, 1970) with Chris Menges), there are multiple films whose individual cinematographers had died well before a restoration occurred, or who were simply not contacted, as in the case of Peter Suschitzky:

Very often I’m not asked to be part of the process of transferring a film to DVD or Blu-ray. I wasn’t even asked about The Empire Strikes Back, so they increased the contrast enormously, I think.

(Suschitzky 2018)

At stake in this move to digital restoration, and the increased availability of digital techniques, is the transformation of archival films for different generations of the same title and the effect this has for future aesthetic analysis. Elizabeth Watkins has shown how ‘successive releases’ of Don’t Look Now ‘highlight[s] the susceptibility of its materials to deterioration. Subtle shifts in film color and image are the effects of damage and fading, indicating the temporality of the material itself’ (Watkins 2015: 437). The reinterpretations of this one film from the original 1973 release print through subsequent VHS and DVD versions have produced a ‘text that is effectively rewritten through the generation of each release’ (Watkins 2015: 437). The most recent Blu-ray release of the film, conducted by Studio Canal during this project, has the approval of cinematographer Anthony Richmond, who was brought in to sign off on the colour grading. Given that the text has already been ‘rewritten’ numerous times, should we therefore accept this latest version as being somewhat ‘better’ than those previous attempts, given Richmond’s involvement? Or should we see it as just the latest in a series of responses to developments in digital technologies and viewing habits?

What became clear to us through the viewing of hundreds of films, from multiple media sources, during this project was that the film analyst needs to be alert not only to textual aesthetics, but to the post-production history that led to the version being viewed (Enticknap 2004: 139). The continued quest for the ‘original’ look of the film is driven by often competing archival, commercial, cultural and technological interests. Becoming aware of, and unpicking, the shifts in aesthetic qualities – shifts that are generational in terms of time and technology – is crucial to historical and textual accounts of the moving image.

The colour canon and the pursuit of authenticity in the digital era

The production and distribution of the moving image has, in recent years, seen developments as significant to the industry as the advent of sound and colour technologies, with a gradual shift away from photochemical processes in favour of end-to-end digital (Costa 2018: 17). As discussed earlier in this chapter, the rhetoric of ‘authenticity’ and ‘originality’ surrounding contemporary restoration and distribution of born-analogue films within this digital framework, therefore, often favours the tastes of modern audiences over perpetuating the experience of analogue film (Horwath 2017: 28). Promoting digital reproductions as ‘authentic’ becomes problematic when we consider that ‘before the age of home video authentic film experiences were one offs – projected rarities in space and time to be sought out at great expense’ (Carroll 2005: 18). Therefore, any claims purporting to resurrect the most authentic cinema experience through the ‘reformatted lens of contemporary aesthetic and economic priorities’ should only be interpreted as a new digital creation as part of the continued commodification of the lucrative film archives (Carroll 2005: 20). While modern digital restoration techniques have undoubtedly contributed to the continued preservation of these films, selling a new product to contemporary audiences often takes precedence over a commitment to ‘authenticity’.

These issues are particularly relevant for the legacy of Eastmancolor productions as claims of ‘authenticity’ are problematized by dye fading and the financial and cultural value assigned to each individual film title. Though recent developments in digital technologies have made restoration work more affordable, many of the high-end projects requiring greater investment are typically those with a guaranteed financial return. For such films, typically those residing within the British canon, authenticity is promoted through the use of the best possible source material and, when possible, the director or cinematographer’s seal of approval. However, for those films situated outside the canon deemed to be of little commercial value, claims of ‘digital restoration’ can amount to little more than a worn print or videotape master in digital form. Notions of ‘authenticity’ have, therefore, become synonymous with ‘better quality’ image and colour reproduction in comparison to those titles for which digitization and restoration work does not attract similar investment. This disparity not only complicates notions of ‘authenticity’, it also serves to perpetuate the higher cultural value assigned to the colour film canon at the expense of titles whose debut in digital form reflects their perceived value in British cinema history.

It is, therefore, useful to acknowledge this problematic issue here as many of the titles cited within this book were, out of necessity, viewed using a variety of digital sources. The amateur films discussed in Chapter 11 were viewed as either graded or ungraded scans of archival prints (see Box 14.4: Restoring colour of amateur films), while the advertising films in Chapter 12 were made available via the BFI Player online. A high proportion of the lesser-known feature films were typically accessed as standard definition digital copies or television broadcasts, in comparison to the canon films of which many are available as hi-definition Blu-rays. Though all of these examples were accessible via similar digital carriers, each is representative of a series of complex factors resulting in the versions currently available, principally determined by the commercial and technological prerogatives that have influenced the aesthetic of each title following the original release. The release history and legacy of each film, therefore, plays a significant role in any discussion of colour aesthetics as contemporary approaches to colour design (and commercial interests) may differ within any given period. As illustrated by the example of Don’t Look Now, the analysis of archive film must, therefore, appreciate this transitory nature of the moving image and how claims of authenticity are relative for each individual title. While it is not the aim here to discuss this issue at length, it remains a significant problem for the analysis of British colour films, particularly those outside the canon. Considering the many factors influencing restoration work, most notably concerning the conflict between ethics and profitability, it is useful to see each individual interpretation as part of a continuous spectrum of representation. In this sense, no version can be interpreted as ‘definitive’ nor should it be taken in isolation from those which preceded it. This approach avoids favouring the aesthetics of the film canon over titles which have often been neglected as a result of either their supposed lack of ‘authenticity’ or of recognized ‘cultural worth’.

In recent years, there has been an increased interest in lesser-known cult film titles, with a number of independent distribution labels (including Arrow, Criterion and Indicator) capitalizing on a collectors’ market actively seeking out higher-quality titles only previously available on VHS (or low-fi digital copies). The efforts of these distributors, in tandem with continued academic research outside the traditional film canon, have contributed significantly to challenging notions of authenticity and value in British cinema, consequently redressing the balance between canon and non-canon. Due to the issues of Eastmancolor fading, these developments have, out of necessity, led to further research into the colour technologies and changing aesthetics across the period in British cinema covered within this book, resulting in a greater understanding of a process often neglected in discussion of colour and the moving image.

Since the issues of Eastmancolor fading were first brought to the attention of the world in the 1970s, the series of debates surrounding ethical film restoration and exhibition which followed have subsequently became more pronounced in the digital era. Though digital technologies have made the process somewhat easier and more affordable, thus enabling rights holders to capitalize on the fiduciary value of their archives, issues of ‘originality’ and ‘authenticity’ remain at the forefront of these ethical considerations. While many British colour films were saved from obscurity during the 1980s and 1990s when TV broadcasters sought out content for their ever-increasing schedules, these titles have often been treated with a lesser status than those firmly established within the British film canon. As a result, the viewing experience of any of the 1,800 plus British films produced between 1955 and 1985 has a very complex and problematic history which raises a series of questions pertaining to the very essence of the colour images originally captured on the film negative. Is it possible to make comparisons between films produced within the same era which are no longer viewable in their original form? Would it be unethical to study and compare titles of the same era which, for example, exist as either as a digital copy of a 4K restoration from the original negative or as a digital copy of a 1 ” video tape created from a print made years after the film’s original release? As the moving image becomes more firmly entrenched in the digital era (with new restoration projects often working entirely in digital once the source material has been scanned) it becomes increasingly necessary for academics and archivists deliberating film aesthetics to acknowledge the physical legacy of individual films. This can only be achieved through a greater understanding of the journey made by these titles from the original premiere print created many decades prior to the version now appearing online or as a remastered digital projection in the theatres.


Box 14.1: A Man on the Beach (Joseph Losey, 1954)

Restored in 2009, on the cusp of the digital era, A Man on the Beach represents the difficulties involved in recreating colours during restoration. This short Cinepanoramic film made by Hammer/Exclusive presented a series of problems related to the quality of available material and the faded nature of the film. The BFI National Film Television Archive holds three original film elements: original picture and sound negatives, and a projection print:

the print from the time is significantly faded, about as faded as prints ever do get I think, so … They were checked here, compared for length and so on, then went to Soho Images and they alerted us after running some printing tests that, you know, the negative was faded, the negative itself was also faded.

(Webb 2019)

Given the faded nature of the available visual material, no reliable reference to the original colours could be gained from the negative. Tests revealed the yellow layer had faded: raising the blue printing light to try and compensate for the yellow fade resulted in a strong bluish tint. Unable to create a new contact print from the original negative, the negative was sent to Midnight Transfer (now Deluxe) to attempt to correct the colour via a Digital Intermediate [DI]:

the DI process allows a greater control of the grading of the colors. Differently than in traditional analog grading, digital grading allows the altering of each color component (red, green and blue, as well as their complementary colors, yellow, cyan and magenta) independently from each other. In addition, only in the digital domain is it possible to selectively change the color of a single element in a frame … digital grading offers a solution for the restoration of color faded films that could not have been attained with photochemical tools.

(Fossati 2009: 46)
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Figure 14.3 A Man on the Beach (Joseph Losey, 1955), original faded anamorphic print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.
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Figure 14.4 A Man on the Beach, anamorphic test print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.
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Figure 14.5 A Man on the Beach, restored anamorphic print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.

After being scanned on an Arriscan, it was decided that there was enough latitude to work with and the three colour channels were compared:

You could see straight away when you compared them how … faded, how dropped the contrast was in the blue-yellow channel. So we worked by extending that using the, kind of, overall curve like altering the characteristic curve of it, not scene-to-scene, we probably came up with a good overall adjustment. And then we could recombine it and work in colour again and alter things scene to scene as needed. The issue of course is there’s no contemporary print that’s any use to refer to so, you make a judgement about, first of all, what’s reasonable for the colour design and the contrast range.

(Webb 2019)

The colour grader’s knowledge of film stocks from the period and understanding of the era’s colour palettes contributed to the final result. In addition, a specific colour reference was used to provide the colour grader with a strong foundation:

[We picked] that black car, felt certain it was black … [We were] cautious I guess and sticking to a fairly primary grade. So we felt it was working as being black car and, you know, highly polished reflective surface but just maybe sitting that black up a little bit from where you might put it from […] a modern film.

(Webb 2019)

As Webb notes, much of this was ‘educated guess work’ (Webb 2019), made more challenging by several day-for-night scenes that were harder to spot given the faded colour, and by the prevalence of grain in the image. Likely a combination of the original Eastmancolor negative and the ’Scope lenses used by Hammer, the restoration team chose not to try and correct the grain in the scanned image, or attempt to give the film a cleaner look. As this was over ten years ago, the results worked within ‘what we felt would be reasonable’ given the negative quality (Webb 2019), and is ultimately an interpretation of what the original image may have offered. The BFI are well aware of the fallibility of the desire to recreate the ‘original’, and the limits of the technology available at the time of this restoration, as digital tools were developing.



Box 14.2: The Masque of the Red Death (Corman, 1964)

T he Masque of the Red Death is the only film in Roger Corman’s Edgar Allen Poe series to be shot in the UK, and his only collaboration with renowned colour cinematographer Nicolas Roeg. The recent restoration by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) Film Archive in Los Angeles faced a specific issue around how to address contradictory elements found in the available negative and print elements, which complicated the idea of what an original or authentic version of this film would resemble.

Unlike the example of A Man on the Beach, the original American Eastmancolor material used by the AMPAS Film Archive (sourced via Roger Corman and MGM) showed only a slight degree of fading. Further research, including the viewing of a British IB Technicolor print, revealed that the US and UK theatrical releases contained different material:
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Figure 14.6 The Masque of the Red Death (Roger Corman, 1964), yellow and gold accents in one of the castle’s colour-coded rooms.
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Figure 14.7 The Masque of the Red Death, the expressive colours of Death.

the film was censored in both the US and the UK. It was censored in two different ways too so whatever the censorship issues were in the UK, there were different censorship issues in the US and the film had been … they had cut out certain sections from the original negative so we knew we would need to find, like, these missing shots and then recombine it together with the original negative.

(Idlewine 2019)

Here, the desire to work with original materials clashes with ideas of what the original film is: the American release print, or the British release print? Given what was available to them, the Archive created a third, ‘archive print’, rather than restoring what would arguably be the authentic censored Eastmancolor version seen in American cinemas in the 1960s.

[W]e worked from the original 35mm negative, the original optical track negative, and then we used that IB Technicolor print which was a British print … it wasn’t faded so we kind of used that [Technicolor print] as a reference to match the colour.

(Idlewine 2019)

This new print, therefore, contained scenes graded to the British Technicolor print which would have only previously been seen in the US on Eastmancolor. The restoration, which led to a 4K scan and the striking of new 35mm prints, therefore had to reconcile competing archive elements, both of which challenged the idea that there was a single original film to emulate. Not simply the different censor cuts, but also a laboratory difference in terms of an imbibition Technicolor print, and original Eastmancolor negative. The Archive’s approach to be led by the Technicolor print from Britain was underpinned by the belief that cinematographer Roeg ‘probably approved the IB Technicolor prints whereas maybe the Eastmancolor prints … we didn’t think that he would have bothered trying to approve those’ (Idlewine 2019). In this sense, the approach taken by AMPAS remained faithful to Roeg’s original intentions and yet remains an alternative to the original film.




Box 14.3: Lawrence of Arabia (Lean, 1962)

Robert A. Harris’s 1989 restoration of Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean, 1962) was a mammoth task, taking over two and half years to complete at an expense of more than $600,000 (Collins 1988: 15). It took the team five months just to create a new interpositive due to the poor quality of the original negative given that, over the course of twenty-five years:

every 70mm print came from the camera original – every 70mm print! The camera original of Lawrence of Arabia had 220 runs on it. All were done on optical printers. This applies to both 65mm and Technirama origination … The camera originals were run far more than they should have been. It is really a testament to Eastman negative films that there’s anything at all left of them.

(Belton and Harris 2000: 402)

At the time, Harris believed the project to be ‘the most expensive, extensive and difficult film restoration ever attempted’, involving not only the reconstruction of scenes cut after the film’s premiere but also the rerecording of parts of Alec Guinness and Peter O’Toole’s dialogue which had been lost (Harris quoted in Collins 1988: 15). Financed by Columbia Pictures and supported by the American Film Institute, the attention drawn to the project by leading figures within the film industry (including Martin Scorsese and Steven Spielberg) singled the film out as being of particular importance to the history of motion pictures. A new 50th-anniversary release of the film in 2012 came as a result of a year-long digital restoration by Sony Pictures Entertainment, based on Harris’s previous efforts, making further improvements to colour fading and damage which ‘couldn’t be fixed in 1988 simply because the technology to do so didn’t exist at the time’ (Grover Crisp quoted in Chagollan 2012). The software used in the restoration applied colour correction to the 8K raw scans of the original 65mm negative (reduced to 4K file image) in much the same way as a DI would be used in modern film production, ‘except that in film restoration you have to deal with all the problems that are wrong with the film, which a new production doesn’t have’ (Grover Crisp quoted in Chagollan 2012). While some of the initial objections to digital restoration included concerns regarding the improvement of objects contained within the original filmed image, such as grain, the new version of Lawrence of Arabia was praised by cinematographer Stephen Burum for maintaining the ‘texture of film’; however, another cinematographer, John Toll, expressed concerns about the improved clarity of the image which ‘sort of sanitize it in a way that I think is not an advantage’ (both quoted in Chagollan 2012).
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Figure 14.8 Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean, 1962), 1963 Technicolor anamorphic imbibition print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.
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Figure 14.9 Lawrence of Arabia, 1964 Technicolor anamorphic imbibition print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.
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Figure 14.10 Lawrence of Arabia, 1970 Technicolor anamorphic imbibition print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.
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Figure 14.11 Lawrence of Arabia, 1989 Restoration Eastman Low-Fade low-contrast print. Courtesy BFI National Archive.

While these big-budget restoration projects have contributed to the long-term preservation of canonical feature films, the perpetual endeavour to attain the best possible image has resulted in a legacy of alternate versions, each striving to improve on the previous incarnation. As seen in the 2012 restoration, questions are raised pertaining to this idea of creating a clearer, sharper, more defined image than would have been possible at the time of the original printing. Though the introduction of digital intermediates has played a key role in the debates surrounding ethical restoration practices, this is not a new problem for archivists and restorers. When comparing 1960s and 1970s Technicolor IB prints of Lawrence of Arabia (which have maintained their image as a result of dye stability), subtle variations in colour reproduction are apparent across various prints produced prior to the 1989 restoration. Though David Lean was consulted for that original 1989 restoration, the work conducted in 2012 was carried out without the assistance of any of the key production team and was itself an interpretation of the Robert A. Harris project. John Toll’s negative response to the digital restoration can also be interpreted as a reaction to an attempt to produce a twenty-first-century version of Lawrence of Arabia for an audience used to crisp digital images unfettered by flickering, scratches or sparkle. The fiduciary value available from these archive titles means that these films are not just being rereleased; they are being reimagined for the contemporary audience.




Box 14.4: Restoring colour of amateur films

Contained within the Institute of Amateur Cinematographer’s (IAC) collection at the East Anglian Film Archive (EAFA), Norwich, are over 1,000 film titles representing 100 years of amateur filmmaking in Britain, many of which are colour titles dating back to the early 1930s. In most cases these films were incorporated into the IAC’s original lending library, following an appearance at one of the amateur film competitions, in recognition of outstanding achievement in amateur filmmaking. Though there are several colour processes represented within the collection (including Kodacolor, Dufaycolor, Fujichrome and Gevachrome) a substantial number of the films are copies from the original reversal masters printed onto a variety of other stocks. Prints of the competition films were typically distributed throughout British (and sometimes international) cine-clubs who would be provided with a programme of winning films. The stock onto which the films were copied varied depending upon the source material and the cost involved, though for 16mm it was most likely a Kodachrome duplicating stock or Eastmancolor. For the 8mm user, duplications were often sourced from a small number of laboratories in the UK who offered the service for a select number of amateurs requiring duplication. Experiments with 8mm duplication, and subsequently Super 8mm, continued throughout the mid-century with a series of discussions on the subject appearing in the amateur film journals. Though released in the mid-1960s, good quality duplication of Super 8mm, for example, was not considered to have been achieved in Britain until as late as 1983 (Williams 1983: 160–1).

For the dedicated amateur, accurate colour reproduction was an essential part of the filmmaking process with the aforementioned experimentation with duplicates stemming from the ambition to recreate the look of the camera original. During the production of Movie Maker’s Ten Best of 1981 film The Little Match Girl, director Jan King describes the process of achieving the desired look in collaboration with the film lab:

We ordered the first answer print and found, to our dismay, that the grader had put in lots of greens and yellows, possibly to make the film look nice and artistic. We hadn’t asked for any colours to be added, and requested that they should be taken out for the second answer print. This still wasn’t brilliant, and it was only the third answer print that judged correct.

(King 1982: 168)

This variability in quality therefore represents a significant challenge for restoration work conducted within regional archives where many of these films are stored. In most cases, the costs involved in feature film restoration are not a viable option for amateur productions, with there often being no opportunity to research individual films nor to source the master material.

Though later films have maintained their colours, many of the films printed on Eastmancolor (and the earlier Kodachrome stocks) have succumbed to the magenta fading recognizable in prints of feature films from the mid-century period. This presents regional archives like EAFA with the problematic issue of creating an image faithful to the filmmaker’s original intention:

We work through colour grading the film on a shot-by-shot basis and typically start at the beginning. However, when there is a known ‘good shot’ (for instance one that encompasses the entire colour spectrum, perhaps with little fade and good luminance/gamma spread) then we’ll start there. We then copy grades to other shots that are like it but we are also mindful of the type of film stock used (which can change throughout a film), the camera operator (who are effectively setting grades in camera), and indoor/outdoor classifications. We then check that the grade is consistent and works for the film as a whole. There are many more considerations and it’s down to the individual to recognise and learn their own path. There is a level of subjectivity that we must always be thoughtful of. The general ‘colour grading reference’ is that we don’t go ‘too far’ and try best to represent what we believe to be the original intention whilst presenting the content as best as possible.

(Kelly and White 2019)

Though the use of DaVinci Resolve software enables the colour grader to create an interpretation of the original colours through the layers remaining on the film, this can only be treated as an approximation. The original digital scans, without applied grading, are always saved so future generations can go back and work on them afresh.




Conclusion

Keith M. Johnston and Sarah Street

As the many interconnected and complex issues concerning film preservation and restoration discussed in Chapter 14 attest, recovering Eastmancolor’s range and ‘look’ has been a crucial driver in the evolution of innovatory practices that aim to rediscover our screen heritage. A key aspect of this film-archaeological work is researching the well- and lesser-known films produced during the years 1954–85, the period we have termed ‘The Eastmancolor Revolution’. This book’s focus on how Eastmancolor was introduced, advertised and applied in a number of key genres demonstrates how, during the decades when the stocks became ascendant, at first as part of a gradual process of adoption which then accelerated from the mid-to-late 1960s, filmmakers used a range of approaches to incorporate colour into a rich variety of cinematic forms, styles and genres. As in the Technicolor era, in the post-1955 period colour vividly embellished and enriched the primary genres with which it was associated, such as melodrama and musicals, while facilitating a loosening of distinctions between genres to create hybrid forms which in turn invited engagement with pastiche, parody, satire and eclecticism. As we have seen, the transformative power of colour was key to such experimentation as well as broadening the range of examples of interesting and remarkable screen colour.

The genres that particularly demonstrated a proclivity towards hybridity and pastiche were comedy, horror, crime, pop musical/musical and sex films. Colour, for example, was used to vivify surreal, magical effects, as in Bill Forsyth’s comedies discussed in Chapter 3, while through costume, props and set design colour facilitated parodic engagement between genres, such as comedies that referenced spy/James Bond films. Colour became part of a conversation between genres that exploited audiences’ knowledge; it was a harbinger of self-referentiality that remains one of screen culture’s major sources of pleasure. Engaging with cinema memory was encouraged in films such as The Boy Friend (Ken Russell, 1971) with its evocative play with Busby Berkeley musicals. Genres known for black and white were memorialized but also reanimated through a nostalgic referentiality that was expressed through colour designs. The intertextual knowingness seen in crime films from the 1970s was enhanced by colour, as in the noir-pastiche films including Gumshoe (Stephen Frears, 1970) and Pulp (Mike Hodges, 1972) discussed in Chapter 5, which relished experimentation with desaturation and mise-en-scènes that were evocative of the past. Taken to an extreme form, these generated experimental techniques and stylistics, such as with the bleach bypass creative effect, as seen in 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984). This continued the experimental tradition established by Ossie Morris and John Huston for Moby Dick (John Huston, 1956) which pushed at the boundaries of ‘restrained’ colour aesthetics. The introduction of Eastmancolor allowed a sharp increase in location shooting, marking a somewhat new departure where colour could be used to create an impression of realism that subtly negotiated classic conventions of visual representation that had been established with black and white cinematography. As colour became the norm it was increasingly used to enhance realist settings and themes, as examples from the films discussed in Chapter 4 make clear, becoming an integral aspect of social observation and commentary. As widescreen technologies were introduced, colour was also exploited to present visually sumptuous, travelogue-aesthetic conventions that were integral to the appeal of the James Bond cycle and the lower-budget, less well-known feature films shot in Techniscope referenced in Chapter 5. Colour acquired the realist credentials that advocates had argued for many decades represented its unique selling point and aesthetic mission.

Colour also came into its own with the genres of fantasy, horror, science fiction, historical and pop musical/musical films. Who can forget the dramatic use of red in Don’t Look Now (Nicolas Roeg, 1973), the vivid blood on the carpet caused by the spiked binoculars in Horrors of the Black Museum (Arthur Crabtree, 1959) or the sheer kaleidoscope of colours for costumes, props and sets in Modesty Blaise (Joseph Losey, 1966)? Colour undoubtedly unleashed great creativity in the years covered by this book. Rather than reducing opportunities for colour consciousness, the trend towards greater naturalism and realism revived British cinema’s predilection towards pictorialism, as in Tom Jones (Tony Richardson, 1963) and Barry Lyndon (Stanley Kubrick, 1975), films that presented locations with ‘painterly’ richness. This encouraged the idea that particular periods, such as the eighteenth century or the 1920s, could be expressed through stylized looks that privileged particular colours, lighting designs, sets and costumes. In many ways the experimentation with and reputation for ‘quality’ colour established with Technicolor was extended, albeit encompassing a more extensive number of films that absorbed broader developments in the application of colour across different media. The freedom with which technicians could work with Eastmancolor encouraged experimentation in several key areas we have detailed: lighting, stocks, lenses and filters, costume fabrics, materials and colours, as well as set/production design, laboratory processing and optical printing. For historical and musical films set in the past, costume designers such as Shirley Russell were inspired to create designs that played with notions of authenticity, relishing their colours but also how their impact could be accentuated by using a myriad of different textures, fabrics and accessories.

Film colour remained an attraction, even when relatively reined-in, and was part of a wider, extensive incursion of colour into other media. As this book has shown, the use of colour in film can be related in many cases to trends and applications in other spheres, such as advertising, publishing, fashion, photography, painting, design and architecture, as well as developing links between film and television/media industries. We have investigated the primary influences on film colour design, highlighting the range of practices being experimented with in related art forms and popular media. Researching films from an intermedial perspective extends their meaning to encompass a broader frame of reference, making visible interactions with other media forms and cross-connections between creative personnel in Britain and internationally. While established styles within cinematic production were important variables, including the legacy of Technicolor, the colour choices made by cinematographers, directors, art directors and costume designers were imbricated within a changing, dynamic cultural field of production. While there are challenges in identifying difference and experimentation across a period when colour was ubiquitous, engaging with several media forms has highlighted their cross-fertilization, as exemplified by the decision to shoot the second Beatles’ feature film Help! (Richard Lester, 1965) in Eastmancolor which tied the film firmly to the vibrant chromatic sensibility of contemporary pop culture. As Chapter 10 has shown, experimental films were similarly imbricated within a diverse and mutually enriching frame of cultural and aesthetic dynamics. One can also observe an active engagement with past colour techniques, such as the vivid tinting effects used for a dream sequence in Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster, 1971) that recalls the silent era, the suffusion of the entire screen by a single colour in a number of instances, and Margaret Tait’s dialogue with Len Lye in her painting-on-film works.

As suggested by these examples, studying the introduction of, and mainstream adaptation to, a film technology such as the Eastmancolor Monopack creates an opportunity to challenge and reassess what has constituted the British cinema ‘canon’ of films taken to represent the best, or most typical, of British productions. The political and ideological issues that underpin the formation and policing of film canons are often seen as an inevitable by-product of film academia, the film industry itself and wider public discourse (Staiger 1985; Long 2006; Mayne 2014). As Chapter 4 indicated, for many years the critically accepted British film canon was built around black and white documentary social realism as a marker of quality, importance and national identity, as indicative of the ‘correct path for British cinema’ (Barr 1986: 13–14). That position has been complicated and expanded in the decades since, with much of the fabled ‘lost continent’ of British cinema that Julian Petley (in Barr 1986: 98–119) identified now well mapped and part of mainstream discourse: the colourful worlds of the Archers, Hammer, and Ken Russell now regularly exist alongside discussions of the GPO Film Unit, Ealing and Ken Loach.

The Eastmancolor period, however, offers an important new perspective and the potential to qualify and expand the British film canon of the most notable and critically regarded films. While each new reformation carries within it the potential to create its own elisions, a colour-led approach to British film can bring new titles into prominence or provide alternative perspectives to well-known examples. The hybridity of colour and genre discussed above may also be responsible for several notable colour films being overlooked: The Boy Who Turned Yellow (Michael Powell & Emeric Pressburger, 1972) remains largely uncelebrated despite its reunion of the Powell and Pressburger partnership; among the many colourful tales of Swinging London, Joanna (Michael Sarne, 1968) and Smashing Time (Desmond Davis, 1967) still tend to be overlooked, while the blackly comic drama of The Family Way (Roy and John Boulting, 1966) offered neither the realist approach of the British New Wave nor a full embrace of the pop-cultural films of the mid-1960s. Indeed, some of the films can be related to a Europhile, transnational sensibility in which colour values were integral to achieving a particular look for location shooting as can been seen in, for example, Joanna, Blow Up (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1966), Girl on a Motorcycle (Jack Cardiff, 1968) and Don’t Look Now. Practitioners were clearly absorbing a broad number of styles, and as colour films increasingly dominated international production the range of potential influences expanded.

Our perspective on issues of canonicity and colour has also been driven by exposure to a wide range of the creative contributors to British colour films. These have been illuminated by new interviews we conducted with key practitioners, as well as interviews held by the British Entertainment History Project. A wider sampling of archival holdings has also been productive, facilitating insights gained into the work of figures such as Jocelyn Herbert, as discussed in Chapters 7 and 9, whose experiences in theatre profoundly influenced her film designs. This focus on the chromatic expertise wielded in costume, art and production design, as well as laboratory staff, has underlined how important collaboration is when creating a revisionist history of British cinema personnel that can move beyond cinematography and direction. This focus also allowed the project to raise the profile of a range of women across those production sectors: costume designers Margaret Furse (The Inn of the Sixth Happiness, The Lion in Winter), Evangeline ‘Vangie’ Harrison (Get Carter), Jocelyn Rickards (Blow Up, Ryan’s Daughter) and Shirley Russell (The Music Lovers, The Boy Friend, Tommy); production designer Jocelyn Herbert (Isadora, if …, O Lucky Man!), and cinematographers/directors/writers such as Jane Arden (Anti-Clock, Separation), Mollie Butler (An Odd Ode, A Game for Three), Marjorie Martin (The Stray), and Margaret Tait (Calypso, Colour Poems 1974).

Yet for all these positive associations around colour and the British film, there is another less positive story. The completion of this book coincided with the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic and the Black Lives Matter movement in Britain (and elsewhere) whose anti-racist protests included the ideological symbolism of historical monuments such as the statue of slave trader Edward Colston in Bristol (toppled by protestors in June 2020). In the light of these developments, we consider it appropriate to take a moment to consider what our study of colour across thirty years of British cinema history says about the lack of wider on-screen representation in that period. The British film industry was not a place where Black or Asian British voices were vocal or well represented, or one where issues around gender or sexuality were much discussed. As a project team, we have all experienced the emotional (and often physical) shock and revulsion at older social attitudes that persist at the level of narrative and representation in these films, particularly relating to race, gender and sexuality. Charting the growth and expansion of Eastmancolor films has made clear that this revolution nevertheless privileged an almost exclusively white film culture, with only partial changes emerging towards the end of our time period.

Key to this is the relationship between colour film stock technologies, ideology and race. As we have noted, many British film studios developed approaches to their colour productions that drew from earlier conventions of Technicolor, notably Natalie Kalmus’s vaunted principle of ‘colour consciousness’ (Kalmus 1935). As Brian Winston has noted, Kalmus’s 1935 talk and article described black as a colour with ‘a distinctly negative and destructive aspect’ while white ‘represents purity, cleanliness, peace and marriage … White uplifts and ennobles, while black lowers and renders more base and evil any color’ (Winston 1996: 43; Kalmus 1935 reprinted in Dalla Vacche and Price 2006: 27). Although Kalmus does not appear to have been directly addressing different racial skin tones, that underlying chromatic attitude speaks to a wider ideological and technological issue: colour film stocks such as Eastmancolor were designed to reproduce and heighten supposedly ‘natural’ Caucasian skin tones. White skin was seen as the standard chemical baseline for film and photographic stocks until well into the 1970s, and the shift to better representation of black tones in stock was seen after Kodak received complaints from ‘corporate furniture and chocolate manufacturers’, with Kodak’s former manager of research Earl Kage admitting ‘it was never black flesh that was addressed as a serious problem at the time’ (Lewis 2019). There remains a lacuna here, then, around ‘the degree to which industries of visual representation, including alternative media (TV, video, film, photography) are responding to or ignoring public and economic pressures to colour-modify their technologies’ (Roth 2009: 115).

Throughout this book we have discussed British colour films as diverse as Sapphire (Basil Dearden, 1959), a social realist film that attempts to engage with race, O Lucky Man! (Lindsay Anderson, 1973), the third feature from celebrated British director Lindsay Anderson, and On the Game (Stanley Long, 1973), a less-celebrated sex-comedy farce. All feature Black characters as supporting or peripheral: cast in unspeaking servant roles in period sequences in On the Game; African dictator Dr Munda in O Lucky Man! (played by British actor Arthur Lowe in blackface); and Earl Cameron as Sapphire’s brother, the most visible Black actor in a well-meaning if limited crime thriller about race attitudes post-Windrush, that includes sequences claiming to depict London’s Black Caribbean community. Lowe’s appearance has not aged well, particularly given that he won a British Film Award for Best Supporting Actor for the film. Although commentators may claim Lowe’s appearance as Dr Munda (one of several roles he takes on through the film) could be interpreted as Anderson adopting a Brechtian distancing technique, or that Anderson was well aware of the political and ideological history of ‘blacking up’ in a period where The Black and White Minstrel Show (BBC, 1958–78) was still popular, it nevertheless remains an uncomfortable moment in a film purportedly examining the state of Britain in the early 1970s. In these instances, as in other examples found across the different chapters, colour tended towards the reinforcement of stereotypical ideas about race, taste and cultural preference.

Britain’s colonial past was also ripe for commercial exploitation by white directors during this period, with films such as The Seekers (Ken Annakin, 1954) and The Long Duel (Ken Annakin, 1967) offering uncomplicated dramas of white British rule over other countries, and with an underpinning ideological commitment to Empire. British Black or Asian directors were in short supply in the commercial industry. One of the more significant directorial figures, Waris Hussein, moved between television and film, with a quintet of features across four years that started with A Touch of Love (1969) and included his most famous film Melody (1971). Yet Hussein returned to television directing in the early 1970s, due to a lack of opportunities. Outside the mainstream, Eastmancolor stock was increasingly used by emerging Black filmmakers from the 1960s onwards, with several colour shorts and features released in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, including Death May Be Your Santa Claus (Frankie Dymon, 1969), Pressure (Horace Ove, 1975), Black Joy (Anthony Simmons, 1977), Babylon (Franco Rosso, 1980), Burning an Illusion (Menelik Shabazz, 1981) and Territories (Isaac Julien, 1984), and Don Letts, whose work on The Punk Rock Movie (1978) is discussed in Chapter 8.

By the end of the thirty-year period covered in this book, a gradual shift in attitudes was discernible, allowing colour film to become a tool for a growing number of Black and Asian filmmakers to capture an element of their experience and broaden the range of filmed representation in British cinema. By the early 1980s, most notably with the creation of Channel 4’s Film Four initiative, it was possible for a film such as My Beautiful Launderette (Stephen Frears, 1985) to combine strong colour aesthetics, a social realist purpose and a broader range of representation. While that combination does not occur in most films covered in our book – where Black and Asian characters are sidelined, or not featured at all, and where Britain’s imperial history is often unproblematically represented as a site of colourful spectacle and pageantry – the films nevertheless raise important questions about skin colour, biases in film stock technology, and the wider culture of British film production.

As well as reflecting on issues concerning colour, ideology and representation, it is important to finally comment on Eastmancolor’s physical legacy and its relative neglect in terms of not being considered for many years as a priority for preservation and restoration. Eastmancolor has long had a negative reputation regarding the issue of colour fading in negatives and prints, as the stock was relatively ignored by a film industry that saw little long-term value in its products beyond sales to television broadcasters. Although Kodak created solutions to this issue at an early stage, these added an additional cost to film production that many companies and studios were simply not willing to pay. This issue was an important context for the discussions of aesthetics found in the preceding chapters, given that many Eastmancolor films are not available to view in a form closest to the chromatic content of their initial release. Such films are often not a priority for full restorations, even though the emerging digital technologies discussed in Chapter 14 could make this technically possible. As such technologies expand and become financially viable, there remains the possibility that the true chromatic range of the Eastmancolor Revolution may, one day, come into full visibility.

Studying Eastmancolor has highlighted many of the ethical and practical issues surrounding cultures and practices of preservation and restoration. Yet the debate between celluloid film and digital also includes software that can manipulate digital footage to emulate older film stocks and celluloid-based grading techniques such as bleach bypass. As a strong indicator of the dialogue that continues to exist between the analogue and digital worlds, use of this software is now commonplace for both professional and amateur filmmakers. It also demonstrates the ongoing legacy of the photochemical celluloid aesthetics found across the range of the Eastmancolor Revolution. The desaturated aesthetic developed and deployed by British cinematographers for socially realist films such as Poor Cow (Ken Loach, 1967) or Kes (Ken Loach, 1969) remain in use today, with directors such as Loach, Andrea Arnold and Shane Meadows adopting similar tones and approaches. Contemporary British film directors have spoken of their determination to shoot on film: Christopher Nolan continues to shoot on film and led a campaign to ensure Eastman Kodak would continue to produce 35mm film stock (Danowsky 2017). Equally, the ongoing influence of the aesthetic approaches found in British Eastmancolor films continues to inspire today’s British filmmakers. Ben Wheatley used digital cameras on High Rise (2016), but to capture ‘the look of the film … [he] went to Ridley Scott’s back catalogue of adverts, shot in the 1970s, for inspiration’ (Rosser 2015); while Wheatley and fellow directors Danny Boyle and Carol Morley have all singled out Nicolas Roeg’s 1970s Eastmancolor films, notably Don’t Look Now and The Man Who Fell to Earth, as influences on their work. Our book ends in 1985, just on the cusp of another potent technological revolution for the film and media industries as the first digital film processes started to appear at the end of the 1980s. Technicolor and Eastman Kodak remain key players in the new digital colour production landscape, and while digital formats dominate twenty-first-century film distribution and exhibition, the analogue colour print ‘remains the top standard for any large-screen colour moving image experience especially on the large 70mm film stock’ (Ruedel 2019). In this way the revolution in colour imaging that began in the 1950s continues to be relevant to today’s technological trends and innovatory practices; looking forward requires looking back as we once again appreciate the full intensity, diversity and vibrancy that characterized the Eastmancolor Revolution.


Technical Appendix

Paul Frith

Agfacolor

During the 1930s, German company Agfa experimented with the production of a single-strip colour negative-positive process for professional use. Agfacolor was first introduced as a reversal stock in 1936 before a negative-positive process was perfected by the end of the decade. The resulting multilayer negative film, introduced in 1939, incorporated colour couplers in cyan, yellow and magenta layers, and was used in Germany throughout WWII. Following the occupation of Germany by the Allied forces, Agfa’s patents were seized and inevitably led to the introduction of several colour processes based on the Agfacolor technology: Gevacolor (Belgium, 1947); Ferrania Color (Italy, 1952); Ansco Color (US, 1953); Sovcolor/Orwocolor (Soviet Union, 1955):

In 1945 Agfa’s potential was not well understood. Some incredible footage had been found in Germany but no one knew much about the refined process. It was clearly cheaper and more convenient than Technicolor. Early on it was typed as a ‘socialist’ method since the Soviets and Czechs seems to be the most likely exploiters of Agfa … Agfacolor was generally thought of as an outdoor film able in full sunlight to produce the most ‘natural’ of colors because of its sensitivity to pastel tints.

(Andrew 1979: 46)

Though initially regarded as a subordinate process to Technicolor, with a comparatively limited range of colour values in the monopack, the various colour processes based on the Agfa technology which were developed in the post-war period would later improve upon those initial specifications. The comparisons made with Technicolor also designated Agfacolor as ‘the process for documentary work or for fiction hoping to spawn a documentary feel’ opposing Hollywood’s approach to the former for being ‘purer than reality’, emphasizing artifice and ‘aggressive, almost whorish’ colour design (Andrew 1979: 46–7). Following Agfa’s merger with Belgian company Gaevert in 1964, the traditional Agfacolor process was subsequently discontinued, and a new Agfacolor was launched in 1968 which was compatible with the Eastmancolor process, thereby standardizing processing of colour negative-positive technologies.
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Bleach-Bypass

A technique developed at Kay Laboratory for 1984 (Michael Radford, 1984) retaining the silver within the film stock during processing, typically done using the print. The structure of colour film is such that, during processing, the exposed silver halide crystals within the film are converted to metallic silver which form the colour image through a reaction with the coloured couplers. Typically the silver would then be removed during the subsequent bleach step. However, in bypassing this stage, the remaining silver creates an image akin to adding an additional layer of black and white over the original colour picture, thus reducing contrast and saturation. As the majority of the silver remains in the darker areas of the image, the blacks will appear denser. Variants of bleach-bypass include: Photo Kem’s Skip-Bleach silver retention process; Technicolor ENR controlled silver retention process, named after its inventor Ernesto Novelli Rimo; and Deluxe’s Adjustable Contrast Enhancement (ACE) and Color Contrast Enhancement (CCE). Colour desaturation such as this is also achieved through the use of filters, smoke or fog, and through softer lighting.
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CinemaScope

Following the success of the three-camera three-projector widescreen process Cinerama in the early 1950s, work became to develop a single-strip widescreen image which could be adapted for any cinema screen. 20th Century Fox’s CinemaScope produced a 2.55 to 1 ratio (2.31 to 1 for smaller theatres) created using an anamorphic lens that ‘squeezed’ the wide angle onto the standard 35mm Eastmancolor negative which was then subsequently ‘unsqueezed’ during projection from a standard colour print. The film included four-track stereophonic sound carried on four magnetic strips (single optical sound for smaller theatres). Early CinemaScope films made by Fox in the US carried the credit ‘Color by Technicolor’ as imbibition printing was used for many of these productions. This later changed to the standard ‘Color by DeLuxe’ credit for Eastmancolor stock processed in the lab used at Fox. Following the success of the technique, anamorphics were adopted by Fox’s competitors, identifiable by the ’Scope suffix (Hammerscope, Megascope, Warwickscope, etc).
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The Eastmancolor Process 1950–85

Though Technicolor three-strip set a high standard for colour reproduction, the film industry ideal was a single-strip film which could simultaneously capture three colour records. The concept of a multilayered film (later referred to as mono-pack or tri-pack), with each layer being sensitive to one of the three primary colours, was explored from the late nineteenth century in the experiments of Louis Ducos, the multilayer film principle patented by Rudolph Fischer, and Dr Bela Gaspar’s multilayer printing film, Gasparacolor. The prospect of high-quality colour images in a professional process based on multilayered film stock was realized with the introduction of Agfacolor in Germany during WWII, with other multilayer processes introduced (e.g Ansco Color, Gevacolor) before the introduction of Eastmancolor in 1950. Through the introduction of coloured coupler masking, the Eastmancolor process offered improved colour rendering over other multilayer films. The Eastmancolor materials became the basis for a number of processes using the same basic principles, including Metrocolor, Warnercolor, DeLuxe and Pathecolor.

The following provides details of the major developments in the Eastmancolor process throughout the period covered by this book. Details contained within have primarily been sourced from the conference papers and technical journals which first announced the arrival of each individual stock to the film industry – typically written by the Kodak’s own research staff team. Although not a complete history of Eastmancolor, this is a guide to developments in the technology and the impact upon manufacture and use of the process. The most fundamental improvements made to the Eastmancolor process concern image reproduction, processing time and dye stability. The continued modifications to film stock and processing are tied in with a number of wider issues such as cost to the industry, environmental factors, changing aesthetical preferences, transmissions on TV or video, and the concerns surrounding film fading. The dates provided are not indicative of when each stock was first put into use but rather when they were first discussed within the technical journals.

Further Reading

Coe, B. (1981), The History of Movie Photography, London: Ash & Grant: 136–9.

Hanson, W.T. (1981), ‘The Evolution of Eastman Color Motion Picture Films’, Journal of the SMPTE, 90 (9): 791–4.

Happé, B. (1985), ‘80 Years of Colour Cinematography: An Outline History Pt. 4’, British Kinematography Sound and Television, 67 (7): 418–21, 23.

Heckman, H. (2015), ‘We’ve Got Bigger Problems: Preservation during Eastman Color’s Innovation and Early Diffusion’, The Moving Image, 15 (1): 44–61.

Limbacher, J.L. (1968), Four Aspects of the Film, New York: Brussel and Brussel: 67–75.

Neale, S. (1985), Cinema Technology: Image, Sound, Colour, London: Macmillan: 142–3.

Stocks listed here are all 35mm unless otherwise stated.

1950

Colour Negative Film 5247

Colour Print Film 5381

Known as either Integral Tripack, Monopack or Multilayer films, the first Eastmancolor negative and print stocks came several years after three-colour subtractive films were already in use by the industry (see Technicolor Monopack) and was introduced expressly for the purpose of producing feature films. The negative film contains three layers sensitive to blue, green and red light which, when exposed, form latent images determined by the quantity of corresponding light reaching each layer. In order to avoid erroneous absorption of coloured light in each layer, coloured couplers are added to the red and green sensitive layers of the film which form a coloured image around each exposed silver grain in the emulsion. During processing, unexposed grains are removed by a fixing solution while the developed grain is dissolved by a second bleaching solution leaving only the negative yellow, cyan and magenta colour images. The original Exposure Index of the negative was 16 and balanced for exposure in daylight or with high intensity arcs with a Brigham Y-1 filter. The positive film shares similar characteristics to the negative film but the couplers are not coloured. The positive image is created during printing when a light passes through the negative, exposing the green, red and blue sensitive layers on the positive film which, through processing, form the magenta, cyan and yellow positive image. The first commercial film produced using 5247 and 5381 was Royal Journey (David Bairstow, Roger Blais and Gudrun Parker, 1951) made by the Canadian Film Board.

Further Reading

Craig, G.J. (1953), ‘Eastman Colour Films for Professional Motion Picture Work’, British Kinematography, 22 (5): 146–58.

Hanson, W.T. (1952), ‘Color Negative and Color Positive Film for Motion Picture Use’ paper delivered at SMPTE Convention, Chicago, IL, 27 April 1950. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 58 (3): 223–38.

1951

Panchromatic Separation Film 5216

Colour Internegative Film 5243

The arrival of separations and intermediates allowed filmmakers to manipulate the original filmed image by introducing special effects (including fades and transitions) and to correct the quality of colour reproduction before going on to release printing. The separation panchromatic is a black and white stock which could be processed in any standard black and white negative developer. Three individual separation positives were created, representing a silver record of the cyan, magenta and yellow dyes from the negative. From these separations a colour internegative is produced:

In the production of motion pictures in color, it is necessary, as in black and white work, to introduce special effects for dramatic emphasis or enhancement of the mood of the story. It is also convenient to be able to correct portions of the original negative footage for contrast, density or color balance because of unavoidable or accidental variations which may have occurred either in exposing or processing the original film. To accomplish these results it is convenient to use duplicating steps which yield a color internegative whose color characteristics are such that it may be intercut with the original negative.

(Anderson et al. 1953: 217)

The internegative shares similar properties to the standard Eastmancolor negative, in that the use of coloured couplers avoids absorption between layers thus reducing changes to brightness or hue, and was developed through the same process as the standard negative, though at a reduced speed. The special optical effects are created at this stage before re-introducing the internegative to the original negative for positive printing. The difficulty inherent when using multiple generations between the original negative and the final print is that the quality of the original image deteriorates through each subsequent generation, with the best possible result coming from a direct print taken from the original negative. In early Eastmancolor films, special effects or transitions are easily identifiable through a distinct drop in quality around the effect given that they would be created using the internegative which was spliced into the original negative. The first feature film to use the 5216 and 5243 system was the Warner Brothers’ western The Lion and the Horse (Louis King 1952).
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1953

Colour Negative Film 5248

Colour Internegative Film 5245

Colour Print Film 5382 and 7382 (16mm)

Replacing 5247, the new negative had an improved graininess and sensitivity and was primarily designed for use with tungsten illumination within the studio without the need to employ filters. The Exposure Index remained 16 for Daylight, with the use of filters, but increased to 25 for Tungsten. Modification to the coloured couplers also reduced the brightness of blue subjects during reproduction, resulting in a lower blue-light density in the processed film. The modifications made to the negative indicated that similar improvements could be made to the internegative and print stocks resulting in a better quality image. Following the introduction of the new negative, intermediate and print stocks, the recommended route, which would maintain image quality and ensure protection against any damage to the original negative or dye fading, was to follow the negative, separations, internegative, positive workflow. The improved graininess of the new internegative (which replaced 5243) offered better image reproduction, while the higher contrast meant that lower contrast separations were required for printing. A new magenta coupler in the print stock improves reproduction of red hues compared to 5381, which it replaced. Print Film 5382 also offered a sharper image than the previous stock.

During these early stages of Eastmancolor manufacture, recommendations for the storage of the negative warned of the potential for changes in colour balance:

Each of the emulsion layers has latent-image keeping properties similar to those found for black-and-white negative films. However, as is the case with emulsion keeping before exposure, the problem is more series with color films because changes may occur in the exposed film, particularly under storage conditions of high temperature and/or humidity which result in changes in color balance.

(Hanson and Kisner 1953: 671)

Similar guidance was also issued for the appropriate storage of the positive film:

The problem is somewhat more serious with this material than with the color negative and the storage conditions are somewhat more critical. Eastman Color Print Film may be stored for periods up to three months at temperatures not exceeding 50 F without significant changes in properties. The lower the temperature at which the film is held, however, the slower will be the rate of change in properties during aging.

(Hanson and Kisner 1953: 682)
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1956

Panchromatic Separation Film 5235

Colour Intermediate Film 5253 and 7253 (16 mm)

Colour Internegative Film 5270 and 7270 (16 mm)

The new separation film replaced 5126 with improved characteristics during development and eliminated residual overall dye stain in the processed separations (Dundon and Zwick 1959: 735).

Colour balanced for printing from negative 5248, the introduction of intermediate stock was an alternative to the negative, separations, internegative, positive workflow, unsuitable for producing 16mm reduction negatives from 35mm camera negatives. Furthermore, the use of various larger negatives (65mm) during this period also required creating new 35mm negatives from those larger formats. The intermediate stock fulfilled the purpose of the two stages between the original negative and the release print: negative, intermediate positive, intermediate negative, release print. These intermediates were also employed for ‘scene-to-scene transitions, process photography involving still or travelling mattes, artwork, and other special effects during the preparation of the duplicate negative’ or if more than one printing master was required (Bello et al. 1957: 205). Fine grain emulsions were employed to reduce the increase in granularity inherent in duplication and the colour characteristics of the stock sought to replicate those of the original negative. Given that this process offered no protection against loss of colour due to changes in the dye, silver-image separations were recommended to serve as protection masters (Bello et al. 1957: 207–8).

The new internegative was employed for creating multiple release prints from reversal originals, replacing the previous method of creating a reversal printing master for duplication. Using an internegative film employing colour masks offered higher quality results than the previous method, with a reduced graininess more suited to duplication (Zwick, Bello and Osborne 1956: 426).

Further Reading

Bello, H.J., N.H. Groet, W.T. Hanson, C.E. Osborne and D.M. Zwick (1957), ‘A New Color Intermediate Positive-Intermediate Negative Film System for Color Motion-Picture Photography’ paper delivered at SMPTE Conference, Los Angeles, 9 October 1956. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 66 (4): 205–9.

Dundon, M.L. and D.M. Zwick (1959), ‘A High-Speed Color Negative Film’ paper delivered at SMPTE Convention, Miami Beach, 5 May 1959. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 68 (11): 735–8.

Zwick, D.M., H.J. Bello and C.E. Osborne (1956), ‘A 16mm Color Internegative Film for Use in Color Motion-Picture Photography’ paper delivered at SMPTE Convention, New York, 30 April 1956. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 65 (8): 426–8.

1959

Colour Negative Film 5250

Colour Print Film 7383 (16mm)

Replacing 5248, the image structure of the new negative was similar but with increased speed, doubling the previous Exposure Index to 50 for Tungsten and 32 for Daylight. This allowed for exposures under more difficult lighting conditions, with greater depth of field for sharper images:

With the advent of wide-screen pictures, the use of larger sets required even more light than before, and it was evident that a faster color negative film would be important. In addition, the use of larger-size negative films required longer-focal-length lenses and therefore small apertures for the same depth of field making a faster color negative film still more desirable. It was therefore decided in the early stages of this work that a higher-speed camera film would be more useful than one having lower granularity.

(Dundon and Zwick 1959: 735)

Conversely, less lighting could be used on set to achieve similar results to the previous negative. Improvement in the yellow dye-forming coupler resulted in a shift in green-sensitivity meaning that ‘certain fabrics with cyan or orange dyes which are highly selective in that spectral region’ could be produced ‘with more or less magenta dye on one film than on another’ (Dundon and Zwick 1959: 737). Continued make-up and wardrobe tests were recommended by the manufacturers when switching to a different negative, particular when significant changes to colour reproduction have been implemented.

The 16mm print film replaced 7382 with improved definition. The increased use of 16mm between 1953 and 1959 (particularly for industrial and sponsored films) indicated that a stock providing higher definition was required for contact printing from 16mm colour internegatives and reduction printing from 35mm colour negatives (Kisner 1962: 779).
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1962

Colour Negative Film 5251

Colour Print Film 5385 and 7385 (16mm)

While previous developments in Eastmancolor negative reduced grain and improve speed, this stock (replacing 5250) was developed in order to further reduce grain, maintaining an Exposure Index of 50 for Tungsten and 32 for Daylight. The improved granularity was primarily instigated by the higher magnification employed by widescreen images, deemed to be of more immediate importance than a faster speed (Kisner 1962b: 776). The spectral sensitivities of the negative were slightly different to 5250, extending the wavelength region of the magenta and cyan layers while yellow remained the same (Kisner 1962b: 776). The graininess and colour quality of prints obtained from duplicate negatives derived from 5251 were comparable to direct prints from 5250 negative, improving the quality of portions of the production involving special effects (Kisner 1962b: 777–8).

Designed to replace 5382 and 7383 ‘with four times the effective printing speed of present materials’ without sacrificing granularity, the new print film increased laboratory production output and alleviated issues relating to limited printer illumination levels (Kisner 1962a: 779). The print film also offered improved colour reproduction when compared to 5382, offering ‘brighter and less magenta reds, more saturated greens, less cyan blues, and yellows which are less orange in hue’ thereby offering better ‘reproduction of blue skies and foliage, or natural fruits and vegetables, of flesh tones and certain paints and fabrics’ (Kisner 1962a: 780).
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Kisner, W.I. (1962b), ‘A New Color Negative Film for Better Picture Quality’ paper delivered at the SMPTE Convention, Los Angeles, 30 April 1962. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 71 (10): 776–9.

1967

Colour Print Film 5744

In 1967, the BBC addressed the problem of using colour theatrical prints for television broadcasts prior to the first colour transmissions, resulting in the introduction of 5744 designed to minimize the density range. Standard prints could not be broadcast on television without a significant loss in picture quality ‘primarily because the television signal cannot transmit the range of gray-scale values that are needed in a theatrical print to create an acceptable theatre screen image’ (Powell et al. 1984: 228). When filming specifically for broadcast on television, it was recommended that appropriate lighting and staging be employed in order to achieve the appropriate range of density values on the film print which could be reproduced on the television screen (Powell et al. 1984: 228). As a result of the move towards realism and location shooting in television productions, it became impossible to obtain similar control over the appropriate density range as it had in the studio. A suitable low-contrast print film was therefore required for both colour television production and feature films broadcast either on videotape or direct telecine. The characteristics of the new print film was ‘a carefully chosen compromise among several considerations’ providing suitable low-contrast images for television broadcast which could also be projected for evaluation on screen (Powell et al. 1984: 229).

Further Reading

Powell, S.J., C. Didier, B. Gagny, K.J. Carl, J.W. Erwin and I.A. Halman (1984), ‘Eastman Color LC Print Film 5380/7380’ paper delivered at SMPTE Conference, Los Angeles, 2 November 1983. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 93 (3): 228–34.

1968

Colour Negative Film 5254 and 7254 (16mm)

Colour Reversal Intermediate Film 5249 and 7246 (16mm)

Colour Internegative Film 5271 and 7271 (16mm)

Direct MP Film 5360 and 7360 (16mm)

The negative replaced 5251 with a similar image structure but faster speed, providing an Exposure Index of 100 for Tungsten and 64 for Daylight using a Wratten 85 Filter. Its improved characteristics included one lens stop more film speed with no increase in graininess, maintaining the same sharpness and preserving the same colour rendition. The new stock allowed for filming in lower lighting conditions, or to increase the scope of scenes shot using similar lighting employed using the previous slower negative.

Developed using a new process known as CRI-1, the new intermediate stock produced a duplicate negative in one printing-processing operation, improving laboratory efficiency and, through the removal of one step, ‘the graininess, colour reproduction and sharpness of the final print’ (Beckett et al. 1968: 1053). The new stock was particularly useful for the creation of full-length 16mm reductions from 35mm and for foreign release prints frequently made from ‘full-length 35mm first and second generation duplicate negatives’ (Beckett et al. 1968: 1056).

The internegative replaced 5270 and 7270, used for creating a duplicating negative from reversal camera originals, with improved colour reproduction, sharpness, finer grain and higher speed. The film was compatible with the Eastman Colour Print Process at 75°F, increasing efficiency in laboratories developing film in the same processer (Brown, Morris and O’Connell 1968).

The Direct MP Film was a way of making quick and easy direct reversal duplicates in a one developer process using a standard black and white positive process. These silver-image prints, made from an edited first print using a conventional printer, were suitable for use as work prints, musical scoring prints, and prints for other editing purposes. The film consisted of a fine grain direct positive ortho-chromatic sensitive emulsion (sensitive to blue and green light).

Further Reading

Beckett, C., R.A. Morris, R.K. Schafer, and J.M. Seeman (1968), ‘Preparation of Duplicate Negatives Using Eastman Color Reversal Intermediate Film’ paper delivered at the SMPTE Technical Conference, Los Angeles, 7 May 1968. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 77 (10): 1053–6.
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Kretchman, C.M., R.A. Morris, R.K. Schafer and F.W. Spangler (1969), ‘Duplicating Negatives and Prints Using Eastman Direct MP Film 5360’ paper delivered at the SMPTE Technical Conference, Washington D.C., 11 November 1968. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 78 (8): 641–2.

1972

Colour Print Film 5381 and 7381 (16mm)

Not to be confused with the stock of the same name introduced in 1950, the print film replaced 5385 and 7385 (16mm), with sharpness and grain levels equal to Type 7380 (16mm) and a speed increase equal to 5385 and 7385 (16mm). A further improvement was made in 1974 corresponding to yellow colour reproduction. The stock was particularly beneficial to laboratories making high-speed reduction prints in 8 mm or Super 8 formats. Following the introduction of 5381 and 7381, for the first time there was only one common print film for all formats (Ryan 1977: 153).

Further Reading

Ryan, R.T. (1977), A History of Motion Picture Color Technology, London: Focal Press: 153.

1973

High Contrast Panchromatic Film 5369

An intermediate black and white stock employed for printer effects including travelling mattes and silhouettes (Samuelson 2013: 156).

Further Reading

Samuelson, D. (2013), Hands-on Manual for Cinematographers, 2nd edition, London: Focal Press: 156.

1974

Colour Negative II Film 5247

Colour SP Print Film 5383 and 7383 (16mm)

With sharper and finer grain than 5254, the negative improved quality for theatrical productions and also offered television productions ‘a realistic option of producing programs in either 16mm or 35mm formats’ (Lightman 1973: 46). Broadcasting on television played a significant role in the creation of the new stock, particularly for colour commercials shot in 16mm, with the improvements in sharpness and grain structure translating to better quality resolution on the television screen (Snazelle 1974: 1074). The new emulsion was the first in twenty years with a significant difference in the processing, following the introduction of the new ECN-2 process, which offered quicker processing time. The Exposure Index remained 100 for Tungsten and 64 for Daylight 64, though the new negative offered better colour reproduction ‘particularly the greens’ (B.J. Davies quoted in Macleod 1974: 15).

The print film was created for use with the new higher temperature ECP-2 process, for greater release printing efficiency in larger labs, sharing similar qualities to 5381 and 7381 (16mm) which remained in production (Hedden 1975: 365).

Colour Negative Film 5254 also returned to production until 1976.

Further Reading

Hedden, W.D. (1975), ‘Progress Committee Report for 1974’, Journal of the SMPTE, 84 (5): 347–406.

Lightman, H.A. (1973), ‘Kodak Announces New, Improved 5247/7247 Eastman Color Negative’, American Cinematographer, 54 (1): 46–7, 95–8.

Macleod, L. (1974), ‘Introducing the New Eastman Colour Negative’, Film and TV Technician, 40 (343): 15, 20.

Snazelle, E.E.G. (1974), ‘How the New Color Negative Film will Create Potential for More Film Production’, American Cinematographer, 55 (9): 1074–5, 1096–8.

1976

Colour Negative II Film 5247 and 7247 (16mm)

Colour Intermediate II Film 5243 and 7243 (16mm)

A modified version of the negative introduced in 1974, for use with Process ECN-2, with improved exposure latitude, ease of timing, extended development, and higher-quality flesh tone reproduction and shadow detail, flesh tone reproduction (Smith 1977: 316).

Replacing 5253, the new intermediate was intended for use in the ECN-2 process, with one stop increase in exposure speed, improved grain and colour reproduction (Smith 1977: 315).

Further Reading

Smith, R.M. (1977), ‘Progress Committee Report for 1976’, Journal of the SMPTE, 86 (5): 297–355.

1977

Low-Contrast Colour SP Print Film 5738 and 7738 (16mm) (minus 25%)

An improved version of low-contrast print film 5744 adapted for use with Process ECP-2, for when a low-contrast image is required for television broadcast or transfer to videotape.

Further Reading

Powell, S.J., C. Didier, B. Gagny, K.J. Carl, J.W. Erwin and I.A. Halman (1984), ‘Eastman Color LC Print Film 5380/7380’ paper delivered at SMPTE Conference, Los Angeles, 2 November 1983. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 93 (3): 228–34.

1978

Colour Internegative II Film 5272 S (35mm) and 7272 S (16mm)

Replaces 5271 and 7271 for use with Process ECN-2, three stops faster than the previous stock with a slightly lower contrast (Scobey 1979: 287).

Further Reading

Scobey, J. (1979), ‘Progress Committee Report for 1978’, Journal of the SMPTE, 88 (5): 285–342.

1982

High-Speed Colour Negative Film 5293 and 7293 (16mm)

Colour Print Film 5384

A faster negative for use with Process ECN-2, with Exposure Index of 250 for Tungsten, designed to complement 5247, ‘thus extending the creative freedom of the cinematographer in special applications where additional lighting is difficult, uneconomical, or undesirable’ (Kennel et al. 1982: 922):

5293 and a less popular Fujifilm equivalent represent a major advance, maybe one as dramatic as those brought about by Panchrome, Technicolor, and the original Eastmancolor … In the opinion of many Hollywood professionals, 5293 may affect the look and the making of movies as decisively as did, say, the introduction of acrylics to painting.

(Mancini 1983: 34–5)

The substantial increase in exposure speed was recognized as a significant development for realism in cinema ‘since a set can be designed and lighted to look less theatrical, then the entire atmosphere that set produces will be more realistic’ (Andrew Laszlo quoted in Mancini 1982: 35–6). Colour reproduction was designed to closely match 5247 but with ‘tendencies for the neutral areas of prints from 5293 film to appear slightly warmer (yellow) and the blues to appear slightly cyan when flesh tones are matches’ (Kennel et al. 1982: 927).

The print stock replaced all formats of SP 5383 and 7383 (16mm), and Low-Fade SP 7379, for use with Process ECP-2A (a modified version of ECP-2). The new stock improved stability of the dark-keeping cyan dye stability which faded first in previous print films. Through the use of ‘a more stable cyan dye-forming coupler’ the print stock had ‘a 10-fold increase in cyan dark-keeping dye stability’ (Carl et al. 1982: 1161). A new yellow dye-forming coupler also improved the dark-keeping stability of the yellow dye. Decreased sensitivity to process variations reduced contrast variations from laboratory to laboratory and storage at 15°C and lower improved usefulness of the print five-fold (Carl et al. 1982).
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Carl, K.J., J.W. Erwin, S.J. Powell, F.R. Reinking, R.C. Sehlin, S.W. Spakowsky, W.A. Szafranskiand and R.W. Wie (1982), ‘Eastman Color Print Film 5384’ paper delivered at SMPTE Conference, Los Angeles, 26 October 1981. Reprinted in Journal of the SMPTE, 91 (12): 1161–70.
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1983

High-Speed Colour Negative Film 5294 and 7294 (16mm)

Low-Contrast Colour Print Film 5380 and 7380 (16mm) (minus 15%)

Colour Negative Film 5247

High-speed negatives 5294 and 7294 were improved versions of 5293 and 7293 (16mm) increasing Exposure Index to 400 for 35mm and 320 for 16mm, offering professional filmmakers ‘much more creative freedom and flexibility than ever before’ (Sehlin et al. 1985: 724). The 35mm and 16mm version exhibited slightly different qualities, the former higher speed than 5293 and the latter finer grain than 7293 (Hirst and Dale 1984: 10). The negative was recommended for use in low-to-moderate exposure conditions.

The low-contrast film, compatible with Process ECP-2A, replaced 5738 and 7738 (16mm) used for video transfers and optimum reproduction of television broadcast. Compatible with Print Film 5384, but with less saturated colours because of the lower upper-scale contrast. Dye stability was also comparable to that of 5384. The film had other applications outside home video and television, such as in the print duplication process (Powell et al. 1984: 230). Further improvements were also made to negative 5247, increasing the Exposure Index to 125.

Further Reading

Hirst, A.F.C. and B.M. Dale (1984), ‘“Eastman” Colour High-Speed Negative Films 5294 (35mm) and 7294 (16mm)’, BKSTS Journal, 66 (1): 10–11, 17.
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Ektachrome

Introduced in 1958 as an alternative to Kodachrome reversal, low-contrast Ektachrome 7255 was employed for use in semi-professional, educational and industrial filmmaking, requiring multiple prints from the camera original. Replacing Kodachrome Commercial 5268, another low-contrast stock intended for duplication rather than projection, Ektachrome Commercial Film, Type 7255 (16mm) was: ‘A 16mm subtractive reversal film with incorporated color couplers, designed to provide high-quality originals for the production of release prints … From these camera originals, release prints by the way of Eastman Color Internegative Film, Type 7270, printed onto Eastman Color Print Film, Type 7382, can be produced’ (Groet, Liberman and Richey 1959: 8).

Further Reading

Groet, N.H., M. Liberman and F. Richey (1959), ‘An Improved Professional 16mm Reversal Camera Film’, Journal of the SMPTE, 68 (1): 8–10.

Exposure Index

The Exposure Index (EI), known also as ASA or ISO, measures the speed of film in terms of its sensitivity to light. As the EI increases, the more capable the film stock is of responding to light. However, this also leads to increased graininess of the image. Technical developments in the structure of Eastmancolor stock sought to increase film speed whilst also controlling the amount of grain in the image. Kodak introduced ‘T’ grain in the 1970s which helped to reduce the appearance in faster stocks.

Further Reading

Brown, B. (2002), Cinematography: Theory and Practice, London: Focal Press: 104–7.

Norwood, D. (1980), ‘Exposure’, in C. G. Clarke (ed.), American Cinematographer Manual, 5th edition, 384–7, Hollywood, CA: American Society of Cinematographers.

Ferraniacolor

An Italian negative-positive process derived from the Agfa technology used in Germany during WWII, introduced in 1952 (Happé 1985: 420). Later known as 3M after being purchased by the company of the same name in 1964.

Further Reading

Happé, B. (1985), ‘80 Years of Colour Cinematography: An Outline History Pt. 4’, BKSTS Journal, 67 (7): 418–21, 423.

Flashing

The processes of slightly exposing the negative or print to light before filming, thus raising the inertia point of the film, or the level at which film starts to react photochemically to light. This has the effect of lowering contrast and allows for shooting in low-light conditions. A number of techniques (including Varicon) were later introduced which were designed to control the flashing process in a safer manner.

Further Reading

Brown, B. (2002), Cinematography: Theory and Practice, London: Focal Press: 221–2.

Clarke, C.G. (ed.) (1980), American Cinematographer Manual, 5th edition, Hollywood, CA: American Society of Cinematographers: 384–7, 474–5.

Double Run (1956), ‘Colour Copies’, Amateur Cine World, 20 (2): 157.

Fujicolor

Another film based on the original Agfacolor patents, and first used experimentally in 1946, the Fujicolor process started out as a reversal ‘couplers in developer’ (substantive) type positive in-camera stock, introduced in 1949 (Okajima 2003: 33). Following the introduction of Type 8511 colour negative and Type 8811 positive in 1955 to domestic markets, Fujicolor had a near-monopoly in Japan mirroring that of Eastmancolor in the West. The process was introduced to the US in 1967 and the print film was used in many subsequent productions, particularly as Fuji offered cheaper services than Kodak and (it has been suggested) gave greater dye stability during the period in which Eastmancolor was increasingly under scrutiny over the dye-keeping properties of their prints.

Further Reading

Coe, B. (1981), The History of Movie Photography, London: Ash & Grant: 139.

Happé, B. (1985), ‘80 Years of Colour Cinematography: An Outline History Pt. 4’, BKSTS Journal, 67 (7): 418–21, 423.
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Okajima, H. (2003), ‘Color Film Restoration in Japan: Some Examples’, Journal of Film Preservation, 66: 32–6.

Gevacolor

Introduced in 1948 by the Belgian Gaevert Company, the Gevacolor negative-positive system was one of several processes derived from the Agfacolor technology seized by the Allies at the end of WWII. The coupler-incorporated three-colour negative and positive films could be used together or individually (Ryan 1977: 190). Made available post-war, Gevacolor was used extensively in France and parts of Western Europe until Eastmancolor became available in 1955, and was used for a number of films in India. The system was not introduced to the United States until 1965. Geva later merged with Agfa in 1964 to form Agfa-Gaevert.

Further Reading

Andrew, D. (1979), ‘The Post-War Struggle for Colour’, Cinema Journal, 18 (2): 41–52.
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Kodachrome

First introduced as a 16mm stock for amateur use in 1935, and shortly after for 8mm, this reversal film offered high-quality colour images using a single strip of tripack camera film subsequently developed through reversal processing to produce a positive projection print. The film consisted of three layers, sensitive to either blue, green or red light, which, after processing, resulted in complementary colours of yellow, magenta and cyan. Coloured couplers were introduced in the developing stages, meaning that three separate colour developing solutions were required after first developing the black and white negative image (Happé 1985: 418). Through typically associated with amateur filmmaking, the quality of colour reproduction, coupled with the portability of the cameras, demonstrated to the industry its application beyond cine enthusiasts, often employed for use in sponsored or training films. However, the demand for large quantity print runs from the reversal master led to the introduction of a specific lower contrast 16mm reversal stock for professional use in 1946, Kodachrome Commercial Film 5268 (subsequently replaced by Ektachrome Commercial 7255 in 1958). A 35mm stock, Kodachrome Professional 5267, was introduced in 1942 for use in feature film making, commonly incorporated into the Technicolor three-strip system for location work (see Technicolor Monopack).

Further Reading
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Mattes

Used for special effects, basic mattes involved using a high-quality positive and a ‘matte’ to create a new duplicate negative. During printing a clear film base, situated in between the positive image and the duplicate negative, which contains a black area corresponding to an area into which titles or other images are to be inserted into the original image. This black area prevents exposure of the positive onto the negative, leaving a blank space. A negative of the matte film, consisting of a black film strip with a clear space for the title or image, is then run through the printer with the first duplicate negative and a positive image consisting of the titles or special image which is exposed through the clear space in the matte. The duplicate negative would then be spliced into the appropriate section of original negative. If the images moved, then the matte also had to move. This is known as a travelling matte, or ‘Blue-Screen’ system, requiring the action to be filmed under normal lighting conditions against a blue background. A ‘silhouette matte’ was then produced by making a black and white composite of a separation positive of the blue record combined with a separation negative of the red record (Margutti 1973: 20). The ‘direct matte’ process produced a quick and simple matte by filming the action set against the blue screen under yellow lighting. As blue and yellow are complementary colours, corresponding filters are employed to produce two separate positive images: a matte of the foreground image and a positive foreground image against a black background. The new background scene is then introduced using the mattes obtained using the blue screen.

Further Reading

Cleveland, D. and B. Pritchard (2015), How Films Were Made and Shown, Essex: David Cleveland: 323, 367.

Hoult, R.L. (1960), ‘Travelling Mattes in Colour’, British Kinematography, 36 (1): 12–16.
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Margutti, V. (1973), ‘Magic with Mattes’, British Kinematography Sound and Television, 55 (1): 20–3.

Panavision

Introduction by MGM in 1957, the Panavision anamorphic lens had improved optics and focal length compared with CinemaScope and also benefited from being a self-contained unit rather than an additional attachment. It was quickly adopted by the industry as the preferred anamorphic technology.

Further Reading

Hall, S. and S. Neale (2010) Epics, Spectacles and Blockbusters, Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press: 149.

Sovcolor (Orwocolor)

The Agfa factory in Wolfen, located within the Soviet-occupied zone of Germany, continued production after the war as a Russian state-owned operation until 1953 when the factory was returned to East Germany. The Wolfen factory, which produced Agfacolor products for Eastern Europe, and was rebranded as ORWO in 1964 due to complications associated with there being another Agfa in West German, which sold Agfacolor to the rest of the world. The East German process was therefore rebranded as Orwocolor. After seizing the Agfacolor technology from the Wolfen factory, Sovcolor was the name given to the process used by the Soviet Union film studios (Andrew 1979: 48). Given that technological developments in Agfacolor within the East and West German factories differed, Sovcolor more closely resembled East German Agfa (Orwo).

Further Reading

Batistová, A. (2013), ‘Glorious Agfacolor, Breathtaking Totalvision and Monophonic Sound: Colour and “Scope” in Czechoslovakia’, in S. Brown, S. Street and L. Watkins (eds), Color and the Moving Image: History, Theory, Aesthetics, Archive, 47–55, London: Routledge.
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Technicolor

Technicolor Imbibition Printing (IB)

Three-strip imbibition (IB) printing involved the production of three relief images (or matrix films) created from the cyan, magenta and yellow negatives produced within the three-strip camera. The separation negatives could also be created from films shot using colour negative or reversal film meaning that, following the demise of Technicolor three-strip production, the IB system was used to process other colour productions. The matrices were then coated with the corresponding dyes and then individually brought into contact with a blank film strip to create the final projected image. This process continued until the late 1970s, but not all prints credited as Technicolor were produced in this manner until this date as the Technicolor laboratories also offered standard monopack release printing prior to the demise of the imbibition process. The majority of film gauges could be printed using IB although 70mm was never attempted, largely as a result of the cost involved in creating the necessary apparatus for what would be a small number of prints (Happé 1985: 246). It had become uneconomical to use the IB process when smaller print runs were required in the 1960s and 1970s as cinema attendance began falling. The imbibition technology was later sold to China where it remained the most economically viable method for larger number print runs.

Further Reading

Coe, B. (1981), The History of Movie Photography, London: Ash & Grant: 134–5.

Happé, B. (1985), ‘80 Years of Colour Cinematography: An Outline History Pt. 3’, BKSTS Journal, 67 (5): 242–3, 245–6.

Technicolor Monopack

A monopack film based on Eastman Kodak’s Kodachrome used in conjunction with three-strip filming and imbibition printing. A single film exposed in a conventional camera gave a direct colour positive from which three black and white separation negatives were developed and matrices created and incorporated into the imbibition printing process. Typically used for difficult filming conditions on location, on either 35mm or 16mm, this low-density Eastman stock was another name for Kodachrome Professional Type 5267. This method was employed on a number of feature films between 1942 and 1948 but processing was only available at the Hollywood plant so it was not used extensively (Happé 1985: 246). The use of Monopack in many Technicolor three-strip productions was not widely acknowledged, while later developments in the imbibition printing methods allowed any monopack stock to be incorporated into the standard Technicolor IB process.

Further Reading
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Technicolor Three-Strip

Introduced in 1932, the in-camera three-strip film process became the standard for colour film production in Hollywood and Britain until the adoption of Eastmancolor in the 1950s. Also known as Technicolor 4, three-strip was the end result of a series of technological developments at Technicolor which sought to create a high-quality colour process that could be distributed and exhibited without the need for any special apparatus. Production of three-strip films, however, was a different matter, costing substantially more than black and white. This came as a result of the lavish production values associated with colour in this period and a significant increase in on-set lighting required to expose the three separate black and white panchromatic film strips running through the camera. Three-strip worked through the use of a beam-splitter prism positioned behind the camera lens filtering the blue, green and red light onto corresponding panchromatic film stock. These three black and white film negatives were then incorporated into the imbibition printing process.
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Technirama

Technicolor’s attempt to compete with various 1950s widescreen technologies combined the larger negative area of VistaVision with the anamorphic compression of CinemaScope processes. Like VistaVision, the negative area was twice the width of a standard 35mm image with partial ‘squeezing’ using the Delrama optical system. This could then either be printed unsqueezed onto 35mm and 16mm or, through the introduction of further ‘squeezing’, onto 35mm or 16mm for a wider projected image. For special screenings, contact prints from the original negative were projected using a horizontal projector. An improved Technirama 70 process (known also as Super Technirama) was also introduced which produced as unsqueezed image on 70mm prints.

Further Reading

Cleveland, D. and B. Pritchard (2015), How Films Were Made and Shown, Essex: David Cleveland: 317.

Coe, B. (1981), The History of Movie Photography, London: Ash & Grant: 153.
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Techniscope

In 1961 Technicolor Italiana developed this rival to CinemaScope, using half of the standard negative frame. The image was recorded unsqueezed onto the negative at half height, thereby doubling the shooting duration of each in-camera negative and reducing the cost of raw negative stock by 50 per cent. During the printing stages, the half-image was converted into an anamorphic full-frame image which would subsequently be unsqueezed during projection, giving a standard scope image. Projected Techniscope images did not suffer from problems of distortion common to standard anamorphic ’Scope process.

Further Reading

Coe, B. (1981), The History of Movie Photography, London: Ash & Grant: 150.
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Todd-AO

With a projected aspect ratio of 2.2:1, Todd-AO was designed to be a flexible widescreen system which also produced a high-quality image, using a 65mm negative. 70mm prints were made for roadshow performances and also 35mm for regular theatres, offering a high-quality image as a result of the larger negative area.

Further Reading

Hall, S. and S. Neale (2010), Epics, Spectacles and Blockbusters, Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press: 135–58.

VistaVision

VistaVision was Paramount’s alternative widescreen process to 20th Century Fox’s CinemaScope. It was adopted by Rank for a number of 1950s films including An Alligator Named Daisy (J. Lee Thompson, 1955) and The Big Money (John Paddy Carstairs, 1956). In order to produce a satisfactory projection from a small image on the film strip, grain structure on the original camera negative needed to be suitably large in order to achieve the required sensitivity. By running a 35mm negative through the camera horizontally, a negative image double the standard size could be produced which would then be reduced to a standard size print image that, once enlarged, provided a higher quality image as a result of the finer grain in the print film. A larger print, which ran horizontally through the projector, was also produced for premieres and special screenings, replicating the original filmed negative. The process required a great deal of lighting during production and also used up film stock twice as fast, adding considerable expense to the overall production costs. By 1961 the introduction of Panavision had brought an end to feature films being entirely shot using the process, although VistaVision cameras were later adapted for optical effects in films such as Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977) and Inception (Christopher Nolan, 2010).
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