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An industrial history of the formative years of the British film industry
from 1899 to 1911, through a case study of Cecil Hepworth — one of the
most celebrated pioneer British film makers. It offers a detailed picture of
the workings of an early British film studio, charting alongside that the
development of the British film industry itself.

1899 to 1911 saw the British film industry change from a cottage
industry of artisans and inventors into a complex economic system of
interrelated businesses with a global reach. Changes in exhibition and
distribution caused production to suffer a major decline from 1908 to
1911, losing Britain its status as a world leader in film making, a position
it has struggled to regain ever since.

This book challenges such assumptions by offering a detailed analysis
of Hepworth’s developing production methods and his strategies towards
sales in the market together with an examination of the changing
nature of the market itself. It demonstrates how these changes impacted
on Hepworth’s attempts to modernize, and in doing so offers a more
accurate picture of this period in British film history.

Simon Brown’s book is an industrial history of the early years of the
British film industry from 1899-1911 presented through a case study
of one of the most celebrated pioneer film makers, Cecil Hepworth. It
provides a picture of the changing nature of daily life in Hepworth’s film
studio, alongside which it charts the development of the British film
industry, in particular the development of exhibition and distribution.

Simon Brown is Director of Studies for Film and Television at Kingston
University, London.



Exeter Studies in Film History

Published by University of Exeter Press in association with the Bill Douglas Centre
tor the History of Cinema and Popular Culture

Series Editors: Richard Maltby, Professor of Screen Studies, Flinders University,
South Australia and Steve Neale, Professor of Film Studies and Academic
Director of the Bill Douglas Centre, University of Exeter.

Parallel Tracks: The Railroad and Silent Cinema, Lynne Kirby (1997)
The World According to Hollywood, 1918-1939, Ruth Vasey (1997)

Film Europe’ and ‘Film America’: Cinema, Commerce and Cultural Exchange 1920-1939,
edited by Andrew Higson and Richard Maltby (1999)

A Paul Rotha Reader, edited by Duncan Petrie and Robert Kruger (1999)
A Chorus of Raspberries: British Film Comedy 1929-1939, David Sutton (2000)

The Great Art of Light and Shadow: Archaeology of the Cinema,
Laurent Mannoni, translated by Richard Crangle (2000)

Popular Filmgoing in 1930s Britain: A Choice of Pleasures, John Sedgwick (2000)

Alternative Empires: European Modernist Cinemas and Cultures of Imperialism,
Martin Stollery (2000)

Hollywood, Westerns and the 1930s: The Lost Trail, Peter Stanfield (2001)
Young and Innocent? The Cinema in Britain 1896—1930, edited by Andrew Higson (2002)
Legitimate Cinema: Theatre Stars in Silent British Films 1908-1918, Jon Burrows (2003)

The Big Show: British Cinema Culture in the Great War (1914-1918),
Michael Hammond (2006)

Multimedia Histories: From the Magic Lantern fto the Infternet,
edited by James Lyons and John Plunkett (2007)

Going to the Movies: Hollywood and the Social Experience of Cinema,
edited by Richard Maltby, Melvyn Stokes and Robert C. Allen (2007)

Alternative Film Culture in Inter-War Britain, Jamie Sexton (2008)
Marketing Modernity: Victorian Popular Shows and Early Cinema, Joe Kember (2009)
British Cinema and Middlebrow Culture in the Interwar Years, Lawrence Napper (2009)

Reading the Cinematograph: The Cinema in British Short Fiction 1896-1912,
edited by Andrew Shail (2010)

Charles Urban: Pioneering the Non—fiction Film in Britain and America, 1897-1925,
Luke McKernan (2013)

UEP also publishes the celebrated five-volume series looking at the early years of
English cinema, The Beginnings of the Cinema in England, by John Barnes.



Cecil Hepworth
and the Rise of the British

Film Industry 1899-1911

Simon Brown

UNIVERSITY

EXETER
PRESS



First published in 2015 by
University of Exeter Press
Reed Hall, Streatham Drive
Exeter EX4 4QR
UK

Wwww. exeterpress.co.uk
© Simon Brown 2015

The right of Simon Brown to be identified as author of this
work has been asserted by him in accordance with the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Although every effort has been made to identify owners of copyright material,
in some case this has not been possible. Notification of omissions or incorrect
information should be forwarded to the publishers, who will be
pleased to amend any future editions of the book.

All rights reserved.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available

from the British Library.

ISBN 978 0 85989 8904 Hardback
ISBN 978 0 85989 9918 epub
ISBN 978 0 85989 9901 ppF

Typeset in Caslon by
Kestrel Data, Exeter


http://www.exeterpress.co.uk

Contents

List of Illustrations and Tables
Acknowledgements
Note

Introduction

1 Film Production at the HMC

2 Hepworth, Film Sales and the Rise of the Renter

3 The HMC, the Rental Sector and Market Strategies
4 The HMC and Patterns of Exhibition

Conclusion: The Producers’ Response to the Crisis

Appendix One:
Filmography of Hepworth and Co and the HMC, 1899-1911

Appendix Two:
HMC Titles Listed in Around the Shows
Released 1 October 1908—31 August 1909.

Appendix Three:
List of London Based Rental Firms (1905-1911) and
Foreign Film Sales Representatives (1907-1911)

Notes
Bibliography
Index

vii

ix

21
56
84
113
137

159

201

209

218
239
249






List of Illustrations

Cover image: Cecil Hepworth

1

Image of Walton on Thames High Street ¢.1910 11
Drawing of The Rosary by Cecil Hepworth ¢.1899 23
Drawing of the Hepworth Studio ¢.1905 by Cecil Hepworth 42
Drawing of the Hepworth Studio ¢.1908 by Cecil Hepworth 48
Image of the Index for Hepworth’s 1906 catalogue 92-94

Advertisement from the KLIW 19 September 1908, p. 324, 108
highlighting Hepworth’s signature films

Around the Shows Column from the Bioscope 27 May 1909 117
showing The Cat Came Back listed as being screened at the
Central Hall, Oldham

Envelope containing promotional stills of Hepworth’s Stock 154
Company ¢.1912

vii



List of Tables

Number of HMC Films Released Year on Year 1904-1911

Average Length (in feet) of HMC Films Released Year on
Year 1904-1911

Growth in the Number of Rental Firms in L.ondon Year
on Year 1905-1911

Number of Sales Agents and Representatives of Foreign
Production Companies in London Year on Year 1907-1911

Number of HMC Films Listed in Around the Shows
Plotted Against the Number of Screenings

Non-Fiction Titles Released by HMC between
1 October 1908 and 31 August 1909 and Listed in
Around the Shows

HMC Films Released in March 1909 and Listed in Around
the Shows

viii

41
41

73

81

120

126

130



Acknowledgments

This book is the result of thirteen years of research and would not have
been possible without the help and support of a number of people and
institutions. My first thanks must go to the late Val Williamson, Cecil
Hepworth’s daughter, who was exceptionally generous in sharing her
memories of her father and her thoughts about both his career and my
work. She was very proud of her dad and it is a great sorrow that she did
not live to read this work, although I sincerely hope, and in my lighter
moments allow myself to believe, that she would have approved of it.
My second thanks must go to Simon Baker at the University of Exeter
Press, not only for taking a chance on this book, but for flying the flag
for the publication of works on early British cinema. It’s not the sexiest of
subjects to be sure, but there is much excellent and important work being
done in this field, and the commitment of Exeter Press to publishing
work in this area is invaluable.

The book began life as a PhD thesis at Birkbeck College, and I am
indebted to Ian Christie for his support in marshalling my ideas into a
coherent argument, and to Lee Grieveson and Simon Popple who offered
such helpful advice. They are just some of the many scholars who have
both inspired and supported me over the years, and in particular I wish
to thank Luke McKernan and Andrew Shail, both outstanding early
cinema historians, for their help and comments and, outside of the early
cinema world, Matthew Pateman for his unfailing and inspiring belief in
my abilities.

I'd also like to thank my colleagues in the Department of Film,
TV and Media at Kingston University for graciously supporting my
sabbatical so I could finish the writing, and of course the staff of the
BFI Reuben Library for their unfailing good humour, assistance and
guidance, especially Shaun, Emma and Anastasia. Also Janet Moat of
BFI Special Collections who let me trawl through the many boxes of the



CECIL HEPWORTH

Denis Gifford Collection, Phil Wickham of the Bill Douglas Centre in
Exeter, and the curators of the Elmbridge Museum who do such good
work in keeping the memory of Hepworth alive. I would also like to
thank Sue Webber of Elmbridge Museum, Phil Wickham, Sarah Wilde
and Emma Smart of the BFI, and my colleage at Kingston Fleeta Chew
Siegel, for their generous halep and support with the illustrations.

Ultimately any kind of major endeavour like this requires the support
of friends and, especially, family. I'm indebted to all of my friends who
have listened patiently to my Hepworth stories over the years, especially
Sergio Angelini, Sheldon Hall, Anne Jenkins, Miles Booy, Wendy
Roper, Deborah Mo, Alice Black and Karen Myers. I'd also like to thank
my mother Sheila and my dear late father George for their love, and for
instilling in me the joy of learning and the value and rewards of plain
old-fashioned hard work.

Most importantly, I share this book with my own family; my wife
Stacey, and my two dogs, Max and Lily. Much of the ideas in this book
have been formulated and fermented on my twice-daily walks with
the dogs, while much of the writing has been done with them curled
up beside me on the sofa or at my feet. I'm grateful to them for every
moment they waited patiently for me to finish a chapter or an idea when I
was all too aware that walk time had come and gone.

Finally, Stacey has never failed to listen as I worked through ideas
and overcame roadblocks and insecurities. She has read countless drafts
of this work over the years and remains my most trusted critic. I value
beyond measure her comments and suggestions, for she is the scholar I
aspire to be. So this book is for Stacey, Max and Lily, with whom I share
my life. As Fitz said to Denis Gifford, I am yours ’til the last flicker.

Note

Some of the information and argument that forms Chapter 3 of this book
is included in an article previously published as follows:

‘From Inventor to Renter: The Middleman, the Production Crisis and
the Formation of the British Film Industry, Early Popular Visual
Culture 11:2 (London: Routledge, May 2013).



Introduction

[W]hat happened to Hepworth and to the pioneer spirit in British
film making, after 1905 . . . It’s as if he and Smith and Williamson
and the others ran the first lap, passed on the baton to the Americans
and, then stopped exhausted.!

Writing in 1991 Charles Barr, one of the most respected historians
and scholars of British cinema, asked the above question about British
film production in the latter half of the Edwardian period under
the unequivocal heading “The Long Decline’. The context of these
comments was an evaluation of the film Rescued by Rover, produced by
Cecil Hepworth in 1905 for his company The Hepworth Manufacturing
Company, Ltd and directed by Lewin Fitzhamon, who by that point was
responsible for the fiction output of the studio. Barr describes the film
as ‘possibly the high point historically for cinema in Britain relative to
the rest of the world’,? justifying this substantial claim by examining in
detail the narrative construction of this demonstrably successful early
British film (the oft-repeated story is that the film was so popular that
the negative wore out, and Hepworth had the film remade twice in order
to produce two new ones to cope with demand). In his view the film
is constructed with ‘machine-like efficiency’ in which ‘form and content
are beautifully matched’. He concludes by suggesting that ‘Rescued by
Rowver seems the very model of the way mainstream popular cinema was
destined to develop’.’

Directly after this analysis, Barr poses the above question as to why
British producers in general and Hepworth in particular never capitalized
on this success, going on to describe the story of British film production
from 1905 up to 1926 as ‘depressing’.* In making this judgement Barr is
echoing the opinions of two earlier, respected chroniclers of early British
cinema. Rachael Low, in the second volume of her History of the British
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Film covering 1906 to 1914 and first published in 1948, describes the
story of production in those particular years as ‘a humiliating period
of stagnation’. In stark and disappointed terms Low refers to the
period as one of ‘decline’ and ‘arrested development’, as ‘embarrassing’
and, ultimately, to British film production as ‘a poor relation, and,
moreover, not a very respectable one’.’ Writing three years later, in 1951,
Georges Sadoul in his Histoire Générale du Cinéma dismissively refers
to the years 1908 to 1914 under the heading ‘stagnation britannique’.®
While Low and Sadoul’s gloomy assessments do not extend into the
1920s as does Barr’s, all three agree that the late Edwardian period
until the start of the First World War was a bad era for British film
production.

Little has been done to address this perception. Practically the only
major work to consider this is Jon Burrows’ book, Legitimate Cinema:
Theatre Stars in Silent British Films, 1908—1918. In the introduction he
similarly outlines Low’s criticisms, agreeing to them to the extent that
he is prepared to acknowledge that post-1905 British film production
was categorized by a ‘marked lack of progress’ which did ‘contribute to
the failure of the British production sector to convert its comparatively
substantial influence in the early days of cinematography into a prominent
role in the international leadership of the industry’.” He does, however,
challenge the idea of a continued period of stagnation, suggesting, as
Low does herself, that the production industry experienced a revival
after 1911. Considering the provocative nature of the question, more
than twenty years on from Charles Barr asking why the pioneer British
producers gave up after 1905 (himself reinforcing opinions written over
sixty years ago) only one person has sought to respond. Even they have
left unchallenged the accusation of stagnation for the period from 1905
to 1911, which is the focus of this book.

Barr suggests that this stagnation involved a lack of progress in film
form alongside a dearth of advancement in the field of commercial enter-
prise. Aesthetically, he suggests, Hepworth ‘turned his back on the line
of development represented by Rescued by Rover’,* implying that he failed
to capitalize on the stylistic innovations in the film which, he argues,
prefigured narrative cinema. He then submits that commercially British
producers also failed to match the kind of industrial organization taking
place in America and France, resulting in a situation that, ‘the cottage
industry which produced Rescued by Rover could not survive’’ In this he
echoes Low who writes of British ‘inferiority’ being ‘both commercial
and artistic’!® She highlights a lack of capital investment in film projects
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as the major problem, resulting in films that appeared ‘tame and unexcit-
ing’ compared to those from abroad."

Low considers this lack of investment originated in the small size of
the British market and both ‘a lack of opposition’ to new developments
and a ‘lack of enterprise’ on behalf of the producers that led them to be
merely ‘content’.’? This contentment is generally accepted to have devel-
oped as a result of the British producers experiencing significant overseas
sales of their films, especially in America. In 1907 the Kinematograph and
Lantern Weekly (hereafter KLW) reported that:

The English makers’ best market is not in England at all but
in foreign countries which are blessed with a greater demand
for subjects and a much smaller supply to meet it . . . an English
maker can sell fifties [sic] and hundreds of every film he puts out in
America, France, Germany, Spain etc.”®

These record sales led the pioneer manufacturers, so the story goes, to
focus on quantity rather than quality, making as many films as possible
to keep up with demand, and cutting corners along the way, failing in the
process to notice that the quality of films from elsewhere were improving.

Current histories suggest that the British producers only noticed
this situation when they found their revenues badly affected once their
large sales to America collapsed, owing to the formation of the Motion
Picture Patents Company (MPPC) in December 1908, prefigured in
February the same year by its forerunner, the Film Services Association.™
The MPPC claimed the majority of the patents underlying cinema
technology in America and served notice that ‘it would not “licence”
any film producers but its founding members’”® This effectively drove
all but four international producers, Pathé, Mélies, Gaumont and Urban-
Eclipse, out of the US market. In response, an independent sector outside
the MPPC was formed to combat this monopoly, initially spearheaded by
the International Producing and Projecting Company (IPPC) under John
J. Murdock. British negotiations with the IPPC were led by Will Barker,
at the time Managing Director of the Warwick Trading Company, who
persuaded Hepworth and others including Robert Paul, Cricks and
Martin, James Williamson and Clarendon to sign up with Murdock.
While in April 1909 Barker could confidently inform the Bioscope that
‘Tam quite safe in asserting that we English manufacturers have secured
the largest orders from the American market which have been placed
for about two years’ the orders never materialized and the IPPC was to
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prove short-lived, although other organizations also sprang up with a
view to combatting the MPPC.'® Before this the size of the US market,
increased by the demand of the Nickelodeons for new films, meant that
sales to the USA had provided a comfortable and regular financial base
for British producers, with the result that they did not actively seek to
either promote or improve their films. The formation of the MPPC
and the closure of the American market compromised this substantial
and predictable revenue stream in a very short space of time, meaning
some British producers were forced to rely upon the UK market where,
because they had not been actively engaging, they had been experiencing
declining sales. Consequently they were unable to sell sufficient copies
of their films at home, which prevented them from generating enough
revenue to compete with those produced in Continental Europe and
America.

This was true in some cases. According to F.A. Talbot all of James
Williamson’s US standing orders were cancelled, leaving him entirely at
the mercy of the British market and leading him to abandon production
altogether.”” Hepworth faired better in that he claims his company
managed to procure a standing order from the USA for thirty or forty
copies of every film produced which lasted until 1914, and given that his
production costs were generally low, even with discounts this represented
a regular return on his investment in production.”® How, and indeed if,
Hepworth secured this long-term deal is not entirely clear, although
Martin Sopocy suggests that Hepworth ‘inveigled a connection with
the Patents Company some time in 1911, for which Hepworth may have
been regarded, by some, as a “turncoat™.’” Certainly in September 1911
Hepworth films were still being distributed by the Independents, and
were announced as part of a package of films available, along with those of
Clarendon and Cricks and Martin, from the National Film Distribution
Company in New York, which had been founded in May to take over
the work of another short-lived Independent venture, the National Film
Manufacturing and Leasing Company.*® I have found no record of
Hepworth films being listed in the American trade press in 1912, but
his production of Sally in our Alley was advertised by Selig, part of the
Trust, in March 1913, suggesting that at some point between September
1911 and March 1913 he did indeed make some kind of deal with the
MPPC.* The absence of any mention of Hepworth films in 1912 does
suggest that the situation in America was not as rosy as Hepworth’s
claim of a standing order would suggest, something Hepworth himself
indicated in an interview in 1912 when he said that:
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We had three or four very successful years paying in succession 10,
20, 30 and 40 per cent. Then, suddenly excluded from the American
market by the operations of the Trust, which hit us very hard . . . we
had two or three very lean years.?

This is corroborated by the KL, which stated in August 1908, ‘except in
America this firm is keeping up its sales’.*

Regardless of the extent to which his sales to America continued, it
is clear Hepworth did not suffer as Williamson did, although he argued
that this also had a negative impact on him, since he failed to notice
the precariousness of his position in the British market, thanks to the
‘anaesthetising American standing order’.?* As a result, according again
to Hepworth, ‘when we did begin to wake up and rub our eyes it was all
we could do to keep our places in the race — little we could do to recover
ground we had lost’* The implication is that the standing orders from
the USA created a sense of over-confidence, echoing Low’s assertion
that the pioneers became complacent and therefore did not develop
their product or improve their businesses. The British pioneer producers
themselves also supported this view. In 1912, shortly after abandoning
film production in favour of distribution, James Williamson said, ‘it is no
use blinking that in these rushing times quality was often sacrificed. The
continental makers were outstripping us in quality, both of photography
and subject’,* while, echoing Low, Hepworth stated, much later, that the
problem with foreign films was that ‘many of them were better than ours
... Film production in this country had gotten into a rut and . . . seemed
content to stay in it’.?’

The argument put forward by Low and Sadoul, after the pioneers,
is that in order to fulfil demand British pioneer producers churned out
film after film with scant attention to what was going on around them,
noticing neither that films from overseas were getting better, nor that
the British market was getting smaller. While this may well seem short-
sighted, it must be noted that in August 1907 the KLIW was strongly
advocating the production of more films. It said:

So far from being an evil the larger output of subjects is therefore
more nearly a blessing, for the exhibitor has a wider choice of sub-
jects and is enabled to give a better show than if he were forced to
take whatever was put on the market.?
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The closure of the American market however highlighted the fact that
overproduction was increasingly becoming a problem in the UK as the
market became flooded with films all jostling for sales. New films
had little time to circulate before being crowded out by the next batch
of titles, which left unsold films unlikely to find any purchase in the
market, while any films that had sold were circulating for weeks in order
to recoup the price paid for them by the renters, denying screen space
to the new titles that came behind them. The KLW summed up the
situation in September 1908, saying ‘Much of the American market has
been lost, the number of firms selling films well nigh doubled and the
output of existing firms also doubled in many cases . . . unaccompanied
by anything like the proportionate increase in the number of showmen’.?
Furthermore, as John Burrows has argued, the proliferation of penny
cinemas added to the problem. Many of these were operating on
shoestring budgets and so relied upon sales of second-hand films to
make up their programmes, extending the shelf life of circulating titles
even further.*

While overproduction was indeed a problem in the British market by
the end of 1908, the previous year increasing production was seen as the
best way forward for the development of the industry. Furthermore, it
must also be noted that for a period after the formation of the MPPC,
the optimistic predictions for the Independents in the USA would seem
to indicate that a regular supply of subjects would continue to be not only
advisable, but also necessary. Thus arguably British producers’ emphasis
on expanding production was not at all inadvisable at the time, and only
became so with hindsight, leaving the question of quality as the next key
issue to address.

Certainly contemporary correspondence indicates that quality
was an issue. By 1909 the trade papers were full of articles and letters
about British films. The Bioscope reported that ‘it has become quite the
fashion . . . to sneer at and belittle the productions of English firms™"
and letters were printed with titles like ‘English Subjects and their Short-
Comings’.*? Contributions such as these bemoaned a lack of development
in British films compared to advances elsewhere. In January 1910, the
Bioscope reprinted an article from the New York Morning Telegraph which
commented on the ‘marked improvement in the quality of the pictures
that have been turned out’ by Edison, Essanay, Kalem, Lubin, Méli¢s,
Selig, Vitagraph and Pathé.** This was in contrast to a general feeling
that ‘people seem to look upon every English film subject as necessarily
inferior to the foreign product’.** Accusations were levelled at the quality
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of acting, stagecraft and dramatic construction,* while one correspondent
simply described them as ‘trash’.*

The picture painted by this history certainly suggests that British
producers sat back and displayed a marked lack of drive and ambition,
with calamitous results. A report in 1910 of an interview by William
Selig in Film Index, reprinted in the Bioscope, represented British
production as ‘in very bad shape’ and ‘practically closed down’, taking
time to mention almost all of the major British manufacturers in relation
to this statement.’” In 1910 the Bioscope reported, ‘a large hiring firm . . .
[has] received orders from their customers to put no English films in their
programmes’ [emphasis in original]. *®As far as the trade were concerned,
the producers only had themselves to blame. Comments from the
New York Dramatic Mirror noted that, ‘the English public gives strong
preference to the [sic] well-acted, intelligently constructed subjects . . .
Why, then, should not the English producers cater to this demand?™*’

Thus the reputation of British producers in this period as stagnant,
exhausted and inadequate derives from claims of poor quality filmmaking
coupled with a naive business model aimed solely at expanding production.
This argument is put forward both contemporaneously in the trade press
and retrospectively by historians and by the pioneers themselves. Given
this authoritative primary testimony, it is not surprising that histories
of the period suggest that a decline in fortunes was precipitated by
the pioneers’ failure to change the way in which they operated. While
quality was indeed a factor, as the existence of the trade debate proves,
I would argue that it is too simplistic to accept that the problem was a
collective inertia among the pioneers. These accusations of ‘stagnation’
are too generalized and lack understanding of, and engagement with,
the situation within the film industry at that time, laying blame for
what happened rather than examining the causes. Yet this was a period
of significant change for the British film industry, witnessing, as I will
discuss, the building and expansion of studios for film production, the
arrival of fixed site cinemas, drawing business away from the music hall
and fairground showmen, the shift from film sales to rental, and a large
influx of new and foreign production companies into the British market.
Each of these not only changed the nature of the industry, they also
impacted upon British filmmaking in a manner that caused a decline in
production.

The aim of this book is to reassess the state of British film production
and the British film industry in the Edwardian period, with a particular,
though not exclusive, focus on the years of success and then decline in
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production, from 1904 to 1911. As I say, this decline has been categorized
as both aesthetic and industrial, but it is not my intention here to look
at the quality of the films but rather to focus upon industrial develop-
ment. To do this the book will detail the growth of the British film
industry alongside a case study of one British pioneer film production
company, the aforementioned Hepworth Manufacturing Company, Ltd
(hereafter the HMC) under its managing director, Cecil Hepworth.
Hepworth was the son of a celebrated Magic Laternist, T.C. Hepworth,
and entered the film industry in 1899, setting up a business south west
of London in Walton-on-Thames with his cousin Monty Wicks. The
selection of this particular company for the case study is both by accident
and design. On the one hand, through a combination of personal
testimony, historical documents and the high regard in which the
company was held by the trade press, that in turn led the HMC to appear
often in reports, there is more information available about the day-to-day
workings of the company in this period than for any other British pioneer
film producer. On the other, it is precisely the high regard in which the
company was held that makes the HMC such an ideal case study for
the period. In its first issue, the KL noted that HMC ‘made some of
the most successful films put out in the history of the trade’,*” writing
later that year that ‘their comics . . . embody some of the most original
ideas put into film form’,* while HMC films consistently appeared in
the KLW’s occasional reviews of what they deemed ‘Remarkable Film
Subjects’.

Hepworth’s production company made films for an unbroken period
of twenty-five years, longer than any other pioneer production firm.*
The only comparable company in Britain was Gaumont, which was
a subsidiary of its French parent company from its formation in 1897
until 1922, when Alfred Bromhead bought them out. Even then British
Gaumont did not go into film production until 1902, three years after
Hepworth, meaning that in 1923 Hepworth Picture Plays Ltd, as it was
then known, was the longest running British production company in
continuous operation, and the only one still in business which had been
making films before 1900. Hepworth’s longevity alone calls into question
charges of inertia or ineptitude. He was by no means always successtul,
hitting a profit low of a mere £17 in 1917. But by 1920 Hepworth Picture
Plays Ltd had turned a profit of £10,734, a figure exceeded by over £3000
the following year.® The fact that all of his pioneer contemporaries,
including Paul, Williamson, Urban, Cricks and Martin, Clarendon and

Will Barker ceased film production before him indicates that there was



INTRODUCTION

considerable difficulty in maintaining a film production business in an
industry that was undergoing constant change. **

The reason for using an individual case study is to present a detailed
analysis of the advancements made by this company in the context of the
developments that took place within the wider industry, and thus examine
the proactivity of Hepworth as a pioneer producer relative to what was
happening elsewhere in the film business. The evidence presented in this
book will demonstrate Hepworth’s adaptability, showing that between
1904 and 1911, like many other production companies, the HMC
developed its studio complex, expanded its showrooms in London,
moved into larger premises, changed the way in which it packaged and
marketed its films and also tailored its output to the prevailing trends
in the industry. I will conclude by looking beyond the period of decline
to the renaissance in British film production that took place in 1911,
in which Hepworth played a leading role. He was one of the principal
British representatives at the Paris Congresses of 1909, where producers
tried to regulate the industry, and was one of the two main producers to
spearhead a revival in British production in 1911. Indeed, Low places
the revival directly at Hepworth’s feet, claiming that the ‘noticeable
but only partly successful effort . . . to re-establish the former status of
British production . . . may be said to date from a Hepworth drama of
1911, Rachel’s Sin’.* Hepworth also fostered some of Britain’s first film
stars, and built a considerable reputation for himself and his company
in Britain in the process becoming, in Low’s words, ‘indisputably the
only English firm in the same class as the now flourishing Italian and
American companies’.*

The HMC was making advances under Hepworth, and it was
despite these efforts, rather than because he made no effort at all, that
it underwent a decline along with all the other producers. It is therefore
clear that existing histories of this period must be challenged, not
necessarily because they draw the wrong conclusions—the fact of the
decline is undeniable as is the fact that the relative quality of British films
was under debate—but by merely electing to blame the producers they
fail to fully examine the complexities of the situation. I am not suggesting
that the HMC is representative of all other British producers, but the
company’s position as the leading British producer in terms of both
output and reputation makes it an ideal case study for the exploration
of the position of British production within the wider industry. Of its
main rivals, Cricks and Martin and Clarendon were, like the HMC,
committed to fiction film production but operated on a much smaller
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scale and released fewer films. The main comparable companies to the
HMC in terms of output and size were The Charles Urban Trading
Company and Will Barker’s Warwick Trading Company, but while
Urban and Barker were successful businessmen, during this period both
companies devoted their energies to the production of non-fiction, while
the industry was moving very definitely towards fiction as the main
subject for films. This was something the HMC embraced early on,
making it more representative of the general direction film production
was taking. By focussing on the developments taking place within one
company, and their place within the wider industry structures that were
emerging and consolidating at this time, it is possible to present a more
nuanced picture of British production in this period.

The Pioneer Myth

In order to do this it is first necessary to address the fact that, as we have
seen, the pioneers themselves, including Hepworth, joined the chorus
of voices bemoaning their performance in this period. While the facts
outlined above demonstrate that there is an element of truth in what they
say, nevertheless they do not represent the whole story. The comments
from the likes of Hepworth and Williamson quoted above were part of
an image that the pioneers deliberately fostered, both at the time and
later, of themselves as gentlemen amateurs, uninterested in either the
cut-throat world of business or the growing complexities of filmmaking.
As Richard Brown and Barry Anthony have pointed out. ‘Film pioneers
in their later reminiscences assiduously cultivated the impression that
the early days were rudimentary and disorganized’.*” They also note
that ‘most [memoirs] prove to be overlaid with a depressingly similar
formulaic pattern of myth creation’*® Hepworth certainly used his
autobiography and various other recollections to paint a picture of his
studios as being one of unchanging simplicity and such a picture was
not entirely retrospective. Contemporary articles about Hepworth, his
studio, and its base in Walton-on-Thames similarly use language that
reinforces the old-fashioned and nostalgic air he himself promoted. In
1911 a reporter from the Bioscope visited the studio which he described
as being:

Situated on the banks of the Thames in the old-world little town of

Wialton, which is in the heart of delightful country — hills, woods,
valleys, river scenes, sporting centres, picturesque homes of the
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wealthy, and in fact practically all that is beautiful and interesting
in England.*

A 1912 visitor to the studio wrote of Walton as a ‘sweet old-world country
town . . . unwilling to be drawn into the vortex of modern life [containing]
rustic scenery of the most charming description’.*® On a visit to the studio
in 1919, Pictures and Picturegoer noted the studio’s ‘long quaint windows’
that were part of a ‘long row of creeper-covered structures which to the
passer-by might represent an old country mansion’”® On another visit
five years later, the same magazine noted that the outside of the studio
‘looks exactly the same as it did some twenty years ago’.>* Such reportage
painted a similar picture to Hepworth’s own of his studio being an
unspoilt, semi-rural community of craftsmen and artisans outside the
urban and industrial world of the modern.

This kind of language also indicates, by extension, his anti-modern
working methods. In 1924 Hepworth declared to Pictures and Picturegoer
that the filmmaking world he created changed very little in the twenty-
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five years it was in business and that he worked in exactly the same
way as he did in 1906, except for the fact that the films were longer.
To a certain extent this is true, especially in terms of how he himself
directed films. For example, in his autobiography, published in 1951, he
bemoaned the industrialization of the film industry, and the fact that
a cameraman will have four assistants, ‘a camera loader, a camera un-
loader, a camera operator and a man to focus the camera for him’>* He
responds thus, ‘Rubbish! I can do all those things myself and #hen have
time on my hands’ [emphasis in original].”® Hepworth always claimed
his working methods were not industrialized, refusing to abandon his
old-fashioned, pastoral image in favour of a modern, commercial one.
He was dismissive about contemporary practices in film style in the
same way that he was, implicitly, about modern business methods. In
his autobiography he stated, ‘My practice was then and afterwards to
discourage and indeed refuse all stage make-up of any kind’*® In an
interview with Pearsons Magazine in the early 1920s Hepworth offered
the same opinion, ‘I maintain that the human face cannot portray
all the emotions when it is covered up with grease paint’.’” Similarly
he claimed a strong affinity for natural light, writing in 1920 that, ‘I
always work in daylight. I use the bright electric arc lamps as seldom
as possible, and then only when absolutely compelled’.® Hepworth also
had an old-fashioned attitude to film language such as his preference
for using fades between shots instead of cuts, which caused a critical
lack of pace in his later films. As far as Hepworth was concerned, a
straight cut between two shots caused an unpleasant jerk and a fade
was much gentler.”” As Andrew Higson rightly points out, by 1924
such opinions about cinema were ‘the product of the film culture of the
19105’ or possibly even earlier than the 1910s, but Hepworth clung to
them vigorously.®

The language used by Hepworth and others to describe his studio
and working methods is also very similar to that which has been used to
discuss the films which his company produced, and in particular those
which Hepworth himself directed. The description of his films, again
by Pictures and Picturegoer, as ‘representative of English thought, ideas
and character’ echoes the rural description of Walton and his ivy-covered
studio.®! Higson has been particularly prominent in considering the work
of Hepworth as a director, and the output of his studio more generally,
as representative of a certain type of ‘Englishness’ in relation to his
discussion of the British heritage genre where he concentrates upon later

picturesque dramas like Comin’ Thro’ the Rye (1923). For Higson, heritage
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films are set in the past and have an emphasis upon the physical attributes
of antiquity such as costume and sets, using predominantly Victorian
and Edwardian novels as source material. What defines such dramas as
heritage films is the way they articulate, much as the Hepworth studio
did for its visitors and Hepworth did himself in his autobiography, ‘a
nostalgic, pre-modern, semi-ruralist sensibility’.®* Discussing Hepworth’s
1903 adaptation of Lewis Carroll’s A/ice in Wonderland, Higson refers to
the film as ‘quaint’ and full of ‘Home Counties respectability’,*® while
he notes that ‘[cJontemporary descriptions of films such as the Thames
River Scenery series of 1899 stress the pictorial beauty of the image. They
also present England as picturesque, semi-rural and of historic interest’.**
These descriptions again bring to mind those of the studio penned by
visiting journalists.

Such arguments are the basis of the ambiguous place that Hepworth
occupies in British film history. For many years he was considered by the
trade to be the finest that Britain had to offer, while at the same time
his films were criticized for their atavistic tendencies. As Low suggested,
‘He proceeded aloofly on his own lines. It is hard not to conclude that the
great regard in which he was held by the trade and by much of the British
film public was more a tribute to his personal integrity than to any great
vitality in his work’.®> Variety, which had no reason to hold Hepworth in
any regard, savaged Comin’ Thro’ the Rye by saying ‘it is just as much a
picture as the average English production was back in 1912. They haven’t
advanced a bit’.% Higson has argued that Hepworth was defining his
own type of essentially British cinema with his old-fashioned ideas, but to
Variety Hepworth’s style did nothing but promote the idea of Hepworth
being a poor filmmaker whose stylistic development had frozen in the
early 1910s, which, ironically, is also categorized as a period of stylistic
non-development.

The overall implication is that in the face of an industry which was
growing ever more industrialized and professional, initially through
developments by companies like Pathé and later Vitagraph, Hepworth,
the gentleman amateur British producer, faltered both aesthetically and
economically; clinging to the past, unsure and inadequately equipped to
deal with increasingly complex filmmaking requirements and commercial
pressures. Aldo Bernadini draws more broadly on the prevailing idea of
the gentleman amateur suggesting that the enthusiastic amateur pioneer
was the first generation in the film business and that he fell foul of the
second generation, bankers and businessmen who were ‘interested in
the cinema for profit’.®” Hepworth agreed, arguing in 1918 that:
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[oJur art has been hampered in the past by the tyranny of the
business man. The producer has worked with the fear of the sales
manager in his heart, where he should have been inspired only by
the strength of his personal idea and the joy of artistic creation.®®

Despite this we must nevertheless reconcile the image of Hepworth the
amateur pioneer with his role as the managing director of a company that,
through adapting to circumstances, operated more or less successfully for
twenty-five years. Likewise we cannot consider his company and product
in such a way as to disavow the fact that production was independent
from, but linked to, the industry, and so should be considered separate to,
but not isolated from, market forces. By taking this approach it is possible
to demonstrate that there were changes taking place at the HMC. As 1
shall show, Hepworth was adapting, refining and developing all aspects
of his business, from film content to the industrialization of his studio
and his interaction with the market. A more detailed analysis of that
market and of one company’s place within it allows for a consideration
of what it was doing and how, in the light of these efforts on Hepworth’s
part, a decline still took place.

Periodization and Early British Cinema

Before commencing it is necessary to address the often-difficult problem
of periodization. As stated above it is my intention to focus primarily
upon the period from 1904 to 1911, which was a crucial time of change
in the industry. But in order to do so, especially with regards to how these
changes affected the HMC, it is also necessary to look back into the years
before 1904, specifically to the formation of Hepworth and Co. in 1899,
and to look forward into the years after 1911 at Hepworth’s role in the
revival. The reason for this is that although the majority of the argument
of this book draws upon events taking place in those key eight years, it
is reductive to suggest that they can be isolated from events taking place
before and afterwards, nor that any kind of historical study can justifiably
delineate hard boundaries from one year to the next, when historical
events are far more porous. In this respect I agree, to an extent, with
André Gaudreault who, in attempting a redefinition of the parameters
for the historical study of film, refers to the notion of periodization as
‘the great debate’ and ‘the Achilles heel of traditional film historians’. He
takes Lewis Jacobs politely to task for dividing the chapters of his book
The Rise of the American Film by specific years that implicitly suggest that
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‘empirical reality should conform to the dates of a calendar’ and argues
that it is imperative to base any form of periodization on ‘a true analysis
of the issues at stake’. © He then goes on to do just that, drawing upon his
previous work and marking the year 1908 as a transitional point between
what he calls the ‘system of monstrative attractions’ and the ‘system of
narrative integration’.”

Ironically, in taking the trouble to point out what he sees as inherent
problems associated with the very idea of periodization, he then defines
a model which is more or less ubiquitous in early cinema studies in which
1907-1908 is seen as a key period of transition. In addition to Gaudreault
these include Noel Burch’s concepts of primitive and institutional
modes of representation, Kristin Thompson’s pre-classical and classical
cinema, and Tom Gunning’s cinema of attractions and cinema of
narrative integration.”! Similarly volumes one and two of The History
of the American Cinema are split by the year 1907, while John L. Fell
and again Kristin Thompson, have considered the state of film narrative
in 1907, a year they see as representing the cusp between early cinema
and the burgeoning classical narrative.”” More recently Charlie Keil has
made a case for the importance of what he calls a transitional period in
America, which he considers began in 1907, the years up to 1907 being
pre-transitional.”

This 1907-08 split invokes the hegemony of Griffith’s narrative style
in the study of early film, 1908 being the year in which he started making
films at Biograph. Griffith plays a central role in the consideration
of early cinema as a linear history of narrative development toward
the conventions of Classical Hollywood. Such examinations of early
cinema concentrate upon developments in film language such as close-
ups or matches on action or direction, charting their course from early
cinema, through Griffith, and beyond. This, however, overemphasizes
the importance of Griffith and his innovations. Barr’s suggestion, which
opens this introduction, that British pioneers gave up their pioneer spirit
and ‘stopped exhausted’, is based upon the opinion that the HMC’s
Rescued by Rover was ‘a clear precursor of the short films made by D.W.
Griffith’, because it was ‘a visionary model of economy in filmmaking’.”
For Barr the significance of Rescued by Rover is that it anticipated the
narrative advances of Griffith, which would go on to define narrative
cinema. Not only did it prefigure the way in which popular film would
come to be constructed for audiences, it was also one of the most popular
British films of the time, a confluence of evidence which leads him to
ask why Hepworth and the other British filmmakers did not continue
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on this path, leaving it instead to Griffith to create the language of
cinema. Here Barr is offering a retrospective account of history, informed
by the knowledge that the kind of stylistic innovation which Griffith
accomplished would develop into the paradigm of the dominant classical
narrative system, but such an approach is problematic for a number of
reasons; two in particular. First, it fails to recognize that Griffith’s style
developed several years after Rescued by Rover was made, and its influence
came later still, and so there is no reason to assume that Rescued by Rover
was successful because of the way in which its narrative was constructed.
Secondly, because it would become the dominant form, Barr’s account
gives preference to Griffith’s particular use of film language and
dismisses the cinematic styles that ultimately did not predominate in
the same way as the system of representation that Hollywood developed
from Griffith. Around the same time that Griffith started working at
Biograph for example, France and Italy saw changes in film structure,
albeit in a very different form, with the rise of Film D’Art and Film
D’Arte, taken up in Britain by Gaumont with its English Art Films.
While these ultimately did not contribute to what would become the
dominant form of narrative cinema, they did have a far greater influence
on British production, particularly in relation to the revival in 1911, with
their focus on famous actors in significant dramatic works. Thus while
retrospectively Film D’Art and its influence on British producers like
Gaumont, followed by Will Barker and Hepworth might be considered
unsuccessful, nevertheless in order to objectively analyse their impact, it is
important to examine them not with hindsight but within their original
context.

To do this it is therefore equally necessary to recognize that British
and European/American production did not undergo parallel changes,
and so this standard model cannot be unproblematically applied to the
history of British filmmaking. For example, drawing upon Keil, Burrows
has attempted to apply it to British cinema by suggesting that although
the 1907-08 model stylistically stems from a discussion of American
films, it is nonetheless suitable for British cinema because ‘although Keil’s
[transitional cinema] takes American cinema as its sole reference point,
many of the economic and cultural developments which underpinned the
transitional era in the United States were experienced in Britain as well’.”®
Burrows’ claim is that the economic growth undergone by the British
industry, beginning in 1907, justifies the application of this model,
principally because the rise of the penny cinemas echoed the emergence
of the Nickelodeons in the USA, and also the industries in both countries

16



