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Abstract 

 

Ken Russell’s relationship with buildings, cityscapes and interior spaces remains an 

underexplored topic. This is despite many of his early segments for the BBC arts programme 

Monitor (1958-1965) regularly discussing architecture; his Oscar-winning feature Women in 

Love (1969) helping to establish the aesthetics of British ‘heritage’ cinema, and its fascination 

with stately homes; and the imposing, deliberately anachronistic brutalist structures he 

created for The Devils (1971) in collaboration with set designer Derek Jarman. This thesis aims 

not only to redress this balance, but to show how Russell’s use of architecture, cityscapes, 

interior spaces, and the pastoral is vitally linked with a more commonly discussed theme in 

his work, the class system. It will focus on close analyses of Russell’s work during the long 

1960s and provide a precis of social class and architectural history up to the 1960s. In doing 

so, this project will demonstrate how Russell sometimes echoed, but mainly deviated from 

the prevailing orthodoxies in Britain, particularly those which were also being challenged by 

his peers utilising Britain’s then-dominant mode of filmmaking, social realism. Using urban 

depth theory and habitus as its core theoretical frameworks, it will explore how Russell’s use 

of space emphasises themes of freedom, alienation and class turmoil.  

Each chapter will examine Russell’s approach to the class system through buildings and space, 

beginning with the working classes, the middle classes, and then upper classes. The final 

chapter will then synthesise this research into an analysis of Russell’s The Devils, viewing it as 

the apotheosis of his use of architecture to examine the intricacies of the class system. By 

shedding new light on this hitherto underexplored element of Russell’s work, this thesis will 

demonstrate how his films are intricately related to the class structures of their era, and how 

his love of architecture informs his films’ mise-en-scène in a manner comparable to the 

Weimar-era silent cinema he revered.  
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Introduction 

 

It is fitting that one of Ken Russell’s earliest memories is of watching the silent film Metropolis 

(1927),1 Fritz Lang’s science fiction masterpiece which focuses on a desperate class struggle 

in a city inspired by the work of the Italian Futurists.2 Several prominent themes in Lang’s film 

would go on to play an equally vital role in Russell’s work, including the stratification of society 

into an unbending hierarchy (itself inspired by H.G. Wells’s visions of the future in The Time 

Machine (1895) and When the Sleeper Wakes (1899)), the use of awe-inspiring architecture 

to convey the psychology of the film’s characters, and the intersection between a city’s 

topographical make-up and its inhabitants’ way of living. This is apparent from his earliest 

documentaries on cities and artists for the BBC arts programme Monitor (1958-1965), to 

subsequent feature-length films like Women in Love (1969) and The Devils (1971), in which 

architecture and landscape are essential to how characters behave, work and live within a 

rigidly stratified class system.  

To write that Russell remains a critically divisive figure is an understatement. A great deal of 

ink has been spilled by influential and eminent critics on both sides of the Atlantic attacking 

what they see as his deficiencies. For example, in his review of Salome’s Last Dance (1988), 

Roger Ebert wrote, ‘Russell is addicted, as always, to excesses of everything except purpose 

and structure.’3 Even in a comparatively positive review for Altered States (1980), Ebert 

complained about Russell’s ‘wretched excesses’.4 Pauline Kael, arguably the leading taste-

maker in American film criticism of her era, was especially vociferous in her objections to 

 
1 Ken Russell, ‘Ken Russell on Metropolis’, The Times, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/ken-russell-on-
metropolis-twdwc0x70zp [Accessed 28/03/2022]. 
2 Eleonora Usseglio Prinsi, ‘Metropolis: Futurism to Future Living’, Port Magazine, https://www.port-
magazine.com/design/metropolis-futurism-to-future-
living/#:~:text=The%20set%20design%20of%20Metropolis,%2C%20technology%2C%20skyscrapers%20and%2
0mechanisation [Accessed 07/05/2022]. 
3 Roger Ebert, ‘Salome’s Last Dance’, RogerEbert.com, https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/salomes-last-
dance-1988 [Accessed 16/07/2022]. 
4 Roger Ebert, ‘Altered States’, RogerEbert.com, https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/altered-states-1980 
[Accessed 16/07/2022]. 
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Russell, whom she referred to as ‘the chief defiler of celebrities of the past and present’.5 She 

even claimed his film Valentino (1977) was little more than ‘a mixture of offensiveness and 

crude dumbness’.6 The British press were hardly more friendly, with critics like Nina Hibbin 

complaining that Russell was no better than a cultural graffiti artist.7 A handful of critics were 

willing to defend Russell, but they were the exception to the rule.  

Russell’s response to these critics could be equally unsparing. In a heated live television 

debate about the controversy surrounding The Devils with his most vocal British detractor, 

the Evening Standard film critic Alexander Walker, Russell famously bopped the critic on the 

head with a rolled-up copy of his own negative review.8 His dislike of reviewers was 

emphasised even more directly in Ken Russell’s ABC of British Music (1988), an alphabetical 

run-down of musical terms in which ‘U’ stands for ‘Urgh! Critics’, allowing him to indulge in a 

full-throated rant on the critical faculties he felt most reviewers lacked, depicting them 

onscreen as pallbearers trampling on the graves of genius.  

His detractors are too numerous to discuss adequately in a short precis, but a letter to The 

Guardian in 1974 broadly summarises the critical consensus on Russell, as well as providing a 

spirited defence of his work:  

Sir. – Philip Hope-Wallace’s unwarrantedly supercilious review of Ken Russell’s Mahler 
(April 4) was perhaps no more than the average response to Russell’s work (actually it 
was worse, but that’s another story), but it is becoming boring to see every new 
Russell film greeted in the same way, even with the same overworked adjectives, and 
it is infuriating that the social attitudes of reviewers should be presented as artistic 
judgements. Hope-Wallace selflessly refrained from calling the film ‘vulgar’ (that can 
be left to Sight and Sound), but he did describe it as ‘meretricious’ (twice), ‘lurid’ (three 
times), ‘offensive’, ‘absurd’ and ‘novelettish.’ 

I haven’t seen Mahler, but I am sure Hope-Wallace’s description is right, and my 
reaction is: so what? The point is this: a work can be lurid and novelettish and all the 
rest, but the important question is – is it art? Or (simultaneously) – is it fun? And what 
if the lurid elements are part of the fun and part of the art?9 

 
5 Dennis McLellan, ‘Filmmaker with a flair for fantasy and flamboyance’, Los Angeles Times, 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2011-nov-29-la-me-ken-russell-20111129-story.html [Accessed 
16/07/2022]. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Nina Hibbin, ‘The Music Lovers’, Morning Star, 26/02/1974. 
8 Hell on Earth: The Desecration and Resurrection of The Devils dir. by Paul Joyce (Lucida Productions, 2002). 
9 Michael Downes, ‘Surrealism and “bad” taste’, The Guardian, 10/04/1974.  
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This letter, submitted to the newspaper by Mr Michael Downes, speaks to Russell’s popularity 

with discerning audiences. Indeed, his Monitor documentary, Elgar (1962) received an 

unprecedented 98% satisfaction rate in a poll conducted by the BBC and proved so popular 

that it was swiftly repeated after its initial broadcast (a rarity at the time). Five of Russell’s 

films were number one hits at the British box office in the 1970s (The Music Lovers, The Devils, 

Tommy (1975), Lisztomania (1975) and Valentino, respectively).10 In 1972 he had no less than 

three feature films playing simultaneously in London cinemas. He also received a great deal 

of industry recognition. Women in Love was nominated for four Oscars, including Best 

Director, and won one for Glenda Jackson’s performance. Mahler received a Technical Grand 

Prize at the 1974 Cannes Film Festival. Ken Russell's ABC of British Music won an Emmy for 

Best Arts Programme.11 Russell’s detractors have, however, dominated the critical discourse 

regarding his work to the extent that successes like these are almost entirely forgotten. This 

critical amnesia went even further in the years following Russell’s heyday in the 1960s and 

70s, with several allegedly comprehensive studies of British cinema, such as The British 

Cinema Book (2009) and British Cinema: A Critical and Interpretive History (2019), either 

quickly dismissing him as an embarrassing aberration or ignoring him almost completely.  

There are, of course, exceptions. A few monographs championing Russell were written at the 

peak of his commercial success in the 1970s. The philosopher Colin Wilson’s short book Ken 

Russell: A Director in Search of a Hero (1974) views Russell’s films through Wilson’s usual 

concerns of the outsider. It was, however, written before the release of films like Tommy, 

Lisztomania, Altered States and Crimes of Passion (1984), and only passingly discusses his time 

in television, and therefore remains a limited if important early study. Joseph Gomez’s 1976 

Ken Russell: The Adaptor as Creator insightfully argued that Russell’s biopics offered a 

‘tripartite perspective’ which ‘incorporates the protagonist's own romantic self-image, a 

more objective view revealed by the perspective of time, and finally Russell's personal vision 

of his subject.’12 This argument can be applied well to many Russell films at the time the text 

was published. As Russell’s career continued and his thematic concerns shifted, moving 

beyond biopics towards the gaudy American satire of Crimes of Passion or the joyfully silly 

 
10 Paul Sutton, Becoming Ken Russell (Cambridge: Bear Claw, 2012) p. 9. 
11 Michael Brooke, ‘Elgar (1962)’, Screenonline, http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/482790/index.html 
[Accessed 02/11/2022]. 
12 Joseph Gomez, Ken Russell: The Adaptor as Creator (London: Frederick Muller, 1976), p. 51. 
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The Lair of the White Worm (1988) this complex, tripartite perspective seems less applicable. 

John Baxter’s An Appalling Talent: Ken Russell (1973) and Gene D. Phillips’s Ken Russell (1979), 

also both provide broad surveys of Russell’s work up to their respective points in time but, 

much like The Adaptor as Creator, are limited by the shift in Russell’s thematic concerns in 

the 1980s into horror and openly satirical subject matter, or his foray into home video in his 

old age. They are surveys of a specific time in Russell’s career, but fail to contain enough 

analytical content to break free from the era they were published in.  

Perhaps the most widely respected book on Russell to this day is Ken Hanke’s Ken Russell’s 

Films (1984), a wide-ranging summation of his work up until Altered States. Much like every 

monograph on Russell, Hanke begins with a rebuttal to the scathing criticism of the director 

found in the national press. The foreword written by Russell’s collaborator Richard 

Chamberlain subverts the common critique of his films as excessive in their style: ‘I like to 

think of Delius and Isadora as part of Ken’s Classical period in that his powerful attraction to 

the excesses of his subjects was held in balance by a strong style rooted in the best of 

European cinema.’13 Similarly, Hanke himself focuses much of his energy combatting the 

critics of Russell’s work, particularly those who complain of the lack of veracity of Russell’s 

historical biopics: ‘Significantly Russell’s detractors have completely missed the fact that his 

interpretations are openly subjective.’14 The book as a whole acts as an even-handed 

summary of Russell’s work. Russell is also briefly but sympathetically discussed in Roy Armes’s 

Critical History of British Cinema (1979) and in relation to Nicolas Roeg in John Walker’s The 

Once and Future Film (1985), both of which adequately place him within the British tradition 

without denigration. The latter also finds a quotation from Russell mounting a defence of his 

work similar to the Guardian letter writer cited earlier: ‘Don’t get vulgarity mixed up with 

commercialism. By vulgarity I mean an exuberant over-the-top larger-than-life slightly bad 

taste red-blooded thing. And if that’s not anything to do with Art let’s have nothing to do with 

art.’15 

There is then a fallow period in criticism on Russell throughout the 1990s, perhaps because 

the critical consensus was that his filmmaking had lost much of its stylistic and thematic 

 
13 Richard Chamberlain, ‘Foreword’ in Ken Hanke’s Ken Russell’s Films (London: The Scarecrow Press, 1984), 
pp, ix-x (p. ix).  
14 Hanke, p. 3.  
15 John Walker, The Once and Future Film (London: Methuen, 1985), p. 95. 



5 
 

relevance as the transgressions of the permissive society became acceptable in the 

mainstream. Indeed, it may also be because works like the stilted theatre adaptation Whore 

(1991), the uninspired television movie Prisoner of Honour (1991), the curious Uri Geller 

biopic Mindbender (1994) or the very poor television movie Dog Boys (1998) were simply low-

quality and squandered any cultural cachet Russell had attained in previous decades, despite 

the relative success of his D.H. Lawrence adaptation Lady Chatterley’s Lover for the BBC in 

1993. A sea change in Russell criticism occurred during the mid-2000s, beginning when John 

C. Tibbetts wrote a monograph on composer biopics in 2005 with an entire chapter dedicated 

to Russell. Joseph Lanza’s career-spanning 2007 Phallic Frenzy is neither a straight biography 

nor an academic study. The unreferenced information gleaned from Russell’s autobiography, 

DVD special features, and previous monographs on Russell’s career also make it somewhat 

unreliable. It was, however, an important further indication that the critical tide was shifting. 

More recent essay collections have attempted to address and redress the lack of critical 

discussion regarding Russell’s work. Ken Russell: Re-viewing England’s Last Mannerist (2009) 

is an edited collection which reframes work from throughout the director’s career, placing 

him in different contexts and rescuing him from critical unfashionableness. Many of these 

essays, which are quoted more fully throughout this thesis, look at Russell as the product of 

artistic priorities which differ from the norm of British cinema at the time, or depict him 

responding to the political era of his day rather than working within a vacuum. A good 

example of this is Brian Hoyle’s essay ‘In Defence of the Amateur’, which views Russell’s work 

through the prism of amateurism and looks at how his early work as an amateur filmmaker in 

the 1950s acts as a nexus point to view his aesthetic style and thematic interests.  

Other essays in the book examine Russell’s relationship with body horror, cultural studies, 

Pop Art and heritage drama, alongside a profile of his working methods by Russell’s associate 

Paul Sutton. The eclectic nature of the collection, which provides a broad overview of Russell’s 

fifty-five-year career, aims to compensate for the dearth of critical analysis on his filmmaking 

prior to its publication. As Flanagan notes in the introduction, ‘Since Russell himself looms 

large over his films […], the temptation is to view them as a closed circuit, more to do with 

one man and his views, to the discredit of their contributions to the larger social and cultural 
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circumstances of their time’.16 Flanagan also states that the essays in the book ‘are concerned 

not simply, or in some cases at all, with recuperating the films of Russell’s mid- to late career, 

but rather collectively work to reposition certain films into the center of different generic or 

historical debates important to the humanities.’17 The book can arguably be viewed as the 

starting point in the gradual repositioning of Russell’s work from critically maligned cultural 

curiosity to an integral figure in an alternative, anti-realist tradition of British cinema which 

begins with Powell & Pressburger and includes the work of Nicolas Roeg, Derek Jarman, Peter 

Greenaway and others. It also positioned him within the broader contexts of European art 

cinema with comparisons to the work of Federico Fellini and Luchino Visconti, and the 

provocations of fellow self-professed amateurs like Kenneth Anger, John Waters and even 

Stan Brakhage.  

Since the publication of Last Mannerist, The Journal of British Cinema and Television 

continued to address Russell’s diverse contribution to film and television with a special issue 

on his work in 2015. As with Last Mannerist, the journal’s introduction, written by Christophe 

Van Eecke, John Hill and Karel Vanhaesebrouck, emphasises the dearth of academic criticism 

on Russell:  

The position of Ken Russell within British film studies remains an awkward one. 
Although he has been the subject of several major monographs, these were published 
mainly during the heyday of the director's career in the 1970s. As a result, there has 
been no systematic critical assessment of his complete work and its significance.18 

The introduction also notes that ‘Russell's critical stock continues to remain relatively low,’19 

indicating that the perception of critics has had a direct impact on the perception of Russell 

within academic circles. The journal was assembled from papers delivered at the conference 

‘Imagining the Past: Ken Russell, Biography, and the Art of Making History’ in Brussels in 2014.  

A conference at Kingston University in London titled ‘Ken Russell: Perceptions, Reception and 

Legacy’ took place in 2017 with the chief aim of viewing Russell’s work from a variety of 

 
16 Kevin M. Flanagan, ‘Introduction’ in Ken Russell: Re-Viewing England’s Last Mannerist ed. by Kevin Flanagan 
(London: The Scarecrow Press, 2009), pp. xi-xxv (p. xii). 
17 Ibid. 
18 Christophe Van Eecke, John Hill and Karel Vanhaesebrouck, ‘Introduction’, Journal of British Cinema and 
Television 12 (4) (2015), pp. 427-437 (p. 427). 
19 Ibid.  
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hitherto unexplored perspectives. The conference consisted of a number of seasoned 

researchers sharing their views on Russell’s career: 

We will explore all aspects of his work and in particular Russell's cultural legacy and 
influence in film, television and across the visual arts; we will consider Russell's place 
within 20th century visual culture and discuss how Russell's work has been (and is 
being) received, recuperated and culturally restored in the 21st century.20  

The conference was followed up with a collection featuring essays from many of its 

contributors, ReFocus: The Films of Ken Russell (2022). The title ReFocus is telling, and again 

approaches Russell with the aim of repositioning his career beyond lurid headlines. The 

abstract reads: 

Ken Russell was among the most provocative, creative, original and important 
directors in British film and television history but his career and legacy have long 
suffered under the media clichés of ‘Madman’ or ‘Enfant Terrible’ of British cinema – 
nicknames which have tended to delegitimise his status and pioneering role in post-
war film and television culture. 

This scholarly edited collection refuses these terms and aims to not only reflect and 
further current critical research into Russell’s work but to see Russell as the 
Renaissance man of British cinema. It brings together the work of new and established 
scholars as well as the reflections of those who knew and worked with 
Russell. ReFocus: The Films of Ken Russell offers new perspectives across the breadth 
of Russell’s extensive career in television, film and other mediums, and seeks to better 
understand not only his reception, but the importance of collaboration to his practice, 
and the legacy of the man himself.21 

Included in the essay collection are discussions on Russell’s impact in Japan, his relationship 

with design, staging and stardom, his flirtation with the world of advertising, and his later 

career as a novelist. Several other books on Russell have been published within the past 

decade, including Richard Crouse’s Raising Hell: Ken Russell and the Unmaking of The Devils 

(2012), which discusses the production of The Devils and the controversy that still surrounds 

it, and Paul Sutton’s Talking About Ken Russell (2015), an ambitious project which compiles 

interviews with many of the cast and crew from Russell’s films.  

 
20 Matt Melia, Kingston University London, https://www.kingston.ac.uk/events/item/2260/14-jul-2017-ken-
russell-perspectives-reception-and-legacy/ [Accessed 16/07/2022]. 
21 Publisher synopsis for ReFocus: The Films of Ken Russell (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 2022), 
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/ReFocus-The-Films-of-Ken-Russell-by-Matthew-Melia-
editor/9781474477659 [Accessed 16/07/2022]. 
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Re-evaluations of Russell’s reputation in popular culture are most visible in the work of Mark 

Kermode, who has largely concerned himself with rehabilitating the reputation of The Devils. 

His documentary Hell on Earth: The Desecration & Resurrection of The Devils (2002) and 

sections from his book It's Only a Movie: Reel Life Adventures of a Film Obsessive (2010) profile 

the film, discuss his part in its preservation, and make a strong case that it is a unique work of 

British cinema.22 Kermode has been joined in his appreciation of Russell by a new breed of 

directors, Guillermo Del Toro23 and Ben Wheatley24 amongst them, who have cited his 

influence on their films. There has also been the online campaign #FreeTheDevils, which 

aimed to pressure Warner Bros into releasing The Devils in its uncut form, as it was intended 

to be seen (so far, the campaign has been unsuccessful). This campaign, and the visibility of 

Russell’s work as a whole, has been bolstered by a number of reissues of his films on Blu-ray 

and DVD. Since 2011, the BFI, Vestron, Criterion and Arrow Video have released restored 

versions of many of Russell’s BBC films, Women in Love, The Devils, Valentino, Crimes of 

Passion and The Lair of the White Worm, giving critics, academics and a general audience the 

chance to reappraise his work. Russell’s photography, which will be touched upon in the 

working-class section of this thesis, has also received a reappraisal after an exhibition in 2016 

at the Lucy Bell Gallery.  

Most recently, a discussion of Russell’s films has appeared in Reel Britannia (2022), a 

documentary on British cinema which, rather than positioning him as an outsider of the field, 

engages with his work and examines its cultural impact. The film goes so far as to refer to 

Russell as a ‘genius of British cinema’, a critical view that would have been deeply 

unfashionable only a decade prior to the documentary’s production. He is also mentioned in 

admiring terms several times in Quentin Tarantino’s autobiography-cum-film history book 

Cinema Speculation (2022), in which he claims Russell should have directed The Getaway 

(1972) because ‘every fucked up element and surrealist touch would have not just been 

emphasised, but expanded upon.’25 Although Russell sits at the book’s peripheries, 

 
22 Mark Kermode, It’s Only a Movie: Reel Life Adventures of a Film Obsessive (London: Arrow Books, 2010), p. 
271.  
23 Etan Vlessing, ‘Guillermo del Toro Slams Warner Bros. for Censoring Ken Russell’s ‘The Devils’’, The 
Hollywood Reporter, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/movies/movie-news/guillermo-del-toro-slams-
warner-752240/ [Accessed 21/07/2022]. 
24 Josh Slater-Williams, ‘Ben Wheatley on High-Rise’, The Skinny, 
https://www.theskinny.co.uk/film/interviews/ben-wheatley-high-rise [accessed 21/07/2022]. 
25 Quentin Tarantino, Cinema Speculation (London: Wiedenfeld & Nicolson, 2022), p. 107.  
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Tarantino’s enthusiasm is clear, praising him as a director who ‘did whatever the fuck he 

wanted to do’26 and placing him in a ‘cinematic trifecta of provocation’27 alongside Roman 

Polanski and Sam Peckinpah. It is perhaps evidence that the process which began in the mid-

2000s to rehabilitate Russell’s reputation has been a success, that academic circles can stop 

mounting defences of his work and instead continue a broad exploration of his rich output. 

The resurgence in interest in Russell’s work in both academic and popular fields make the 

general oversight on his links to architecture more surprising. This can be explained in much 

the same way that the Journal of British Cinema and Television discusses the lopsided nature 

of analysis of his television films, which focus on his later artist biopics in part because those 

films are more readily available. His earlier works which feature architecture as their main 

subject, including but not limited to John Betjeman: A Poet in London (1959), Journey into a 

Lost World (1960), A House in Bayswater (1960) and Old Battersea House (1961), can only be 

watched in the archives at London’s British Film Institute (BFI) and have, therefore, remained 

underseen. Both John Betjeman: A Poet in London and A House in Bayswater have, however, 

surfaced on the BBC iPlayer in recent years and are yet to be removed from the service. A 

dearth of viewing options has left many of Russell’s shorts for Monitor underdiscussed in 

broader critical appraisals of his work, despite their significant advancement of the 

documentary mode in both tone and form. However, as a director whose strength lay in visual 

storytelling over dialogue,28 the lack of critical discussion on spatial analysis is glaring, 

particularly because of Russell’s strong interest in architecture and his relationship with 

architecture broadcasters like John Betjeman. 

One of the few exceptions to this comes from Matthew Melia’s short journal article ‘Altered 

States, Altered Spaces: Architecture, Space and Landscape in the Film and Television of 

Stanley Kubrick and Ken Russell’ (2017), which posits that Russell held ‘spatial concerns 

apposite to the cultural climate of the era’29 and that ‘architecture, world building (set 

construction, mise-en-scène, etc.) and the interrogation of space’30 play an integral role in 

 
26 Ibid, p. 123. 
27 Ibid, p. 186.  
28 Julie Kavanagh, Rudolf Nureyev: The Life (London: Penguin, 2007), p. 493.  
29 Matthew Melia, ‘Altered states, altered spaces: architecture, space and landscape in the film and television 
of Stanley Kubrick and Ken Russell’, Cinergie: Il Cinema e le Altre Arti, 6 (12) (2017), pp. 139-152 (p. 139). 
30 Ibid, p. 140. 
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Russell’s filmmaking style. While Melia’s article acts as an effective starting point in the 

discussion about Russell and his use of architecture and design, its necessary brevity and its 

partial focus on the films of Stanley Kubrick means that it never explores the topic with any 

great depth. Instead, it acts as a departure point for a more thorough critical investigation of 

Russell’s utilisation of architecture and interior design to inform character motivation, 

narrative structure and his films’ overarching theme of social class.  

It should be noted that discussions on architecture are frequent with regards to Russell’s 

succès de scandale The Devils, yet many of these centre on the artistic practice of the film’s 

set designer Derek Jarman, despite Russell dictating the aesthetic requirements of the film. A 

key example here appears in the supplementary booklet for the 2012 BFI DVD release of The 

Devils, in which Sam Ashby’s essay ‘Imagining Loudun: The Devils and Derek Jarman’ views 

the film’s sets as the work of Jarman as a nascent auteur rather than a collaborative process 

with Russell (which, by the accounts of both parties, it was).31 A scathing review of The Devils 

by Time Out magazine typifies the critical norm by separating Jarman’s sets from the rest of 

Russell’s film: ‘No matter how thickly Russell piles on masturbating nuns, tortured priests and 

dissolute dauphins, there’s no getting round the fact that it’s all more redolent of a camp 

revue than a cathartic vision. Derek Jarman’s sets, however, still look terrific.’32 

Even Russell’s most prominent champion Mark Kermode has made this error in conversation 

with Russell. As stated by Rowland Wymer: ‘When, on the DVD audio commentary [for The 

Devils], Mark Kermode calls the huge swing doors emblazoned with a crucifix which open into 

Richelieu’s archive a “typical Jarman moment,” Russell murmurs politely “Russell and 

Jarman.”’33 It is a problem which has been addressed by Brian Hoyle in his essay for ReFocus: 

The Films of Ken Russell, in which he states, ‘Jarman’s tenure working for Russell as the set 

designer on The Devils (Warner Bros., 1971) and Savage Messiah (MGM-EMI, 1972) was the 

second and most vital half of Jarman’s film education.’34 

 
31 Derek Jarman, Dancing Ledge (Minnesota; University of Minnesota Press, 2010), p. 89. 
32 Brian Hoyle, ‘”No better director to learn from”’: the collaboration and parallel careers of Ken Russell and 
Derek Jarman’ in ReFocus: the Films of Ken Russell ed. by Matthew Melia (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2022), pp. 162-179 (p. 163). 
33 Richard Wymer, ‘Derek Jarman’s Renaissance and The Devils (1971)’, Shakespeare Bulletin, 32 (3) (2014), pp. 
337-357 (p. 342).  
34 Hoyle, p. 163.  



11 
 

The second concern in this thesis regards Russell’s views on social class, which were partly 

shaped by his background in an upper-working class household. Russell was prone to depict 

himself as an outsider from cinema’s mainstream, mocked for his class background by middle 

class peers and critics. In a press release promoting the reprint of his autobiography A British 

Picture in 2008, he wrote: 

I owe my autobiography to all the people who denigrate me or don't understand me. 
Maybe they'll understand me even less… It's about somebody who doesn't, on the 
face of it, seem too political, too committed, or press his working-class background. I 
can't be fitted into any of those pigeonholes. My autobiography's a dismissal of all that 
crap.35 

The autobiography itself further elucidates the tensions Russell felt as an upper-working class 

filmmaker at the BBC, an institution which, as will emerge in forthcoming chapters, was 

dominated by middle to upper class executives. Moreover, at this time, experimental 

filmmaking in Britain such as the Free Cinema movement was funded by the BFI, while films 

which eschewed social realism such as those made by Russell were largely ignored. 

The complementary themes of social class and the outsider make themselves apparent in A 

British Picture from the outset. On the first page of his foreword, Melvyn Bragg writes: ‘In a 

country such as ours which admires the written word more than the visual image, he [Russell] 

was at the start an outsider and in a country such as ours which had in the sixties an exclusive 

hierarchy of taste, Ken’s erudite eclecticism, self taught and self thought, again marked him 

as a gypsy, not one of “them”’36 With the phrase ‘self taught’ acting as an antonym for 

‘privately educated’, the memoir casts Russell as a working class rebel pushed to the margins 

by the Establishment-led British film industry (a statement which, while not wholly accurate, 

is not an unfair assessment of the end of Russell’s career, when he was deemed financially 

unviable by the industry in the 1990s). 

Unlike his peers Ken Loach, John Schlesinger or Tony Richardson, Russell rarely tackles class 

directly. Instead, the social background of a character is inferred by mise-en-scène, the way a 

 
35 Ken Russell, press release for A British Picture (London: Southbank Publishing, 2008), p. 1.  
36 Melvyn Bragg, ‘Foreword’ in Ken Russell’s A British Picture (London: Southbank Publishing, 2008) pp. i-ii ( p. 
i). 
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character speaks, their education and so on. His characters conform to David Cannadine’s 

statement: 

A Briton's place in this class hierarchy is […] determined by such considerations as 
ancestry, accent, education, deportment, mode of dress, patterns of recreation, type 
of housing, and style of life. All these signs and signals help determine how any one 
individual regards him- (or her-) self, and how he (or she) is regarded and categorized 
by others. Taken together, it is these formal and informal hierarchies of prestige and 
status that people often have in mind when they speak of the ‘British class system.’37  

Even more so than Loach’s work for The Wednesday Play and Play for Today, which were 

explicitly tasked with discussing the social issues faced by working class people, Russell’s 

output portrayed complex relationships between various social classes, while also illustrating 

a passion for the highbrow domains of fine art and classical music. His personal mission, as he 

told Colin Wilson in the 1970s,38 was to create more accessible entry points for works by, for 

instance, garlanding his artist biopics with a kitsch Pop Art sensibility and complex narrative 

structures inspired by European cinema. It was a form he had arguably perfected during his 

tenure at the arts documentary Monitor, which he describes as ‘a forty-five minute 

programme on the arts which actually dealt with esoteric themes in an accessible and exciting 

way’.39 Incidentally, he also positions the remit of Monitor as against the prevailing trends of 

British cinema, stating in his autobiography, ‘It was hopelessly unfashionable, the very 

antithesis of the “free cinema” championed by the British Film Institute, which glorified teddy 

boys at the Elephant and Castle.’40 He was, perhaps paradoxically, both an iconoclast looking 

to reformulate artistic institutions and an upholder and champion of traditional works of art.  

This thesis aims to combine one of the more commonly discussed elements of Russell’s work, 

his class background, with one of the least discussed, how architecture and interior space 

intersect and strengthen the underlying themes in Russell’s films, namely class struggle, 

outsider art and, in the case of The Devils, political corruption. Beyond citing later films 

peripherally, it will confine itself to a discussion of Russell’s filmography of the long sixties, in 

this instance 1956-1971, beginning with his first amateur short film Peepshow (1956) and 

 
37 David Cannadine, ‘The Rise and Fall of Class in Britain’, New York Times, 
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/first/c/cannadine-class.html [Accessed 21/05/2022]. 
38 ‘Ken Russell [INTERVIEW] Creative Arts Television Archive VHS’, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TRkC2ja6z0 [Accessed 28/03/2022]. 
39 Russell, A British Picture, p. 15.  
40 Ibid, p. 16.  
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ending with an extensive discussion of The Devils. Russell was prolific during this time, 

releasing four amateur shorts independently, working on the staff of the BBC documentary 

programmes Monitor and Omnibus between 1959 and 1970, and releasing six feature films 

for domestic and international markets. For the sake of brevity, some of these works have 

been omitted from research to allow for more in-depth examinations of those most relevant 

to the topics at hand.  

This era will provide a fruitful examination of the relationship between architecture, interiors 

and social class in Russell’s work, not least because it was a period of tremendous upheaval 

in how class was depicted in popular culture. Contemporaneous popular media focused on 

the lives of working-class actors, pop stars and artists whose class background would have 

previously given them few platforms in the popular consciousness. The Beatles, Michael 

Caine, Twiggy and David Hurn were given an avalanche of press coverage, while exposure was 

also given to the burgeoning arts scene in London, with Joan Littlewood’s theatre productions, 

artist Bruce Lacey’s absurdist interpretations of modern art, and the work of the ‘Angry Young 

Men’, amongst many others, creating the impression that the working class was dominating 

the cultural sector.41 

The first chapter of this thesis will, therefore, examine the portrayal of the working classes in 

Russell’s films, from his documentary work for Monitor to his features, and how that portrayal 

is influenced and underscored by the architecture and interiors he chooses for each film, as 

well as how the prejudices of the time were both conformed to and rebelled against by 

Russell.  

The chapter begins with a historical precis of architecture built for the working classes to help 

provide a greater context for the close analysis of Russell’s films later. It then moves on to a 

discussion on how the working classes in Britain have been perceived and defined, in part to 

examine how Russell has commented on and synthesised these common perceptions into his 

work. The final section of the chapter will provide a close analysis of Russell’s films to explore 

how he discusses architecture in relation to the working classes, with particular focus on 

recurrent themes of alienation and city planning. This section will by necessity be much longer 

 
41 My Generation dir. by David Batty (Gravitas Ventures, 2017).  
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than any chapter following it, in part because Russell’s focus on the working classes was itself 

more extensive during the long sixties.  

The second chapter will explore the middle classes in relation to Russell’s work. Much like the 

chapter preceding it, the first section will attempt to provide an appropriate definition of the 

middle classes in relation to Russell’s work, as well as discussing the architecture related to 

the middle classes, and emphasising the importance of stability in the home to the typical 

middle-class lifestyle (an archetype which Russell dwelled on whenever he explored this social 

group). The chapter will then examine a selection of Russell’s films in which middle class 

individuals are the subject to explore how he satirises the value placed on the home and how 

his opinion largely conforms with the views of many prominent figures of the intelligentsia 

with whom he worked closely, and with social realism.  

The third chapter of the thesis will discuss the upper classes with a particular emphasis on the 

stately home, which Russell used in many of his most well-known works. As these subjects 

dovetail more acutely than in previous chapters, this chapter will begin with a precis of the 

upper classes and architecture relating to them, as well as the power they held (and still hold) 

to dictate how each stratum of society lived and worked. The chapter will then examine how 

Russell portrays architecture and exterior spaces to illustrate the contradictory state they 

traditionally live in; enjoying freedom unfettered from financial strife on one hand, while 

ultimately excluded from society on the other. 

The final chapter will attempt to synthesise the analysis of the previous chapters into a 

discussion of one film, The Devils, by examining how Russell uses the mediaeval city of Loudun 

to show the complex class relations of the 1960s, as well as how a larger budget and a fruitful 

relationship with set designer Derek Jarman allowed Russell to use the film’s architecture to 

convey the psychology of Loudun’s inhabitants.  

As with any thesis, various texts provide this project with a robust critical underpinning. Jane 

Clossick’s ‘The depth structure of a London high street: a study in urban order’ (2017) has 

been the basis for the discussion of urban depth and alienation in society in relation to Russell, 

which has helped form the links between architecture, cityscapes and social class. Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, particularly its discussion in Habitus and Field: General 

Sociology, Volume 2, Lectures at the Collège de France (1982-1983) (2020), is used frequently 
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throughout the thesis, primarily his idea that ‘the limits of the validity of the knowledge that 

individual social subjects may have of the social world depend on their position in the social 

world and on the determinisms linked to their specific condition.’42 The problems inherent in 

the theory, which can at times prove overly amorphous and may be viewed as flawed in a 

twenty-first century context given the relative ease of cultural access for all classes, are also 

discussed. There is a certain degree of symbiosis between habitus and urban depth, however 

habitus proved far more applicable to the social issues in Russell’s work while urban depth 

made interpreting Russell’s depiction of architecture, cities and interior design clearer. They 

are complementary as theoretical foundations. The thesis will also aim to avoid the common 

mischaracterisation of Russell as an out-and-out iconoclast and will instead show that his films 

work in part because they adhere to what Bourdieu refers to as ‘an internalisation of the 

social order.’43 While his films challenge the limits of this social order, they also find value in 

many of its institutions and conform to various class archetypes.  

The primary complicating factor in this thesis lies in how to define social class. There are 

various ways in which this problem can be tackled, as outlined in the table below (see Figure 

1), which shows myriad sociological definitions which have been developed since the 

twentieth century.  

Registrar General’s 
Social Classes 

Market research Goldthorpe/NS-SEC Great British Class 
Survey 

1 Higher 
management and 
professional 

A Higher 
management and 
professional 

1 Higher 
management and 
professional 

1 Elite 

2 Lower 
management and 
professional 

B Lower 
management and 
professional 

2 Lower 
management and 
professional 

2 Established middle 
class 

3a Other non-
manual 

C1 Other non-
manual 

3 Intermediate 
office, sales, 
laboratory 

3 Technical middle 
class 

  4 Self-employed  

 
42 Bourdieu, Habitus and Field: General Sociology, Volume 2 Lectures at the Collège de France, 1982-83 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2020), p. 56. 
43 Ibid, p. 130.  
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3b Skilled manual C2 Skilled manual  5 Skilled, 
technicians, 
supervisors 

4 New affluent 
workers 

4 Semi-skilled D Other manual 6 Semi-routine 5 Traditional 
working class 

5 Unskilled  7 Routine 6 Emergent service 
workers 

 E Never worked, 
long-term 
unemployed 

8 Never worked, 
long-term 
unemployed 

7 Precariat44 

Figure 1 

The Registrar General’s class scheme was devised to analyse Britain’s 1911 census, and 

columns 3a and 3b were added in 1921. The market research industry devised a similar set of 

criteria based on the Registrar General’s class scheme at around the same time. The Nuffield 

(Oxford) group led by John Goldthorpe altered these class definitions in the early 1970s and 

groups occupations according to their typical work (employment relations) and market 

situations, and it was initially used in a 1972 social mobility survey. The Great British Class 

Survey was undertaken in 2013 and took the form of an online questionnaire on the BBC’s 

website which asked responders about their economic resources, social capital (the 

occupations of people they knew), and cultural tastes.45 

Although these terms are useful in other contexts, this thesis will use the simpler three-part 

notion of working class, middle class and upper-class groupings. The reasoning for this stems 

from Russell’s work, which, while always training one eye on the notion of social class, rarely 

deviates from these three core structural frameworks, an ideological stance which he shared 

with the ‘Angry Young Men’ of theatre and, later, the British New Wave of cinema. In his 

personal overview of British cinema, Fire over England (1993), Russell shows his deep 

knowledge and his qualified disdain for the Social Realist tradition. Although he is often 

scathing towards the Free Cinema movement and characterised himself as a breed apart from 

the modish British New Wave of his era, Fire Over England also illustrates some appreciation 

towards its stable of directors, particularly those associated with Woodfall Film Productions. 

 
44 Table derived from Ken Roberts, ‘Dealignment: Class in Britain and Class in British Sociology Since 1945’, 
Societies, 10 (4) 79 (2020), https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4698/10/4/79/htm [Accessed 21/05/2022]. 
45 Ibid.  
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He claims that Tony Richardson produced ‘an impressive body of work’46 throughout the 

1960s, but also that Richardson’s Tom Jones (1963), a self-conscious break from social realism, 

has a modishness which contains ‘an air of desperation’47 to capture a youth market. He also 

refers to Anderson’s This Sporting Life (1963) as an 'impressive first feature’,48 but ultimately 

dismisses British New Wave films as ‘much of a muchness’,49 a formula which audiences 

quickly tired of. More likely he would place himself in the bracket of The Beatles and the 

chaotic work of Richard Lester, who he claimed ‘proved that you could come out of a shit 

heap – smelling of roses.’50 While he cocks a snook at his realist contemporaries, the use of 

class as a defining factor in an individualist context informs his work, as does the dirt and 

grime of slum living regularly romanticised in films like The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 

Runner (1962), Room at the Top (1959) and A Taste of Honey (1961). With regards to A Taste 

of Honey, the cross-pollination between Russell and Woodfall goes further. Russell worked 

alongside A Taste of Honey’s writer Shelagh Delaney in the short film Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford (which will be discussed extensively throughout this thesis) and hired one of the film’s 

stars, Murray Melvin, in regular projects until the end of his career. His relationship with the 

Social Realists of the 1950s and 1960s, then, was extensive, and contributed to his views on 

social class, including how he delineated the class system.   

Apart from the artists who extricate themselves from the strictures of the class system, like 

Henri Gaudier-Brzeska in Savage Messiah (1972) or Isadora Duncan in Isadora Duncan, The 

Biggest Dancer in the World (1966), those trapped in Britain’s social hierarchy by and large 

conform to their station in life in Russell’s films. Working class individuals remain under the 

control of upper-class business owners or government officials, who themselves wield power 

in traditional establishment roles, as will be shown throughout this thesis. There is, therefore, 

little need for additional class subsections when looking at Russell’s work. Yet the characters 

handcuffed to the world of social class are three-dimensional individuals in his films, as 

opposed to representatives of a social order, and as will become clear in the working-class 

 
46 Russell, Fire Over England (London: Random House, 1993), p. 83. 
47 Ibid, p. 85. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid, p. 87. 
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section of this thesis, are portrayed by Russell with greater complexity than his Social Realist 

counterparts.  

Complicating these definitions are the middle classes who, in Russell’s work, fall into two 

categories: the lower-middle-class and the upper middle class. By and large, Russell focuses 

on the former category for his middle-class protagonists and the latter as antagonists towards 

working class artists. The former can be most easily defined as clerks or office workers of 

some variety who are, by and large, attempting to ascend beyond their station. The latter are 

affluent officials who Russell usually caricatures as philistines. Each chapter in the thesis will, 

however, provide more in-depth definitions of these varying social classes where necessary.  

While much of Russell’s style seems inextricably attached to the aesthetics of the 1960s – the 

influence of his contemporary Richard Lester and the aggressive kitsch of Pop Art, for 

instance, are mainstays throughout his career – many of the thematic interests he stressed in 

his work from that era have returned to the contemporary public eye. Online campaigns like 

#SOSBrutalism have emerged since 2010 to foster the idea that various brutalist works across 

the country are suitable for restoration instead of demolition, and deserve funding for 

preservation.51 These same problems, as will be explored in the middle class chapter of the 

thesis, are mirrored in Russell’s collaborations with John Betjeman (which Betjeman was also 

using as a campaign tool for the Victorian Society), except in that case Victorian architecture 

was under threat from the development of brutalist architecture.  

Simultaneously, conversations surrounding gentrification and the cultural disintegration of 

working-class spaces have become more prominent as individuals on lower incomes are 

priced out of the areas where they have worked and lived because of new development, a 

situation not dissimilar to Russell’s Shelagh Delaney’s Salford. Selina Todd’s The People: The 

Rise and Fall of the Working Class (2015), which will be cited at various points throughout the 

thesis, aptly covers this. As Russell’s films reclaim their critical reputation and his work chimes 

with the social issues of a new era, an exploration of the intersection between architecture 

and social class has never been more relevant.  

 
51 Lanre Bakare, ‘Destruction of brutalist architecture in north of England prompts outcry’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2021/jan/03/destruction-brutalist-architecture-north-england-
outcry [Accessed 10/05/2022]. 



19 
 

While the history of social class has been discussed at length in other sources cited throughout 

this thesis, particularly the shifting attitudes and increased mobility of the post-war era, and 

theories relating to urban depth are a growing field, very little discussion has been had about 

what place urban depth theory, which is usually confined to the urban planning sector, can 

have on popular media. Nor has the work of Russell, who was a dominant figure in the popular 

culture of the 1960s and 1970s, been the subject of such an in-depth interrogation on the 

topic of architecture or the politics behind his views on social class. In discussing social class 

in Britain, this thesis also hopes to illustrate that Russell is intricately intertwined with the 

sensibilities of British cinema, even though he tackled issues in a form which differed from 

social realism. This is a view which tends to fall by the wayside given the general tendency to 

compare him to European directors, and his own comment that he would have been more 

critically favoured had he been called ‘Russellini’, given his films’ aesthetic kinship with 

Federico Fellini.52 However, as this thesis will illustrate, his films share many of the sensibilities 

of social realism, but tended to explore similar social issues through mise-en-scène and music 

instead of dialogue. Cumulatively, then, this is a unique way of tackling Russell’s work and of 

expanding the prism through which his films are viewed. 

This thesis aims to continue the discussion opened by Melia in an under-analysed field, placing 

the director’s work in a new context. It will underscore his engagement with the architectural 

and social mores of the time which, despite rarely being outwardly political, depict a society 

whose signifiers are becoming less stable as social mobility expands. The first chapter will 

begin this process, charting the history of architecture in working class life and how Russell 

both adheres to and deviates from that history.   

 
52 Kevin M. Flanagan, ‘Nuancing Ken Russell’, EUPJournalsBlog, 
https://euppublishingblog.com/2015/10/13/nuancing-ken-russell/ [Accessed 15/02/2023]. 
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Chapter One: the working class, spatial relations and architecture 

 

‘It seems the class war will always be with us,’ laments Ken Russell in The Lion Roars (1993). 

‘If at times opposing sides unite to take arms against a common foe, it is an uneasy truce.’1 

Raised in a working-class household, Russell’s background is substantially different to most 

directors active in Britain during the 1960s, many of whom lived in the relative affluence of 

the upper-middle classes (Lindsay Anderson and Tony Richardson will be discussed later in 

this section as exemplars of this). Russell was class conscious from the very beginning of his 

career in film, as is evident when he discusses his time on the flagship arts show Monitor: ‘All 

the other directors on the programme had university degrees. I knew how to navigate and tie 

a double sheep’s bend, and I knew a bit about the arts and that was all.’2 

As detailed in his autobiography, A British Picture, Russell was born in Southampton to an 

emotionally distant and regularly abusive father who ran a shoe shop in the local area, and a 

mother who would drag him to the cinema at every opportunity. His time attending private 

schools in Walthamstow and Pangbourne Nautical College was atypical for a young boy of his 

background and signals a family with hopes of elevating their children into the middle classes. 

His lifestyle was not affluent, but it was nowhere near the territory of slum dwelling. Yet the 

class differences between himself and his fellow pupils soon turned Russell into a perennial 

outsider, and he would later describe his classroom peers as ‘class-conscious pricks […] living 

in our glorious past.’3  

Although he fostered a love of film and performance during his school years, his interest in 

the arts as a viable career was stoked during his time in the Merchant Navy, where he met a 

fellow cadet who loved ballet and classical music. After leaving his post, he spent a small time 

recovering from a nervous breakdown before bluffing his way into a job at a Bond Street art 

gallery. This led to a diverse array of creative jobs before his move into cinema, including time 

as a dancer in a production of Annie Get Your Gun, an ill-fated move into acting with the 

 
1 Ken Russell, The Lion Roars: Ken Russell on Film (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), p. 97. 
2 Ken Russell, A British Picture: An Autobiography, p. 22. 
3 Ibid, p. 36. 
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Garrick Players repertory company, and a reasonably successful career as a photographer for 

magazines. Yet it is tempting to think that his period studying and teaching photography at 

Walthamstow Art School must have been one of the most potent formative experiences in 

Russell’s then-nascent filmmaking style, not least because of the experimentation inherent in 

art schools, a free-form environment which would become synonymous with the bohemia 

which flowered in 1960s London. As noted by Andrew Walker: 

For working-class children who were intelligent and manually skilful, but antagonistic 
towards academic subjects, the art school was the ideal choice. They brought 
optimism and the energy of youth plus an irreverence towards authority typical of 
their class; they also brought street wisdom and an easy familiarity with American rock 
music and mass culture.4 

Russell was a direct beneficiary of The Education Act of 1944, which aimed to address 

inequalities which existed within schools across the country, and included increased provision 

for arts education.5 Unlike more affluent filmmakers such as Tony Richardson or Lindsay 

Anderson, Russell emerged from the same post-war educational reforms that helped create 

The Beatles, Twiggy, David Bailey and Michael Caine, during a period when the working 

classes were for the first time gaining a foothold in the arts, and his core themes of artistic 

self-determination and social class were informed by this. 

These thematic interests were endemic in the arts world throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In 

fashion the sixties’ most influential designer, Mary Quant, said, ‘Once, only the rich, the 

Establishment, set the fashion. Now it is the inexpensive little dress seen on the girl in the 

High Street. These girls… don’t worry about accent or class.’6 In the art world, David Hockney 

frequently discussed his ‘radical working class’7 parents to add a sense of authenticity to his 

art, while esoteric artists like Bruce Lacey were committed to creating work which aimed to 

challenge notions of highbrow, middlebrow and lowbrow art.  

 
4 Kevin M. Flanagan, ‘Television, Contested Culture, and Social Control: Cultural Studies and Pop Goes the 
Easel’ in Ken Russell: Re-Viewing England’s Last Mannerist (Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, 2006), ed. by Kevin M. 
Flanagan, pp. 65-84 (p. 74). 
5 ‘The Education Act of 1944’, UK Parliament, https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/school/overview/educationact1944/ [Accessed 16/10/20]. 
6 Harriet Walker, ‘Review: Mary Quant, V&A, London’, The Times, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/review-
mary-quant-v-a-london-82lk2t6bw [Accessed 23/10/20]. 
7 Christian Barker, ‘David Bailey & Jean Shrimpton: Breaking the Class Ceiling’, The Rake, 
https://therake.com/stories/icons/david-bailey-jean-shrimpton-breaking-the-class-ceiling/ [Accessed 
23/10/20].  
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Attempts to upend the Establishment were visible beyond the world of art and design. It was 

also skewered in popular media for the first time in satirical programmes like That Was the 

Week That Was (1962-1963) and its successor The Frost Report (1966-1967). The notion of 

class itself was not disappearing, but it was transforming. These winds of change were partly 

illusory, a media invention which focused on a small number of working class success stories 

in London more than an accurate reflection of the United Kingdom.8 But they were tangible 

enough to create a shift in tone and sensibility within large sections of art, theatre, television 

and literature, as can be seen by theatre director and filmmaker Joan Littlewood’s focus on 

working class stories or the rise of the Angry Young Men of the theatre. The film world was 

no different in this regard, although Russell’s interest in class assumed a different form than 

in the work of his peers.  

Like his contemporaries John Schlesinger, Tony Richardson, Lindsay Anderson and many 

others, class disparities and tensions run throughout Russell’s work in the 1960s, yet his 

baroque style adds a unique visual texture to his films that is seldom present in the more 

realist or overtly didactic work of the directors listed above. In part, Russell’s films show how 

strong class consciousness was in the 1960s. Even from a director who by and large 

considered himself apolitical,9 the theme of class remains implicit, a background hum driving 

the motivations of his characters. It almost seems appropriate then that Russell’s career fell 

into terminal decline in the late 1980s and 1990s, when many prominent academics began 

wondering if class was still a relevant factor when investigating social history, or if it ever had 

been,10 echoing former prime minister John Majors questionable assertion in 1991 that 

Britain had become a ‘classless society’.11 

The next four chapters will focus on the various social classes presented in Russell’s films of 

the long sixties (1959-1971), and the relationship he forges between his characters and their 

surroundings. The classes covered will be the working class, the middle class, the upper class 

and, on the peripheries of each chapter, the creative class. There is of course much overlap 

 
8 Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloodymindedness: Concrete Poetry with Jonathan Meades dir. by Francis Hanly (BBC, 
2014). 
9 Hell on Earth: The Desecration and Resurrection of The Devils dir. by Paul Joyce (Lucida Productions, 2002). 
10 Roberts. 
11 John Major, ‘Leader’s Speech, 1991’, British Political Speech, http://www.britishpoliticalspeech.org/speech-
archive.htm?speech=137 [Accessed 02/01/2023]. 
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between these social groups, and Russell uses a variation on the bildungsroman structure in 

many of his biopics to depict a character who transitions from one social group to another 

throughout their life. The journey of the artist in Russell’s biopics, for instance, usually follows 

them from working class prodigies to wealthy artists living on the fruits of their labour. In 

other instances, such as in A House in Bayswater or Women in Love, Russell depicts living 

quarters and interpersonal relationships which defy the conventions of rigid class structures. 

To reflect this, these chapters will focus not only on how architecture and design impacts 

social class, but also on how Russell depicts those whose socioeconomic standing is 

dramatically altered from a film’s beginning to its end. 

This first chapter, on the working classes, is split into four distinct sections: 

1.1 Defining the working class 

1.2 A precis of working-class architectural history in Britain from 1830 to 1960 

1.3 Exterior spaces and the working classes 

1.4 Interior spaces and the working classes 

Sections 1.1 and 1.2 will provide an adequate context for a discussion of the class system, its 

relationship with architecture and, more broadly, spatial representation. The remaining two 

sections will consist of contextual analysis of Russell’s films and the varying forms in which 

architecture, the city and pastoral spaces are altered by the socioeconomic status of the 

characters inhabiting them. 
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1.1  Defining the working class 

 

Before a full analysis of the intersection between Russell, architecture and social class can be 

undertaken, it is first important to establish a suitable definition of the term ‘working class.’ 

This may seem simple, but within the fluid world of social class, in which attaching 

homogenising labels to large groups of individuals is inherently reductive, the academic 

debate about what constitutes working-class life and culture is fraught with disagreement. 

This section will not be an attempt to explain every view on class in the academic and popular 

spectrum, an endeavour which would require more space than can be attributed in a single 

project. Instead, it aims to illustrate the complexities of the class system and provide a 

broader context for the social politics in which Russell was producing films.  

For many years, the broadly accepted definition of working-class life could be found in 

Friedrich Engels’ The Condition of the Working Class in England. Published in 1845, its 

perception as an authoritative text was in part because few intellectuals had hitherto taken 

an interest in the subject. Engels views the then contemporary conception of working class 

life as concomitant with increasing industrialisation which drove formerly self-sufficient 

countryside dwellers into cities to ply their trade in factories.12 The working classes – or the 

proletariat, in the parlance of Engels – are viewed as inextricably connected with exploitative 

business practices from factory owners, the ruling classes and other members of the 

bourgeoisie, and as a result they struggle with low wages and poor standards of living. These 

were conditions lived by most of the population during the nineteenth century. As Engels 

himself puts it: 

The condition of the working-class is the condition of the vast majority of the English 
people. The question: What is to become of those destitute millions, who consume 
today what they earned yesterday; who have created the greatness of England by 
their inventions and their toil; who become with every passing day more conscious of 
their might, and demand, with daily increasing urgency, their share of the advantages 
of society?13 

 
12 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (Moscow: Panther, 1969), P. 40.  
13 Ibid, p. 41. 
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As is to be expected from one of the grandfathers of communist thought, Engels displays a 

complete lack of interest in individualism when describing the vast mass of the proletariat, 

instead segmenting the differing elements of the working-class population based on their 

relationship with industry. The approach fails, however, to account for the complexity of living 

patterns within any social class: 

The class interpretation was also in error in placing so much stress on the unifying 
experience of labouring activity in the creation of class consciousness. As soon as 
historians began to study work, it turned out, like so much else, to be a more complex 
subject than the Marxists had appreciated. The growing range and number of 
occupations made people's circumstances more differentiated rather than more alike; 
many men frequently changed jobs and were often unemployed; and many women 
did not work at all.14 

Despite its flaws, Marxism at least allows for a simple definition of the working classes which 

forms the foundation of the academic theory which succeeded it, namely that the working 

classes are those who do not own property or any means of production and only have their 

labour to sell. 

The concomitance of working-class culture and its exploitation by middle- and upper-class 

socioeconomic groups was a pertinent theme within literature and polemical writing from the 

late nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Works by Charles Dickens, John Ruskin and, 

later, George Orwell and D.H. Lawrence, the latter of whom Russell adapted for the screen 

three times in his career, described poor communities whose collective culture was riven by 

the whims of the means of production. A handful of working-class writers also emerged from 

Britain’s newfound commitment to educating the poor, enacted by the Elementary Education 

Act of 1870, and began writing semi-autobiographical accounts of their lives, the most 

enduring of which is Robert Tressell’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1914) (Lawrence 

also fits into this category).  

These works, arguably even more so than the work of Marx and Engels, have come to 

encapsulate the popular conception of the British working class, and as such have suffered 

 
14 Cannadine, ‘The Rise and Fall of Class in Britain’. 
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more scrutiny for their romanticised, overly intellectualised view of this cultural milieu. As 

Michael Savage and Andrew Miles observe: 

The idea of the cosy cohesive working-class community [...]can be seen not as the 
literal truth, but as a particular construction, created by intellectuals viewing the 
working class from a distance. It is, indeed, remarkable just how many of our ideas of 
the working class are shaped by semi-autobiographical accounts.15 

Such anecdotes were also primarily from male writers, and usually excluded any meaningful 

contributions from women, while also mythologizing a narrow conception of the deserving or 

noble poor which was, again, reductionist in its framing. These were writers redefining 

working class life away from the political apathy which had become entrenched in the 

aftermath of artisan radicalism, and creating alternative options beyond the dance hall, the 

racecourse and the pub, locations which had come to define Engels’ proletariat in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century. Yet their aim, which was partly to create a coherent political 

as well as social culture within the working class milieu, was valid at a time when a large 

number of Victorian and post-Victorian intellectuals dehumanised what they viewed as a 

soulless mass (it is notable that critiques of traditional working class life gained propulsion in 

the 1950s, when, partly because of the efforts of writers like Tressell, the country’s post-war 

socialist policies were improving the social prospects of working class people for the first 

time).16 These critiques may well have been a driving force behind Russell’s less traditional 

framing of working class culture, which focused on individual genius more often than the 

wider class struggle.17  

Yet the attempts of Tressell, the Victorian poets John Clare and Thomas Cooper, and others 

to expand the definition of the working classes were not heeded by Britain’s intelligentsia. 

Many prominent intellectual elites in the early twentieth century mounted an attack on the 

working-class population which grew increasingly venomous (the middle classes would also 

suffer this fate, but for different reasons which will be covered in chapter two). As detailed at 

length by John Carey in The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the 

Literary Intelligentsia 1880-1939 (1992), The literature and entertainment enjoyed by the 

 
15 Michael Savage and Andrew Miles, The Remaking of the British Working Class, 1840-1940 (London: 
Routledge, 1994), p. 14.  
16 Selina Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010 (London: John Murray, 2014), p. 
7. 
17 Ibid, p. 2.  
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masses was deemed trash by this elitist group (particularly national newspapers),18 a 

viewpoint which contributed to the creation of modernist literature, which was complex 

enough to ‘preserve the intellectual’s seclusion from the “mass”’.19 Within many of these 

works – written by Ezra Pound, Virginia Woolf, H.G. Wells, George Gissing, Aldous Huxley and 

T.S. Eliot, amongst others – was an abiding hatred of anyone deemed to be a part of the mass, 

replete with caricatures of the working classes whose squalid living conditions were viewed 

to be symptomatic of their innate inferiority. As Carey points out, ‘To highbrows […] it seemed 

that the masses were not merely degraded and threatening, but also not fully alive. A 

common allegation is that they lack souls.’20  

The attitudes displayed by Woolf are a good example. When she tries to imagine the 

‘anonymous monster, The Man in the Street,’ she describes a ‘vast, featureless, almost 

shapeless jelly of human stuff… occasionally wobbling this way or that as some instinct of 

hate, revenge, or admiration bubbles up beneath it.’21 In large part these views were a 

continuation of the prejudices shared by the upper classes in the nineteenth century, as can 

be seen in popular media at the time which dehumanised the servant class. As observed by 

George Orwell, ‘For years Punch ran a series of jokes called “Servant Gal-isms”, all turning on 

the then astonishing fact that a servant is a human being.’22  

The notion that the working classes could be educated in the arts was something of a joke 

amongst the intelligentsia of the middle and upper classes, most likely because they grew up 

reading publications like Punch. The work of Gissing, for example, regularly portrayed any 

attempts at cultural exploration from the lower classes as inherently ridiculous, as 

encapsulated when a group of working class men read the ‘loveliest lyric’ as if it were ‘a 

paragraph from a daily newspaper’ in the 1887 novel Thyrza.23 Educating those from a poor 

background was viewed as comically fruitless and nothing more than an act of cultural 

vandalism, especially when the world the working classes inhabited was entirely maligned. 

There was no reason to define or examine working class culture because it was believed that 

 
18 John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice among the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880-
1939 (London: Faber & Faber, 1992), p. 8.  
19 Ibid, p. 1.  
20 Ibid, p. 10.  
21 Ibid, p. 25.  
22 George Orwell, ‘Charles Dickens’ in Essays (London: Penguin Books, 1994), pp. 35-77 (p. 58).  
23 Carey, p. 96.  
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their way of living could barely be referred to as culture at all. It was a viewpoint closely linked 

with racist ideologies like phrenology, antisemitism and eugenics, as intellectualised by 

Nietzsche, and indeed authors such as Wells and Lawrence regularly romanticised mass 

extermination in their novels. As observed by Carey:  

He [Lawrence] accepts, in Fantasia of the unconscious, that at certain historical 
periods men must ‘fall into death in millions’, and regards this as no more dreadful 
than the fall of leaves in autumn. Given the condition of modern man, he feels inclined 
to say, “Three cheers for the inventors of poison gas.”24 

The logical endpoint to this revulsion, in its most extreme form, was Adolf Hitler, whose 

extermination of millions of Jewish people made the Nietzschean cult of the Superman an 

untenable idea.  

To avoid over-generalising, it is important to note that many other intellectuals did subscribe 

to left-leaning political reforms that were sympathetic to the working classes. The Fabian 

Society, for instance, was a socialist organisation established in 1884. It campaigned for a 

minimum wage and the creation of a universal healthcare system and, in its infancy, largely 

cleaved to Marx and Engels’ political concepts. The Left Review, a journal which was active 

between 1934 and 1938, also published a number of prominent left-wing intellectuals who 

expressed sympathy with the working classes and campaigned for reform.  

Those that campaigned for policies sympathetic to the working classes were more likely to be 

censored by the state; the Manchester Observer was shut down after its support for the 

victims of the Peterloo Massacre in 1821; the radical journal The Black Dwarf, which ran from 

1819 until 1828, was taken to court for its anti-monarchy stance and its editor, Tom Wooler, 

was sent to Warwick Gaol for advocating the right for all adults to have the right to vote;25 

while those who contributed to an edition of the Left Review which criticised the Silver Jubilee 

celebrations of King George V at a time of mass unemployment and poverty were placed 

under surveillance by MI5.26  

 
24 Ibid, p. 11. 
25 Tariq Ali, Street Fighting Years: An Autobiography of the Sixties (London; Verso, 2005), p. 201.  
26 James Smith, British Writers and MI5 Surveillance, 1930-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), p. 35.  
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Many of those involved in these societies, newspapers and magazines also, however, 

championed the cause of eugenics and so, despite their liberal leanings, could hardly be 

described as far removed from the more objectionable right-wing elements of the 

intelligentsia.27 William Beveridge, the grandfather of the welfare state, argued that those 

with ‘general defects’ should be denied ‘civil freedom and fatherhood.’28 Despite sympathy 

for the plight of the poor, many of these figures, though not all, still ultimately believed in its 

extermination.  

So, while it would be unfair to claim that every intellectual was ideologically opposed to 

working class people, the cross section of prominent figures who openly held these views was 

large enough to be viewed as a widespread trend, and those who were sympathetic remained 

unlikely to view them as equals. Even Orwell, whose book The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) 

documented his own youthful prejudices towards the working classes, was open about the 

level of disdain towards the poor from the middle classes upwards: ‘middle-class people 

believe that the working class are dirty […] and, what is worse, that they are somehow 

inherently dirty.’29 [italics are Orwell’s own]. These attitudes may help partly explain, again, 

why Russell favoured depicting the genius of exceptional working-class individuals as opposed 

to more ordinary people. His work, which consistently engaged with the writing and 

ideologies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, actively refutes the cliched 

notion of a feckless or intellectually ignorant working class by actively engaging with great art 

from people of poorer backgrounds (Shelagh Delaney, Edward Elgar and Claude Debussy, to 

name only a few). 

While laced with prejudice, many of the fears felt by the intelligentsia and the middle classes 

partly stemmed from a sense of insecurity in the early 1800s when travelling through districts 

which were high in crime. According to Orwell, this was thanks to ‘low wages and the growth 

and shift of population [which] had brought into existence a huge, dangerous slum 

proletariat, and until the early middle of the nineteenth century […] hardly such a thing as a 

 
27 Jonathan Freedland, ‘Eugenics: the skeleton that rattles loudest in the left's closet’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/feb/17/eugenics-skeleton-rattles-loudest-closet-left 
[Accessed 02/02/2021]. 
28 Ibid. 
29 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier (London: Penguin Books, 2020), p. 126. 
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police force.’30 Particularly in London, the self-titled ‘respectable’ classes had become 

increasingly concerned with an increase in metropolitan crimes committed by what they 

perceived to be highly organised criminal gangs but were, in reality, minor offences 

committed by a ‘marginalised stratum of the working class’ driven by poverty and a desire to 

avoid the workhouse.31  

For some in the middle and upper classes the definition of working-class culture had become 

synonymous with criminality. Eliminating this criminal element via a bifurcated strategy of 

surveillance and cultural indoctrination was viewed as a necessity, in a move not unlike the 

colonialist strategies of cultural domination happening overseas at the time. The nascent 

culture thriving within working class neighbourhoods predominantly revolved around pubs, 

gambling and music hall entertainments, and an increase in surveillance was deemed 

necessary to eliminate what was perceived to be the baser element of this culture.32 As such, 

the police force demanded compliance from urban working class citizens in ways which 

impinged on their civil liberties and right to due process33 and, although this placed civil 

freedoms at risk, an increase in public safety was deemed worth the price of a draconian 

society. Greater police power also led to large scale crackdowns on any form of legitimate 

protest – such as the aforementioned Peterloo massacre of 1819, in which thousands of 

largely working-class protestors were trampled by police horses, leading to eighteen deaths 

– and quelled any form of violent insurrection like the French Revolution, in turn 

exterminating political capital for the working classes. 

Other attempts to survey and control the working classes took on seemingly more benevolent 

forms. In many locations across the UK, ‘factory colonies’ were built which, much like the 

council estates which Russell would document in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford almost a century 

later, aimed to create a centralised hub which provided housing and amenities for factory 

workers. The aim of this project was in part to make workers more amenable to the political 

leanings of factory owners while also creating a hermetically sealed environment which 

ensured all money paid to workers went back to their bosses (housing such as this will be 

 
30 George Orwell, ‘Charles Dickens’ in Essays (London: Penguin Books, 1994), pp. 35-77 (p. 41). 
31 Gregory J. Durston, Burglars and Bobbies: Crime and Policing in Victorian London (Newcastle: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2012), p. viii.  
32 Ibid, p. 12. 
33 Ibid.  
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discussed in greater detail in section 1.2). Factory workers were, as a result, likely to vote for 

the same political parties as factory owners. More commonly employers took a leading role 

in the funding and organisation of curriculums within local churches and schools, ensuring 

that a middle-class culture remained dominant and, in turn, restricting political or cultural 

action within working class groups.34 

A large problem in defining the working class in any detail, then, is that they were viewed as 

malleable entities ripe for re-education and supposed betterment. As a social group lacking 

power, their ability to define themselves was severely and deliberately curtailed, conforming 

to Bourdieu’s statement that ‘the dominated are often obliged to accept and use the 

definitions that others give to them.’35 This mentality obstructed an independent and distinct 

culture from flourishing before the twentieth century, and from dominating the cultural 

landscape during Russell’s heyday in the 1960s. Only when the wealthier populace began to 

disperse from large cities was working class culture able to thrive, spawning mainstays such 

as working men’s clubs in the 1890s, which, as observed by Savage and Miles, weakened the 

hold of ‘the Tory publican on working-class life.’36 Working class culture also began to mature 

in part because of its familiarity with the city, leading to a solidification of the experience of 

living in an urban environment. 

This growing maturity was bolstered by the enactment of the Increase of Rent and Mortgage 

Interest (War Restrictions) Act 1915, which ‘restricted rents on smaller, unfurnished, “working 

class” dwellings and also held landlords’ mortgage interest rates to August 1914 levels.’37 The 

act was initially intended as a temporary measure to protect tenants and landlords during the 

housing shortages in the midst of the First World War but, as it was favoured by both tenants 

and landlords, it was extended in a variety of new acts up until 1989.38  

These acts allowed tenants to stay in their homes for longer than in previous eras, creating 

cohesion within formerly disparate low-income households, alongside many other acts such 

 
34 Savage and Miles, pp. 61-62. 
35 Bourdieu, p. 191.  
36 Ibid, p. 65.  
37 Wendy Wilson, ‘A short history of rent control’, House of Commons Library, 
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06747/ [Accessed 09/10/2020]. 
38 Ibid, p. 3. 
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as the Housing and Town Planning Act in 1919, 39 and the introduction of pensions, health and 

unemployment insurance, and maternity and child welfare provisions between 1908 and 

1918.40 Alongside this new sense of togetherness grew a more active political dimension 

within working class culture with the rise of trade unionism in the early twentieth century. An 

improvement in the number of people given the right to vote in industrial districts also turned 

the Labour Party, formed in 1900, from a meagre concern into a party which held the balance 

of power by 1910.41 This was particularly true after the 1918 Representation of the People 

Act enfranchised working men. 

If this were a thesis on cinema and literature’s British Social Realist movement of the 1950s 

and 1960s, then any historical context for working class culture could end at this point, as 

generally speaking the depiction of working class characters within these movements seldom 

evolved beyond the elements of either working life in factories, poverty or criminality; 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960) or most of Ken Loach’s working class-focused 

films for The Wednesday Play series are prime examples here. As Loach has said of the social 

realism touted by the directors within the BBC’s Play for Today strand, ‘The key analysis that 

society is based on class conflict and that the ruling class exploits and the working class is 

exploited […] that was the politics we welcomed and were drawn into.’42 While not untrue, 

his analysis also implies a degree of prescriptiveness within the movement which seldom 

explores issues beyond the central tenets of exploitation propounded by Engels. It is a 

weakness within left wing movements which Orwell noted in The Road to Wigan Pier: ‘If you 

are going to harp on the “dictatorship of the proletariat”, it is an elementary precaution to 

start explaining who the proletariat are. But because of the Socialist tendency to idealise the 

manual worker as such, this has never been made sufficiently clear.’43 [Italics Orwell’s own] It 

is also a problem noted by Bourdieu who, when discussing sociologists’ approach to the 

working classes, noted ‘the act whereby scholars project their minds into the experience of 

the external subject and thereby substitute themselves as  subjects of the actions of those 

 
39 Selina Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010 (London: John Murray, 2014), p. 
32. 
40 Derek Gillard, ‘Education in England: a history’, Education in England, 
http://www.educationengland.org.uk/history/chapter07.html [Accessed 04/03/2021]. 
41 Todd, p. 13. 
42 Drama out of a Crisis: A Celebration of Play for Today dir. by John Wyver (BBC, 2020).  
43 Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, p. 219.  
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whom they are also studying as objects.’44 Although he discusses scholars in the quote, the 

sentiment could easily apply to many of the purveyors of social realism in cinema and 

television of the 1950s and 1960s.  

Russell himself was aware of the formulaic depiction of working-class culture in Social Realist 

cinema. Discussing the British New Wave of the sixties, he wrote in The Lion Roars: 

In retrospect, most of these New Wave movies were much of a muchness. Life was 
dreary, the sun never shone. A drink with the lads was usually more desirable than a 
date with a girl. Most women were dumb and didn’t know about birth control. 
Although there was a great deal of kissing and cuddling on canal banks and in park 
shelters, someone always got pregnant and, after failing to get rid of it by sitting in a 
hot bath drinking gin, had it terminated in a squalid back-street parlour by a seedy 
abortionist.45 

Russell is one of the few directors of his era with an interest in working class culture which 

extends beyond the noble heroes seen in The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, focusing 

more on individuals who used their talent to extricate themselves from life in the factory, or 

else examining the leisure time of the working classes which exists at a remove from the 

political dimension.  

His work is not rooted in Marxist notions, but instead views people, to again quote Bourdieu, 

as ‘the locus of intentions of meaning, of meaningful intentions of which they are not strictly 

speaking the subjects, because that is not how they see the goals of their actions.’46 They exist 

as agents of deliberate action, rather than people stripped of power. Yet his art could not 

have existed without the febrile atmosphere of a working-class community campaigning for 

its rights from the beginning of the twentieth century onward. According to Miles and Savage, 

‘working-class cultures became most robust and militant in those cities where there was a 

powerful working associational life based in specific neighbourhoods,’47 leading to greater 

political organisation across the early part of the twentieth century.  

This increase in political capital for the working classes coincided with local authorities 

becoming more involved in the provision of hospitals, secondary schools, water, gas and 

 
44 Bourdieu, p. 35. 
45 Russell, The Lion Roars: Ken Russell on Film, p. 87. 
46 Bourdieu, p. 64. 
47 Miles and Savage, p. 72.  
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electricity, and taking control from private companies during the First World War to rapidly 

improve facilities. In secondary schools, for example, the number of places more than 

doubled between 1914 and 1938 after the responsibility of improving these facilities fell to 

local councils.48 Decentralisation also fostered improvements in housing, as will be seen in 

the second section of this chapter. 

Political and social improvements continued throughout the interwar years, though not 

without regular direct action from factory workers, trade unions and campaign groups which 

foisted social change onto governments that insisted poverty was the fault of no one but the 

impoverished.49 The push towards social mobility reached a peak after 1945 brought the end 

of the Second World War and with it a slew of plans informed by Beveridge’s 1942 report 

Social Insurance and Allied Services, better known as the Beveridge Report, which focused on 

social reform in Britain, including the National Health Service, better access to education for 

children and a benefits system. The report helped enact a number of social plans which were 

revolutionary at the time; indeed Beveridge’s report specifically called for a ‘revolution’ in 

British society.50 At the heart of the report was a desire to get rid of the ‘Five Great Evils’ 

within Britain, which were, according to the report, ‘Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and 

Idleness.’51 All of these social ills were synonyms for the poverty and deprivation that had 

been experienced by the working classes during the interwar years and before the First World 

War.  

The Beveridge Report was received coolly by politicians upon its completion in 1942, many of 

whom deemed it a work of idealism that would be too costly to implement. As claimed by 

Chancellor Kingsley Wood in his precis of the report for Winston Churchill, ‘Many in this 

country have persuaded themselves that the cessation of hostilities will mark the opening of 

a Golden Age: (many were so persuaded last time also). However this may be, the time for 

declaring a dividend on the profits of the Golden Age is the time when those profits have been 

realised in fact, not merely in imagination.’52 

 
48 Ibid, p. 69. 
49 Todd, p. 75. 
50 Chris Day, ‘The Beveridge Report and the Foundations of the Welfare State’, The National Archives, 
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/beveridge-report-foundations-welfare-state/ [Accessed 12/10/2020]. 
51 Ibid. 
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Yet the public were more positive about the report. According to writer and archivist Chris 

Day: 

The British Institute for Public Opinion carried out a country-wide survey on the Report 
immediately after its general publication. The findings were stark: 95% had heard 
about the Report and the vast majority of the population approved of its 
recommendations and thought they should be put in effect, particularly the scheme 
for a comprehensive state medical service. However, while people though [sic] 
Beveridge’s plan should happen, the poll found few who thought it would happen.53 

Key to the public’s hopes was the notion that those fighting overseas could return home to a 

more fulfilling and less financially precarious life as a reward for their sacrifices. Spurred into 

action by the public’s enthusiasm over The Beveridge Report, the Labour and Conservative 

parties ‘made adopting a comprehensive system of medical care and social insurance’ key 

aspects of their respective campaign strategies in the 1945 General Election.54 The 

government helped increase upward mobility amongst the working classes by creating a 

safety net which saved them from abject poverty and, while many remained in slums and 

poverty in the ensuing decades, these reforms were initially deemed a success. Born in 1927, 

Russell came of age to witness an era when social mobility for the working classes was 

significantly improved.  

The economic and social reforms which came to fruition in the post-war years again redefined 

the working classes, from those subject to the whims of the means of production to those 

with a newfound autonomy, albeit an autonomy which was meagre in comparison with their 

middle- and upper-class counterparts. It is this era of the working classes which captured 

Russell’s attentions during his nascent career as a filmmaker and up to the end of the long 

sixties; the minority of working-class people who, thanks in part to the educational reforms 

enacted by the post-war Labour government, received a more multifaceted arts education 

than any generation before it. 

The fruits borne by educational reform would become apparent in the art world as the 1960s 

approached, a turbulent era of working-class art which will be discussed in relation to Russell 

later in the thesis. But as an interest in ordinary working-class lives presented itself in the 

1950s, the arts sector, which was largely the preserve of the middle and upper classes, began 

 
53 Ibid. 
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to create work which placed the lives of those working in factories or living in slums front-

and-centre. In film these representations were largely directed by filmmakers from wealthier 

backgrounds, such as Lindsay Anderson, Karel Reisz, Tony Richardson and others who, though 

anti-Establishment in their ideology, had seldom experienced the disadvantages they were 

presenting on screen (Anderson, Reisz and Richardson, for instance, were Oxbridge 

educated). Their work spawned two movements within British cinema, the Free Cinema 

movement and the British New Wave, both of which would solidify a perception of working-

class life rooted in dissatisfaction, alienation from Establishment values and life aspirations 

which are frustrated by a pressure to conform to British tradition. 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, Look Back in Anger (1959), Room at the Top (1959), The 

Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner and Billy Liar (1963) both exemplified the key themes 

of British Social Realism in their portrayal of a working-class male under the yoke of the 

repressive post-Empire mentality of Britain, and all search for escape in their own way. While 

films such as A Taste of Honey, Girl with Green Eyes (1964), Darling (1965) and Poor Cow 

(1967) centred on the travails of naïve young women thrust into difficult circumstances, they 

were outliers; the anger, frustration and lasciviousness of young men formed the backbone 

of the movement, and it is difficult not to view many of the male protagonists as extensions 

of their writer’s own frustrations at Britain’s class conscious society. As such, these 

complicated antiheroes are often venerated in British Social Realism, in exaggerated forms 

which mimic the role of the noble savage in literature of the nineteenth century. One such 

example is The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, the protagonist of which has his 

criminality valorised as a form of protest against the British system, a point which is reinforced 

when he refuses to use his natural ability for running to spite the Establishment’s fetishisation 

of sporting ability. 

Within most of these films, social class is a trap from which the protagonists are unable to 

spring, and the angry males both resent and relish their position as outsiders from affluent 

living. Despite greater economic freedom in the post-war period, the definition of the working 

classes was altered to show that even with an increase in living standards, upward social 

mobility remained unlikely for the majority. 
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Again, it is important to reiterate the point made by Savage and Miles that the works cited 

here are ‘created by intellectuals viewing the working class from a distance’, but these 

criticisms of social class have proven universal enough to permeate British culture for many 

decades. It is also necessary not to understate the importance these films had in Britain 

regarding the progressive portrayal of working-class characters in films, and the role they 

played in forming Russell’s work, giving him a portrayal of the working classes to kick against.  

Prior to the work of Anderson, Richardson and others, films like This Happy Breed (1944), 

Those People Next Door (1951) and Hindle Wakes (1952) portrayed the working classes as a 

group who were servile to the upper classes and ultimately satisfied with their place in the 

status quo (Russell himself referred to This Happy Breed as ‘phoney’55 and ‘a celebration of 

mediocrity’). 56 They understood their financial circumstances as a part of a natural order in 

British society. Those who transitioned into the middle or upper classes then automatically 

conformed to the standards of that class, as with the mill owner in Hindle Wakes who, despite 

having grown up poor in a northern industrial town, delivers dialogue as though he was 

educated at Eton College. Any working-class character that the narrative contrives to move 

into the upper classes, as with Anne Twigg in Those People Next Door or Jenny Hawthorne in 

Hindle Wakes, invariably spoke with Received Pronunciation accents seemingly to make their 

ascent more believable, again reinforcing a sense that these people were simply born into the 

wrong class and order is being restored. Working class characters were also, more often than 

not, comic foils who existed to provide relief from the more serious troubles of the 

protagonists, as with the patrons of the cafe in Brief Encounter (1945) or the countrified 

villagers in Mrs. Miniver (1942). Films like Love on the Dole (1941), which could be viewed as 

a natural precursor to the Free Cinema movement in its gritty portrayal of poverty, were 

rarities when they showed the complexity of people fighting the tide of their own destitution. 

The directors of British Social Realist cinema, despite the movement’s flaws, saw 

dissatisfaction where once filmmakers saw equilibrium, and allowed their characters to have 

contradictions and substantive dramatic arcs. 

From 1845, when Engels’ The Condition of the Working Class in England was first published, 

until the post-war years in Britain, the definition of the working classes shifted significantly as 

 
55 Russell, The Lion Roars, p. 90. 
56 Ibid, p. 91.  
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the financial and cultural standing of working-class people improved. Such expansions on 

Engels’ reductionist definition have necessarily created a more complex view of working-class 

culture but, as the relative homogeneity of British Social Realist cinema shows, these 

definitions remained narrow and intricately related to poverty and criminality. 

Russell’s output during this period, although still fascinated by dirt and squalor in the manner 

of the British Social Realists,57 extended the definition of working-class by conflating the 

struggles of artists with poverty, as well as acknowledging the disjuncture between working 

class life and the luxuries of the rest of society. Instead of the rich exploiting the poor, Russell’s 

films regularly illustrate a state of mutual exploitation between the social classes, all of whom 

rely on each other for cultural or financial sustenance. The Debussy Film (1965), for instance, 

depicts patrons in need of the genius which Debussy brings to their lives, while Debussy 

himself requires financial support to create works of genius and to continue his life of 

debauchery. 

It should be noted, however, that Russell has infrequently been guilty of the same veneration 

of the working classes, utilising similar noble savage stereotypes in some of his projects. This 

can most clearly be found in an excerpt from his unmade adaptation of D.H. Lawrence’s St. 

Mawr (1974), in which Russell conflates the colonialist notions of savagery and nobility. The 

thoroughbred horse St. Mawr, alongside his handler Lewis, rejects contemporary society in 

favour of nature, and his character is typical of a prestige picture revolving around nobility, in 

which ‘rich people [try] to revitalise themselves by ruthlessly appropriating the vitality of poor 

people.’58 Lewis assumes the role of a pagan advisor throughout the script, with St. Mawr as 

his familiar. Here he describes his attitude towards nature: 

LEWIS 
And you smell the smell of 
oak leaves now; now the air 
is cold. They smell to me 
more alive than people. The 
trees hide their bodies 
hard and still, but they 
watch and listen with 
their leaves. And I think 
they say to me: “Is that 

 
57 Kevin M. Flanagan, audio commentary, The Debussy Film, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016).  
58 Slavoj Zizek, in The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology dir. by Sophie Fiennes (Zeitgeist Films, 2012). 
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you passing there, Morgan 
Lewis? All right, you may 
pass quickly, we shant [sic] 
do anything to you. You 
are like a hilly bush.59 

 

These criticisms aside, Russell’s portrayal of working-class characters takes on many more 

permutations than within Social Realism, not least in his use of the city and its architecture to 

convey spaces of inclusion and exclusion. This was in part because his film career began at 

the beginning of the sixties, as the definitions of social class grew more fluid. These topics will 

be explored later in the chapter. But now that the complexities of defining working class 

culture have been detailed, it is necessary to examine how architecture and changes in the 

industrial city relate to working class life to work towards a complete analysis of Russell’s use 

of class and architecture.  

  

 
59 Ken Russell, St Mawr Screenplay, 1974, p. 82 
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1.2  A precis of architectural history in Britain from 1830-1960 

 

Walter Benjamin claimed, ‘Architecture has always provided the prototype of a work of art 

that is received […] by the collective. The laws governing its reception have most to tell us’.60 

This is a view which Russell, whether consciously or not, subscribed to, although he may have 

been more inclined to agree with John Ruskin’s assertion that ‘All good architecture is the 

expression of national life and character’61 (Ruskin’s quote fails to mention bad architecture, 

although it is fair to assume that the same rules apply). 

Russell’s subjects are influenced by the social expectations placed on them, and architecture, 

particularly the kind funded by the state, exemplifies these expectations. During his formative 

years as a filmmaker, the Britain which he caught on camera was a hub of artistic and social 

change, but it was also an amalgamation of buildings stemming from the early nineteenth 

century, sometimes earlier, up to the contemporary era. 

London, where Russell lived and worked, contained a collection of architectural styles that 

attested to the city as a place of constantly changing social mores (brutalist architecture, for 

example, exemplified utopian aspirations from city planners, as will be explored more fully in 

this chapter) and aesthetic sensibilities. The perceptions of these styles differed depending 

on an individual’s socioeconomic background, their occupation, political persuasion and the 

era in which they lived. So, while an MP may look at the Houses of Parliament and see an 

emblem of national pride, a working-class Socialist may perceive it as upholding the status 

quo. This is referred to as ‘urban depth structure’, described by Jane Clossick as:  

A structure of boundaries, physical or indicated subtly through other signifiers, 
denoting changes in decorum, norms and behaviour expected of actors who enter the 
zones they contain. Such boundaries reflect the cultural matrix of social conventions, 
values and norms.62 

In other words, these are social expectations shaped through building materials and space, 

not dissimilar to Bourdieu’s idea of ‘fields’ which will be expanded upon later. The depth 

 
60 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (London: Penguin Books, 2008). p. 
33. 
61 John Ruskin, ‘Traffic (1864)’ in The Lamp of Memory (London: Penguin Books, 2008), pp. 92-119 (p. 93). 
62 Ben Colburn and Jane Clossick, ‘Individual Autonomy in Urban Depth’, unpublished paper delivered at the 
Architecture and Collective Life Conference at the University of Dundee, 2019.   
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structure of a building is also associational and ‘shaped by [the] human relationships and 

culture’63 which have taken root within it. If a space communicates it exists solely for 

professionals then those in a menial job may feel a sense of unease when they enter it, for 

example. The same notion applies to spaces that have traditionally been dominated by a 

single gender or ethnic group.  

Urban depth structure is particularly pertinent in the London of 1960s, at which point many 

centuries of structures and architectural styles stood side-by-side. Buildings that had 

withstood the march of time were invariably created for the middle and upper classes, not 

least because most buildings for poorer residents existed in new towns like Harlow or Peterlee 

while slum housing in London was in the process of being demolished. Neoclassical buildings 

sat next to Gothic architecture, which in turn were only a few miles from Victorian-era 

suburban houses or newly built brutalist housing estates and office blocks. It was a temporally 

unsettled city which, because of a consistently increasing population and a diversity of 

socioeconomic backgrounds, maintained and incorporated a concentration of architectural 

styles, many of which remained forbidding to the working classes. This was the city in which 

Russell worked on many of his projects of the 1960s. 

Russell uses the malleable and unpredictable nature of cityscapes to emphasise human 

conflict. His subjects tend to comment on the landscape where they live, whether in the art 

they create or the way they lead their lives, such as Shelagh Delaney’s extensive commentary 

on her hometown in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford or the bored youths of French Dressing (1964) 

and their attempts to inject energy into the fictitious seaside resort of Gormleigh-on-Sea. 

Russell, by extension, allows the living situation of his subjects to influence him, depicting an 

intersection between architecture, cityscapes and the social class system in the United 

Kingdom. For this reason, knowledge of the architectural period from the Victorian era until 

the 1960s is necessary to fully understand how Russell utilises cityscapes, rural landscapes 

and interiors within his films.  

The remainder of this section will precis the history of architecture and city planning for the 

working classes from approximately 1830 until 1960 in the United Kingdom, as well as the 

 
63 Jane Clossick, The Depth Structure of a London High Street: A Study in Urban Order (London: London 
Metropolitan University, 2017), p. 193.  
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cultural situations which precipitated them. While this section is in no way comprehensive, it 

will provide the requisite foundational elements necessary to facilitate a methodologically 

sound discussion on Russell’s work in later sections of this thesis. It will also illustrate how 

Russell’s challenging of the Victorian era’s intellectual orthodoxies was related to 

architectural practices which – alongside perceptions of race, gender, class and art – were 

being debated and disrupted in the 1960s. 

It may be no coincidence that changing attitudes to architecture and city planning occurred 

in the nineteenth century, the same timespan that produced the telephone, coal gas, wood-

pulp paper and cinema itself. As Sir Banister Fletcher observes: 

The ‘Age of Revivals’ is a common descriptive title for the [nineteenth century] and 
yet it could with equal truth be described as the ‘Age of Innovation’. Paradoxically, it 
was one in which major new developments in the construction and planning of 
buildings were often combined with stylistic revivalism, varying in character from the 
purely antiquarian to the free interpretation of assumed historical principles.64 

This paradoxical Age of Innovation expanded far beyond architecture and into many of the 

social reforms detailed in the first section of this chapter. The Elementary Education Act, also 

known as the Forster Act after its sponsor William Forster, was the first of many passed 

between 1870 and 1893 to enforce compulsory education in England and Wales for children 

aged between five and thirteen.65 The scope of the act was to ensure that every district in 

England and Wales was provided with ‘sufficient accommodation’ of public elementary 

schools, and that ‘those districts which are not sufficiently supplied with schools will at once 

be dealt with by the Act.’66 School Boards were, under the Land Clauses Consolidation Act 

1845 and The School Sites Act 1841-1851,67 provided with compulsory powers of purchase 

for land to be used for schools, leading to a building project which arguably marks the 

beginning of the congruence between social class and progressive architectural reform. By 

1874, 5,000 ‘Board Schools’ were in operation,68 and thousands more would exist by the end 

 
64 Sir Banister Fletcher, A History of Architecture: Eighteenth Edition (London: The Athlone Press, 1975), 
p.1119. 
65 ‘Synopsis of the Forster Education Act 1870’, British Library, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/synopsis-of-
the-forster-education-act-1870 [Accessed 18/05/20]. 
66 Scott Dalgleish, A Plain Reading of the Elementary Education Act (London: John Marshal & Co, 1870), p. 2.  
67 Ibid, p. 5.  
68 Liza Picard, ‘Education in Victorian Britain’, British Library, https://www.bl.uk/victorian-
britain/articles/education-in-victorian-britain [Accessed 18/05/20]. 
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of the century, including ninety Grammar Schools for girls and a number of technical 

colleges.69  

These social improvements were an indicator of a ballooning population and a reduction in 

infant mortality rates. In England and Wales, the population increased from almost nine 

million in 1801 to eighteen million in 1851, and then to 32.5 million in 1901. The population 

in London more than quadrupled from 1801 until 1901, and many smaller industrial cities 

grew with similar speed.70 Slum housing was endemic at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century and became a major problem around this time. Factory owners built low-quality slum 

houses for their workers which were rife with overcrowding, featured no running water or 

toilet facilities, and seldom provided enough space for large Victorian families.71 The Artisans’ 

and Labourers’ Dwellings Act of 1875, brought about due to an increasing awareness of the 

link between public health and standards of living, changed this with the destruction of many 

destitute areas and the implementation of proper running water and sewage systems to 

improve sanitation, although by 1914 it was believed that between two and three million 

people in the UK still resided in slum housing.72 These slums would typify absolute poverty in 

many of Russell’s composer biopics, featuring in The Debussy Film, Mahler and Dante’s 

Inferno.  

Adding to the public health issue of overcrowding was the glut of poor-quality buildings that 

flooded the market and remained standing well into the twentieth century, a product of 

amateur architects at a time when the profession was in its infancy: 

As could be expected from a largely raw and unsystematically trained profession and 
a greatly extended building industry, the quality of buildings, both in design and 
execution, was exceedingly uneven. The worst type of jerry-building co-existed with 
technical excellence, and architectural bathos with high achievements.73 

By the 1930s the government spent a great deal of effort reforming slum environments, 

aiming to correct the mistakes made during the Victorian era, and film played a major part in 

 
69 Ibid. 
70 Banister, p. 1119. 
71 ‘Victorian Homes’, National Archives, https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/victorian-
homes/ [Accessed 21/05/2020]. 
72 ‘Victorian towns, cities and slums’, UK Parliament, https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/towncountry/towns/overview/towns/ [Accessed 21/05/2020]. 
73 Banister, p. 1126.  
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convincing the general public of the benefits of radical city planning initiatives, as will be 

examined below.  

Despite improvements in housing across the board, most cities still contained densely packed 

slum areas. Newsreels regularly featured images of the problems of poor housing solved by 

slum clearances in the 1930s, but one of the first full-length British documentaries to tackle 

the issue was Arthur Elton and Edgar Anstey’s Housing Problems (1935),74 which examines 

slum living with none of the implied romanticism that Russell and the Social Realists would 

imbue it with in the 1960s. The film is an early example of the growing perception that a 

populace is shaped by its surroundings, as opposed to the common assumption that slum 

housing was low quality because working class people were themselves deficient, a 

supposition which would be more fully critiqued in Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier two years 

later. To build a clearer picture of the general public’s perception of slum dwellers in the 

1930s, one which partly informs the working-class art and Russell’s work of the 1960s, a close 

analysis of Housing Problems is necessary. More than this, an examination of the squalor 

captured in this early documentary will help illustrate that the mise-en-scène used by Russell 

when portraying working class communities was not conceived in isolation or as an extension 

of the exaggerated decadence of his later films but was instead related to existing works 

portraying the very real destitution of Britain’s struggling communities.   

1.2.1 Housing Problems 

 

After a brief preamble from a narrator with a Received Pronunciation accent, First Councillor 

Lauder, chairman of the Stepney Housing Committee, begins, ‘The problem of the slums faces 

us because in the early days rows upon rows of ugly, badly designed houses were hastily put 

up to provide accommodation for the ever-increasing army of workers which poured in from 

the country to the towns.’ Lauder takes great pains to place the blame for poor housing at no 

one’s door and attempts to dispel the notion that the fault lies with those dwelling in the 

houses or the slum landlords themselves. The common belief that the people who live in 

slums are in some way to blame for their living conditions was popularised by the right-wing 

 
74 John R. Gold and Stephen V. Ward, ‘Of Plans and Planners: Documentary Film and the Challenge of the 
Urban Future, 1935-52’, in The Cinematic City ed. by David B. Clarke (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 59-82 (p. 
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intelligentsia discussed earlier in this chapter, and its persistence in 1930s society can be 

identified in how the councillor discusses the slums as a result of simple wrongheadedness, 

rather than, as illustrated in the previous section, a series of conscious choices made by 

wealthy factory owners with little interest in the welfare of the poor. His evasion of the 

underlying factors illustrates a social conservatism which will reveal itself as the film 

continues.  

This passive, non-partisan style is a pragmatic narrative decision congruent with the 

seemingly unbiased tone that the film assumes in both narration and form. There is no score 

or emotive cutting to influence the viewer’s reactions. Shots are stark and functional, and the 

cutting complements the narration, which can generously be described as stilted. The 

purpose of Housing Problems is to persuade its audience into seeing the usefulness of 

improved housing, a process that involves humanising the hitherto demonised working 

classes. Yet much of this supposed objectivity obscures its real aim; produced by the British 

Commercial Gas Association, Housing Problems was part of a broader strategy to capitalise 

on the chance to include gas appliances on new housing estates. The audience for this film 

was local councils and building contractors who were arguably more interested in how public 

hygiene impacted  profits than the well-being of slum residents.75 

The order that the subjects of the film are introduced in is striking, signalling the hierarchy of 

British society. Produced five years after Russell was born, it is a hierarchy which surrounded 

him during his early years. First, a viewer hears the Received Pronunciation tones of the 

narrator, then an authority figure in the form of the councillor, and finally the lived experience 

of the people who reside in the slums. In a society beset with class prejudices, figures of 

authority act like guarantors lending credence to how the lower classes describe their 

personal lives.  

Housing Problems uses a direct to camera address,76 a feature of the film that creates an 

intimate atmosphere between subject and viewer. The first subject, Mr Norwood, states, 

‘Coming into these rooms I’ve had no luck since I’ve been in them. First I lost my youngster in 

one. Then I lost another one, and another one seven weeks after.’ The opening half of Housing 

 
75 Leonardo Ciacci, ‘Housing Problems’, Planum, http://www.planum.net/housing-problems-a-film-for-urban-
renewal [Accessed 30/03/2022]. 
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Problems uses the ‘talking heads’ format to expand on Mr Norwood’s initial points, while 

escalating the situation to slums which are in increasingly poor states of repair, and using 

tighter framing to heighten the experience of claustrophobia. The interviews primarily focus 

on the two major impetuses for slum clearance, public health and child welfare, and in doing 

so make a strong case for building reforms to a potentially sceptical audience. One subject, 

Mrs. Graves, whose home is laden with mould and torn scraps of wallpaper, tells the audience 

a visceral story about how she woke up next to a rat the size of a ‘little black dog’.  

The turning point in the film arrives as modern architecture is presented as a saviour to 

society, an invention that will contribute to the utopian vision conceived by contemporary 

city planners. Here, the narration shifts from explaining problems to creating solutions, 

highlighting the breadth of professional trade bodies and institutions involved in the building 

process: ‘Here is a model of a block of flats designed by the British Steel Workers Association, 

and based on recommendations by the Council for the Research on Housing Construction.’  

In the lengthy description of how modern buildings are constructed, which also frequently 

references gas to fulfil its advertorial remit for the British Commercial Gas Association, the 

emphasis on professional trade bodies removes any form of self-determination from the 

working classes. Their future is in the hands of architects, city planners and commercial 

companies, but they are given no input. Neither is any consideration given to other social 

circumstances the working classes may face, such as low-paid employment. Instead, the 

subjects are cast as the deserving poor like characters in a Dickens novel, improving 

themselves thanks to the benevolence of those on a higher rung of the socioeconomic ladder. 

While revolutionary from the point of view of architecture and public health, the slum 

clearances remained socially conservative and handcuffed to unyielding class prejudice. As 

though comparing the successes of architects with the failings of the working classes, the film 

cuts from a model of a utopian garden city to a long shot of a dilapidated slum. 

The councillor resumes his narration: 

When a public authority embarks on slum clearance work, it must take people just as 
they are. It is, however, our experience that if you provide people from the slums with 
decent homes, they quickly respond to the improved conditions and keep their homes 
clean and tidy. In Stepney, we are finding that the amount of interest which the people 
are taking in their new flats is advancing day by day. 
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This statement from the councillor illustrates how strongly the views of the right-wing 

element of the intelligentsia had taken root in mainstream society, in which the working 

classes were viewed as irretrievably linked with their surroundings. To continue the vast 

reshaping of cities which was underway in the United Kingdom, local councils had to dispel 

this notion, presenting the residents of slums as human beings worthy of their patronage. 

Reinforcing the narration are shots of clean looking homes which are well lit and properly 

maintained. These shots are quickly followed by footage of children playing and followed by 

an interview with Mrs. Reddington, who enthuses about her new home, calling it ‘a nice little 

place of my own’ and underscoring the health benefits of a clean house and fresh air.  

Here, the film creates implicit parallels between the standard of living in the slums and the 

standard of living in the new builds, creating a series of oppositions between the two (see 

Figure 2). 

Slums New builds 

Dark Bright 

Unhealthy Healthy 

Poorly 

ventilated 

Well ventilated 

Claustrophobic Spacious 

Poorly 

decorated 

Well decorated 

Old New 

Dystopia Utopia 

Figure 2 

These oppositions convey a simple message to audiences; city planners and architects are to 

be trusted.  
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While emphasis is placed on the happiness of tenants, discussion of regulating and controlling 

them is extensive, as shown in an interview with the housing estate’s caretaker. Significantly, 

this is the only interview that takes place outdoors, in part because one of the caretaker’s 

primary functions is to keep residents indoors at night, much like a security guard. The 

caretaker states: 

There’s two caretakers at this estate. We have to sweep the stairs daily, see that all 
balconies are cleaned, and sweep up the courtyards and pick up litter on the lawns. 
This takes us in the course of the morning up to about midday. […] After tea, one man 
comes back on duty. He has to parade the courtyard, keep all children in order, and 
see that they don’t get up to no mischief. He has to carry on up until twelve o’ clock 
at night, and then it becomes his duty to walk around at midnight to see that no music 
or any noise is being made on the estate, for the quietness of the tenants. 

Again, little agency is given to the tenants themselves and, although the film insists on the 

inherent cleanliness of its tenants, caretakers are used effectively to ‘keep them in line’. 

Incidentally, the conflation between caretakers and prison keepers is observed in Joan 

Littlewood’s kitchen sink comedy Sparrows Can’t Sing (1963), in which an overly officious and 

class-conscious caretaker shouts at the main characters, ‘We’re trying to civilise people like 

you.’ Orwell also conflates housing estates with prisons in The Road to Wigan Pier: ‘In a 

Corporation estate there is an uncomfortable, almost prison-like atmosphere and the people 

who live there are perfectly well aware of it.’77 Perhaps this is why artists in many of Russell’s 

films live in shabby slum-like tenements witnessed at the beginning of Housing Problems (The 

Debussy Film, Savage Messiah and Scottish Painters (1959), to name but three) instead of the 

more modern high-rises of his era, the restrictive atmosphere of well-maintained apartment 

blocks failing to sufficiently symbolise creative freedom. Instead, as will be expanded upon in 

a later chapter on The Devils, he uses modern architecture to symbolise state control.  

The condescending attitude towards residents of this estate is clear, although this section of 

Housing Problems may also exist to reassure potential stakeholders in housing estates that 

their buildings will be free of the same poor upkeep inflicted on the slums. The surveillance 

methods used by middle class Victorians to keep the slums in check (as described in section 

1.1) continue in a different, though marginally less malicious, form. This is a theme that Russell 

returns to many times within his career, although more in relation to public space than 
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housing. Security guards and caretakers can be found throughout Russell’s filmography, 

maintaining the supposed sanctity of spaces like museums (as seen in Savage Messiah). 

Conversely, surveillance in public spaces exposes non-conformism, as in The Music Lovers 

when Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky is spied on in a public park, or in The Devils, when the middle 

classes use the public spaces of Loudun to spy on the anti-statist Urbain Grandier (again, this 

topic will be returned to in a later chapter on The Devils).  

Within Housing Problems lies the essential utopian beliefs of city planners in the 1930s that 

they could create a series of self-contained housing estates to cater to every possible need of 

their residents. These city planners and architects stemmed predominantly from Le 

Corbusier’s school of architecture, the Modernists, a loose group of international architects 

who favoured modern architecture, estates and garden cities, all of which outlined a vision 

which was outwardly optimistic after the economic depression of the late 1920s. Le Corbusier 

himself was the chief promoter of these concepts – alongside Walter Gropius, Alvar Aalto, 

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and Frank Lloyd Wright – although seldom their originator (the 

notion of the garden city, for instance, was first described by Ebenezer Howard, who also co-

founded the first garden city, Letchworth).78 

One of the most famous quotes attributed to Le Corbusier is, ‘A house is a machine to live in’, 

although even this memorable sentence was taken from the H.G. Wells book From a Modern 

Utopia (1905).79 His style was unique in its emphasis on modern building materials and its 

favouring of stark lines, rectangles and often asymmetrical proportions, a style which British 

architects Allison and Peter Smithson would later term ‘brutalist, drawn from the French word 

“brut”, meaning “raw”.’80 Its austere aesthetic also implied an exactitude that seemed almost 

scientific in comparison with the ornamental embellishments of neoclassical or gothic 

architecture. As observed by Gold and Ward: 

The 1930s was a decade in which many championed rational philosophy and the 
socially-redeeming virtues of science and technology to cure the problems of society. 
From that perspective, a comprehensive and scientifically based system of town 

 
78 New Town, Home Town director uncredited (BBC, 1979). 
79 Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloody-mindedness: Concrete Poetry with Jonathan Meades dir. by Francis Hanly 
(BBC, 2014). 
80 Felix Torkar, ‘Save Our Brutalism’, Jacobin Magazine, https://www.jacobinmag.com/2018/10/brutalism-
architecture-public-housing-urban-planning [Accessed: 25/01/2019]. 
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planning was naturally favoured as a way of allocating resources and bringing about 
social improvement.81 

All of these values are apparent in Housing Problems, which emphasises the methods of 

accredited professionals above the prejudices of the general public against the poor. To call 

the overarching aim of the Modernists ‘scientific’ would, however, be an exaggeration. 

Instead, it was based on a series of conjectures which would have to be tested in the real 

world before anyone, the Modernists included, knew if they worked. As pointed out by 

Alexander Clement, this school of architects and city planners were testing purely abstract 

theories, formulated and inspired by the influence of Le Corbusier: ‘it was in designing 

dwellings primarily that the Modernists found the most accessible form with which to test 

their theories, aesthetics and structural integrity.’82 The theories of this new architectural 

school also had detractors. Orwell, in The Road to Wigan Pier, warned of the need to preserve 

close community ties when moving people out of the slums: ‘from the point of view of the 

people themselves, what you have done is to pick them up and dump them down five miles 

from their work,’83 a problem which Russell examines in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford.  

Housing Problems – along with The Great Crusade: The Story of a Million Homes (1937), The 

Smoke Menace (1937), Kensal House (1937) and New Worlds for Old (1938) – was filmed to 

illustrate to the general public, and to backers of major building projects, that radical 

redesigns of cities could prove these theories, to benefit the living standards in Britain and to 

help create a profit for building contractors. These documentaries acted as the public 

relations arm of a new kind of architecture, one which was intended to improve overall public 

health and the lot of the working classes. 

Documentaries like those listed above would have been shown at the New York World Fair in 

1939, which marked the genesis of many modernist projects around the world, while also 

influencing the brutalist aesthetic which would take hold within Britain after the Second 

World War. The fair had the theme of ‘Building the World of Tomorrow’ and became the best 

attended event of the first half of the twentieth century.84 Its centrepiece was a ‘moving 

 
81 Gold and Ward, p. 66. 
82 Alexander Clement, Brutalism: Post-War British Architecture (Wiltshire: The Crowood Press, 2011), p. 113. 
83 Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, p. 65. 
84 Jessica Weglein, Wendy Scheir, Jill Peterson, Susan Malsbury and Michelle Schwartz, ‘New York World's Fair 
1939 and 1940 Incorporated Records’ in The New York Public Library Manuscripts and Archives Division (2008), 
https://www.nypl.org/sites/default/files/archivalcollections/pdf/nywf39fa.pdf [Accessed 22/05/2020], p. vii. 
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model of the perfect city of tomorrow,’85 and press releases highlighted the fair’s progressive 

aims: 

The Fair will exhibit the most promising developments of ideas, products, services and 
social factors of the present day in such a fashion that the visitor may get a vision of 
what he could obtain for himself, and for his community, by intelligent, co-operative 
planning toward the better life of the future.86 

Architecture had become an aspirational tool for increasingly consumerist societies, creating 

a landscape which Russell would later skewer in films like London Moods (1961) (examined in 

section 1.3). Moreover, it was a social cure that looked to improve towns and cities via 

egalitarian planning, yet still benefited the status quo with political capital, not unlike the aims 

of the Beveridge Report. One film advertisement for the fair claimed, ‘Twentieth century 

magic has transformed what was once useless, unhealthy swamplands into the streamlined 

suburb of the future.’87 City planning and architecture was marketed as a magical fix-all cure 

for society’s ills, and major corporations and governments were more than willing to invest. 

The mind-set created by the fair would prove difficult to maintain as the Second World War 

broke out across Europe in 1939, halting most building projects across Britain as the war effort 

took priority, yet the British informational films emerging during this period remained 

cautiously optimistic about the contemporary methods which city planners had at their 

disposal. 

1.2.2 New Towns for Old  

 

Indicative of this is New Towns for Old (1942). Commissioned by the Ministry of Information, 

and directed by John Eldridge with a script by Dylan Thomas, this five-minute film compresses 

the themes of Housing Problems via a didactic discussion between a no-nonsense 

Yorkshireman and a man from the South of England as they walk through the fictitious 

northern town of Smokedale. The film was actually shot in Sheffield,88 which was viewed by 

many as the archetypal city of industrial squalor. Orwell wrote of Sheffield: ‘Sheffield, I 

suppose, could justly claim to be the ugliest town in the Old World […] Even the shallow river 

 
85 ‘New York’s World Fair (1939)’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOB1yc30Llo [Accessed 22/05/2020]. 
86 Weglein, Scheir, Peterson, Malsbury and Schwartz, p. viii 
87 ‘New York’s World Fair (1939)’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOB1yc30Llo [Accessed 22/05/2020]. 
88 Gold and Ward, p. 59.  
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that runs through the town is usually bright yellow with some chemical or other.’89 More 

pertinently, it contains subject matter that Russell would tackle in films like Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford and John Betjeman: A Poet in London, though in this case redevelopment is viewed as 

uncomplicatedly positive for society, a view in opposition to Russell’s distrust and ultimately 

pessimistic viewpoint that such drastic changes to a city’s architectural makeup hollows out 

communities.  

As the opening credits to New Towns for Old roll, a din of industrial noises smash and clang 

on the soundtrack, the incessant pollution of industry at work. The film then fades into a long 

shot of Smokedale, a mass of chimney stacks creating a smog which almost obscures the 

slums and half-demolished buildings in the background. It is indicative of much of the film’s 

opening half, in which smog, poorly maintained housing and industrial wasteland are 

commonplace. For the majority of the film, the main characters have their back to the camera, 

looking out at the place they are discussing; this is a short about the city, not the people 

observing it.  

The film’s first half compares the perceptions of the southerner, who seems unable to 

understand why slum housing is a problem, with the northerner, who explains why reform is 

necessary. ‘There, look at that,’ says the northerner, ‘That’s wrong.’ ‘What’s wrong?’ asks the 

southerner, ‘The houses are fit to live in, aren’t they? They’re not condemned, are they? The 

kids look happy enough.’ ‘Aye, but they shouldn’t be here,’ replies the northerner. The scene 

shifts to a shot of children playing football on a rundown patch of grass. The ground is covered 

in stones and debris, while the grass itself is worn down. The children enjoy their game 

nonetheless. The scene echoes Russell’s photo Boys on Bombsites, in which children make the 

most of their unambiguously devastated surroundings. ‘Well, you can’t say they aren’t happy,’ 

argues the southerner. ‘But they shouldn’t be here,’ replies the northerner. ‘Lads shouldn’t 

have to play in a place like this. Kids shouldn’t have to grow up in soot and muck. It isn’t right. 

What can they hope for? What can they look forward to?’  

The film also emphasises the right for working class people to have a say in where they live. 

‘But you can’t move a town about like that,’ states the southerner when told about rebuilding 

projects. ‘Can’t we?’ replies the northerner. ‘Look down there,’ he says, as the camera cuts 

 
89 Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, p. 102. 
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to a series of demolished houses. ‘Bomb damage?’ asks the southerner. ‘No, we pulled it 

down ourselves,’ replies the northerner. ‘These were slums worse than the ones you’ve just 

come through. You see, we can re-plan a town if we want to, and have planned it and all.’ 

The second half of the film utilises the same problem/solution structure as Housing Problems, 

establishing the health issues inherent in placing housing next to industrial estates before 

showing the utopian potential of the garden city model of living. Shots are shown of children 

playing in the meadows of the countryside, contrasting with the deprived patches of land they 

were playing football on only minutes before, while the air appears cleaner without large 

chimney stacks looming over homes. Moreover, as in Housing Problems, the solution to a 

city’s woes becomes the city planner, a hero-figure of sorts who can explain the alchemy of 

city planning in exact terms. 

At this point the central premise of the film, that of a northerner and a southerner debating 

the future of a deprived city, falls by the wayside as a variety of city planners pore over 

sketches for the fictitious town of Smokedale. Snappy terms like ‘electric showroom’ and ‘low-

rent flats’ are shouted by a polyphony of voices as sketches and blueprints are shown on 

screen, illustrating the same aspirational thinking that characterised the Beveridge Report.  

At the film’s end, the southerner asks, ‘Yes, you’ve got plans for your town alright, but who’s 

going to see that they don’t stay just plans? Who’s going to make them come true?’ The 

northerner and the southerner turn to face the camera. ‘They are,’ says the northerner, 

pointing to the camera with his lit pipe in an echo of Lord Kitchener’s recruitment posters for 

the First World War, and in a clear attempt to evoke the Blitz Spirit of the era. ‘You are. You’re 

the only folk that can make these plans come true. Not only plans for this town, but for every 

town. For your town. Remember, it’s your town.’  

Within the seven years between Housing Problems and New Towns for Old, the perception of 

slum dwellers had changed. Where Housing Problems looks on the working classes as a 

socioeconomic group that needed to be shored up like the rickety houses they lived in, New 

Towns for Old evokes a sense of self-determination from working class people in northern 

English towns, as embodied by the northerner who insists on the revolutionary rebuilding of 

Smokedale no matter the expense. By the end of Housing Problems the working classes 

remain disempowered, unable to take matters into their own hands without the intervention 
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of experts. New Towns for Old, conversely, invokes the Blitz Spirit by recruiting the film’s 

viewers in the continued struggle to improve the cities and towns of England, evoking a sense 

of empowerment not dissimilar to the confident working-class individualism of Russell films 

like Billion Dollar Brain (1967) or French Dressing.  

The reasoning behind this change in tack towards audiences was twofold. Firstly, the need to 

maintain morale was high during the Second World War, even in matters of basic public 

policy. As homes were bombed and boroughs of major cities like London were hollowed out 

by the Blitz, films had become an even more important means of looking to the future and 

imagining a city that could be regenerated once war was over. The film adaptation of Love on 

the Dole, made one year earlier than New Towns for Old, evoked the same theme when it 

quoted Labour politician A.V. Alexander: ‘Our working men and women have responded 

magnificently to any and every call made upon them. Their reward must be a new Britain. 

Never again must the unemployed become forgotten men of peace.’ Where Housing 

Problems was highlighting an issue that had to be solved in the immediate present, New 

Towns for Old was asking the working classes to be satisfied with their housing situation until 

Allied forces could defeat their common enemy. Major regeneration projects that were 

started in the 1930s were put on hold, leaving large parts of cities covered in rubble and local 

councils unable to remedy the situation. This was a scenario that called for class unity, or at 

the very least a ceasefire on social unrest. As will be observed in Russell’s John Betjeman: A 

Poet in London, the rubble of war would persist into at least the late 1950s.  

Secondly, Housing Problems depicted town planners and architects as experts that the 

common man or woman had no means of understanding, and the film is dense with technical 

jargon alienating to the casual viewer. In this sense, it looks at the working classes in the same 

manner as the intelligentsia, unable to understand rarefied practices and technical language 

thanks to some inherent deficiency. New Towns for Old aims to demystify the process of town 

planning to garner broad levels of support for plans which would drastically change 

cityscapes. Long descriptive passages are replaced with short sharp sentences, a didactic 

conversation between a working-class man and an upper-class man takes the place of a 

patrician voiceover, and the intricacies of new building projects are elided in favour of 

aspirational phrases. The shift in tone aimed to provide a sense of ownership to the British 

public at a time when the global political situation was spiralling out of control. As will be 
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observed in a close analysis of Russell’s Shelagh Delaney’s Salford in section 1.3, much of this 

rhetoric failed to connect with working class people in the long term. Instead, according to 

Delaney, the solution of new towns and brutalist architecture left individuals feeling as though 

their communities had either been upended or abandoned.  

The promise outlined by New Towns for Old was largely lived up to in post-war Britain, 

although arguably without the same amelioration for dispossessed and impoverished 

individuals some had hoped for, a theme utilised in Russell’s first amateur short, Peepshow, 

which follows the travails of a gang of comically incompetent beggars. The year 1945 heralded 

the end of the Second World War and with it a slew of plans informed by the Beveridge 

Report, as described in the first section of this chapter. Amongst this revolutionary approach 

to British society was the continuing regeneration of British architecture and city planning. 

The aspirational ideas posited by the World Fair of 1939 and documentaries like New Towns 

for Old could finally be acted upon, and the creation of many modernist garden cities and 

housing estates began. The utopian ideologies of public ownership first propounded by 

visionaries like Ebenezer Howard, Le Corbusier and Raymond Unwin were ready to be 

realised. The New Towns Act 1946 generated eight new settlements outside London, while a 

variety of town and country planning acts gave municipal authorities new powers of land 

purchase and control over development in London.90 These New Towns would be alluded to 

in Russell’s Shelagh Delaney’s Salford and The Miner’s Picnic (1960). 

The post-war creation of the welfare state coincided with an embrace of a mass-produced 

version of brutalist architecture. The two became synonymous with a particular way of living, 

in which the poor were theoretically afforded the same opportunities as the wealthy in 

society as part of the more interventionist notion of government which was forming. Brutalist 

architecture’s success was in no small part due to its cost; it was cheap when compared with 

Neoclassical or other kinds of building styles which were prevalent in Britain at the time, filling 

a niche in the marketplace with the relative ease of its design. 

 
90 ‘Reconstruction after World War II’, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
https://www.britannica.com/place/London/Reconstruction-after-World-War-II [Accessed 22/05/2020]. 
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The house builds themselves were also positively received by the first residents of these new 

towns, at least initially, who viewed them as luxurious when compared with the squalor of 

London slums.91 Yet the aesthetic was flawed. As observed by Felix Torkar: 

It was not just the price of maintenance that drew criticism of Brutalism. There were 
also failures that were rightly criticized: overly sophisticated floor plans that tested 
one’s sense of direction; absurdly segmented flat roof systems susceptible to leakage; 
inadequate steel reinforcement that caused difficult-to-repair damage to the 
concrete; monumental sizes that disregarded their context, and the ubiquitous grey 
of exposed concrete, which suited professional architectural photographs much 
better than England’s perpetual rainy weather.92 

Brutalist architecture was not, however, confined solely to council estates and other working-

class milieus. Along the South Bank in London, arts and cultural centres such as the Southbank 

Centre and the National Film Theatre (now known as the British Film Institute) were 

constructed in the brutalist style, despite much of the art world showing an increasing 

hostility to what they viewed as an unsightly and uncultured aesthetic. 

The disruptive forces of the British art world – including the Angry Young Men of theatre and, 

later, the British New Wave – regularly romanticised the slums of the working-classes and, 

possibly as a result of this, were cautious about sweeping changes to these spaces. The move 

into modernist building structures also unsettled many of the intellectual elites of the time, 

including arch-conservative John Betjeman, one of Russell’s early collaborators and a co-

founder of the Victorian Society, who viewed them as undesirable in comparison with 

neoclassical and gothic buildings of the Victorian era. High Victorian architecture was 

demolished en masse in the 1950s to make way for newer builds, a move that infuriated 

people like Betjeman but was met with general apathy by a general public who had grown ill-

disposed to the highly ornamental aesthetic norms of Victorian architecture.93 It was these 

developments in architecture that led Betjeman, amongst others, to found the Victorian 

Society, and would later inform his two films with Russell, made with the express aim of 

conserving Victorian buildings.  

 
91 New Town Utopia dir. by Christopher Ian Smith (Cult Modern, 2017).  
92 Torkar. 
93 Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloody-mindedness: Concrete Poetry with Jonathan Meades dir. by Francis Hanly 
(BBC, 2014). 
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Russell himself, in his work as a photographer during the 1950s, began utilising working-class 

milieus in his photography, creating a series of playful portraits amidst the wreckage of aerial 

bombardment of post-war London. Whilst his views on Brutalism would remain ambiguous 

until his career in television, his photographs read like a clarion call for architectural 

reconstruction. 

Typical of these photographs is Boys on Bombsites (1954) (see Figure 3). Using a wide-angle 

lens, Russell depicts a group of six adolescent boys as they play on a makeshift climbing frame 

situated on a bombsite. In the foreground sits rubble and detritus, alongside one boy holding 

a shovel. The implication is clear; while some are willing to live and grow up in the rubble of 

war, others will clear it and start afresh. However, the photograph also shows a triumph of 

the human spirit as the boys turn the destruction of war into something more playful through 

the power of imagination. 

His photo series Last of the Teddy Girls, published in the highly successful liberal 

photojournalist magazine Picture Post, similarly contrasted the remnants of bomb-blasted 

buildings with the fashionable sub-cultures of the time.94 Rock Steady (1955) (see Figure 4) 

depicts four young smiling teddy girls as they pose in front of a bomb-damaged building.  

They show a clear comradery as they lean into each other and appear to be enjoying 

themselves, and yet the bombed remnants of London remind the spectator that this is a 

working-class subculture emerging from an era of extreme socioeconomic strife. Moreover, 

the rubble appears to emphasise to the spectator that the teddy girls, who were unfairly 

maligned as subversive criminals at the time, are partly products of their environment, a social 

group still struggling through the post-war malaise of low income and devastated 

surroundings. In stark contrast to the yearning of the working class evident in 

contemporaneous plays such as Look Back in Anger (1956), which depicted the unrest 

amongst university-educated men who remained trapped in a low station in life, Russell 

shows working class youths forming their own cultural practices despite the environmental 

squalor which surrounds them.  

 
94 ‘Ken Russell's post-war London – in pictures’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery/2016/nov/29/ken-russell-post-war-london-in-pictures-
rolleicord-teddy-girls [Accessed 22/05/2020]. 
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As Russell says himself of his teddy girl portraits, ‘No one paid much attention to the teddy 

girls before I did them, though there was plenty on teddy boys. They were tough, these kids, 

they'd been born in the war years and food rationing only ended in about 1954 – a year before 

I took these pictures. They were proud. They knew their worth. They just wore what they 

wore.’95 More than this, his pictures show that while brutalist structures and housing estates 

were the conversation du jour in the architectural world, they were a minor concern in the 

hand-to-mouth lives of many working-class Londoners. Although this subsection of the 

population enjoyed more social autonomy than their counterparts in the nineteenth century, 

their living conditions remained highly variable, a world apart from the utopian visions of 

Howard, Corbusier and their contemporaries. 

By the 1960s, many new estates existed, and yet an increasing number of artists, local 

communities and protest groups were vocal in their disdain towards the new form of living 

expected of them. The increasing self-determination of working-class communities was a 

growing trend amongst many artist movements of the time and, once Russell secured a job 

as a documentary filmmaker for the arts programme Monitor in 1959, much of his work 

revolved around the relationship between working class artists and the city where they lived. 

Within these films Russell would utilise many of the structures around London, and other 

regions of England, to define the characteristics of the people who populate his 

documentaries and his fictions. His work throughout the 1960s explored a wide variety of 

classes, using their architectural surroundings as indicative of their broader character. The 

next section will begin analysing how he did this by linking the binary notion of alienation and 

inclusion with urban depth theory and habitus among the working classes through the 

exterior spaces in his films. 

  

 
95 Sean O’ Hagan, ‘The Fabulous 50s… As Seen By Ken Russell’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/mar/14/ken-russell-photography-interview-ohagan 
[Accessed 14/05/2020]. 
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1.3  Exterior spaces and the working classes 

 

In the opening sequence of Russell’s Guitar Craze (1959) – also known as From Spain to 

Streatham – a piano lies broken and abandoned in the middle of a wasteland, presumably the 

site of a building destroyed during the Second World War. An open urban space can be seen 

behind the piano (see Figure 5). It is crammed with detritus; bicycle wheels, abandoned 

rafters, and the remnants of a wooden fence crowd around the piano as though this were the 

designated dumping ground for the local area. In the extreme background are suburban 

houses, although the presence of wasteland signals a neighbourhood in a state of economic 

adversity. 

 

Figure 5 

The area is typical of London in the 1950s which, thanks in part to a focus on the construction 

of new towns near the capital, still bore the hallmarks of a city ravaged by war, or else by the 

wide-scale destruction of Victorian buildings taking place at the time. As observed by 

Jonathan Meades, this was an era in which Victorian buildings were either ‘overlooked or 

taken for granted’, making their demolition in the name of modernisation easy.96 There is 

silence on the soundtrack as the piano, a symbol of community togetherness in pubs and 

 
96 Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloody-mindedness: Concrete Poetry with Jonathan Meades dir. by Francis Hanly 
(BBC, 2014). 
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family homes throughout the first half of the twentieth century, lies unplayed and unplayable. 

Then a brick is thrown from camera left, landing on the keyboard with a clatter of atonal noise. 

One of the keys falls off the piano after the impact of the brick as a gang of six children run 

on screen and begin tearing it apart, laughing as they do so. They jump up and down on the 

piano, hit it with sticks, throw its casing in the air, and create a squall of sounds which turns 

this signifier of poverty into a playground of anarchic joy. This sequence lasts fifteen seconds 

before it cuts to a neat-looking young boy and his mother leaving their home to purchase a 

guitar, and from that point on the film largely confines itself to interior spaces which represent 

studiousness and discipline. Yet for a short period of time, exterior urban spaces signify 

freedom, play and a lack of rules within the straitjacketed confines of society, a theme 

emphasised by the portability of the guitar versus the heavyweight indoor instrument of the 

piano.  

The scene is reminiscent of Russell’s most celebrated photographs, in which working class 

youths construct a joyous culture of their own from the rubble left behind after the Second 

World War (Boys on Bombsites, Promenade in Portobello (1954) and Orphans of the Storm 

(1955) are pertinent examples), as well as capturing an era in which children were allowed to 

roam the streets as the local community kept a watchful eye on them,97 an atmosphere also 

evoked by Russell contemporary John Boorman in his World War Two film Hope and Glory 

(1987). However, the scene more pertinently represents a motif that is frequent within 

Russell’s earlier films, namely that exterior urban landscapes are places of community and 

freedom for working class people, and locations in which the exclusionary markings of middle-

class spaces are non-existent. 

Exterior urban spaces can be defined in several ways. In an objective sense, the contents of a 

space are defined by the material constructs within it, as in buildings, streets, road signs and 

so on. They are also delineated by city planners, architects and private stakeholders, who 

designate spaces, by dint or design, for working class, middle class or upper-class residents, 

or else for retail spaces, business hubs or leisure centres. The quality of these objective 

elements can impact the people who live in an area. Within working class neighbourhoods 

this can mean poorer life chances and poverty, due in part to low quality housing, amenities, 

 
97 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (London: Jonathan Cape, 1962), pp. 31-32.  
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transport networks and other factors that impact and therefore physically limit a person’s 

ability to travel which, in turn, creates a psychological disinclination to leave their community.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’ is one of the most pertinent ways to describe the impact 

of such social delineation. In its essence, the habitus is a more complex interpretation of habit, 

inclination or predisposition centred on socialised norms.98 It posits that an agent’s habit 

(agent being Bourdieu’s preferred term for the individual subject) is defined by a complex 

series of societal pressures, including their education, architectural surroundings, home 

background and class biases. These objective societal pressures, which are generally instilled 

subconsciously, are what Bourdieu refers to as the ‘field’, and the habitus is the creation of 

conscious and unconscious strategies to navigate this field. In his introduction to Distinction: 

A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1984), Bourdieu uses the public perception of art 

to point out how the habitus impacts class: 

The conscious or unconscious implementation of explicit or implicit schemes of 
perception and appreciation which constitutes pictorial or musical culture is the 
hidden condition for recognizing the styles characteristic of a period, a school or an 
author, and, more generally, for the familiarity with the internal logic of works that 
aesthetic enjoyment presupposes. A beholder who lacks the specific code feels lost in 
a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours and lines, without rhyme or reason.99 

When read in relation to British society, the ‘code’ described by Bourdieu is attained by a very 

specific upbringing and education, as well as access to cultural institutions. Without access to 

these privileges, a person’s ability to gain entry to the upper strata of society, and their 

perception towards those strata, will alter and, most likely, dwindle. It should be noted that 

the habitus is not a fixed notion in an agent, but fluid and can change over time ‘without any 

deliberate pursuit of coherence […] without any conscious concentration.’100 

As Bourdieu argues, ‘Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, classified 

by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the 

beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the 

 
98 Gareth Wiltshire, Jessica Lee, and Oli Williams, ‘Understanding the reproduction of health inequalities: 
physical activity, social class and Bourdieu’s habitus’, in Sport, Education and Society 24 (3) (2019), pp. 226–240 
(p. 228). 
99 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Massachusetts; Harvard University 
Press, 1984), p. 2.  
100 Ibid, p. 170.  
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objective classifications is expressed or betrayed.’101 A greater knowledge of these highbrow 

art forms, specifically within the British class system, creates what Bourdieu refers to as an 

increased ‘cultural capital’, allowing the recipient of an upper-class education to progress 

through society with greater ease (capital can also be defined as social or symbolic in 

Bourdieu’s work).  

Inevitably, many have criticised Bourdieu’s paradoxically amorphous and overly rigid theory, 

particularly as the increased accessibility of art with the advent of the internet has turned 

more individuals into cultural omnivores.102 Coming under particular scrutiny is Bourdieu’s 

approach to music, not least his claim that ‘nothing more clearly affirms one’s “class”, nothing 

more infallibly classifies, than tastes in music.’103 It is a view which led Loka Ashwood and 

Michael M. Bell to claim his ‘homology and habitus are an overly structural framework for 

musical tastes’104 which fails to account for experiential connections which ‘are often created 

and accumulated based on attachments and situated events that expand beyond the habitus 

that Bourdieu argues distinguishes the common from the bourgeois.’105 Here is the crux of 

one of the more contentious elements of his theory:  

The closer one moves towards the most legitimate areas, such as music or painting, 
and, within these areas, which can be set in a hierarchy according to their modal 
degree of legitimacy, towards certain genres or certain works, the more the 
differences in educational capital are associated with major differences (produced in 
accordance with the same principles) between genres, such as opera and operetta, or 
quartets and symphonies, between periods, such as contemporary and classical, 
between composers and between works.106 

Russell himself is proof of the flaws in Bourdieu’s theory that classical music is somehow out 

of the reach of understanding of the working classes. His first significant exposure to classical 

music arrived relatively late in his life as he recovered from a nervous breakdown in his late 

twenties, when he heard Tchaikovsky on the radio.107  Given his class background, he should 

 
101 Ibid, p. 6. 
102 Nick Prior, 'Bourdieu and the Sociology of Music Consumption: A Critical Assessment of Recent 
Developments: Bourdieu and the Sociology of Music Consumption', Sociology Compass, 7 (3) (2013), pp. 181-
193 (p. 8).  
103 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 18. 
104 Loka Ashwood and Michael M. Bell, ‘Affect and Taste: Bourdieu, Traditional Music, and the Performance of 
Possibilities’, Sociologia Ruralis, 57 (1) (2017), pp. 622-640 (p. 628). 
105 Ibid, p. 625. 
106 Bourdieu, ‘The Aristocracy of Culture’, Media, Culture, Society 225 (2) (1980), pp. 225-254 (p. 227).  
107 Author uncredited, ‘Ken Russell: A true British original’, BBC News, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-10701521 [Accessed 03/01/2023]. 
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be ‘a beholder who lacks the specific code  [and] feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, 

colours and lines, without rhyme or reason’,108 yet his passion for the complexities of classical 

music and the lives of classical composers defined his career with the biopics he made. 

Moreover, as observed by Hoyle, ‘Russell’s knowledge of classical music and opera was 

arguably unparalleled in British cinema.’109 His existence as a masterful autodidact actively 

refutes Bourdieu’s idea that those with ‘low levels of cultural capital are disenfranchised and 

feel out of their depth’.110 Conversely, it could be argued that Russell was the exception that 

proved the rule. Bourdieu is, however, somewhat aware of this flaw and attributes it to the 

peculiarity of the artistic temperament. He remarked in a lecture from 1983, ‘Art remains the 

archetypal terrain of the charismatic ideology, the most antithetical to scientific method.’111 

The artist, then, can on occasion resist classification from Bourdieu’s theories.  

Nonetheless, many of Russell’s films benefit from reference to Bourdieu’s theories, not least 

because of the rigid class structure that his characters are constantly pushing against. The 

habitus formed by class prejudice and education is not quite as structurally rigid in Russell’s 

films – in fact, characters like Debussy are shown to have an autodidactic education which, in 

another refutation of Bourdieu’s theories, aids in the manifestation of their genius – but a 

vast majority of the characters in his films find themselves obstructed by the barriers created 

by their education, accent, or deportment. As stated by Ashwood and Bell, ‘Class certainly 

strongly influences tastes, but it is not a permanent and insurmountable factor, locking 

habitus into homology.’112 More than this, much of Russell’s work in the long 1960s (Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford and Women in Love being two main examples) exhibit a tangible 

relationship between social class and taste. Russell himself would be suspicious of Bourdieu’s 

arguments, particularly in a career which aimed to popularise the art forms which Bourdieu 

claimed were overly refined for the working classes, but many of his works also dipped into 

similar territory when broaching architecture and social class. Perhaps tellingly given Russell’s 

working-class upbringing, it is the upper classes he depicts who are most rigidly locked into 

 
108 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 2.  
109 Hoyle, p. 176. 
110 Prior, pp. 3-4. 
111 Bourdieu, Habitus and Field: General Sociology, Volume 2, Lectures at the Collège de France p. 271.  
112 Ashwood and Bell, p. 626. 
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their habitus, unwilling and possibly unable to break from the traditions and norms within 

British culture, as will be illustrated by Women in Love later in this thesis.  

Differing perceptions towards the arts represent only one element of the overarching 

‘symbolic dimension of class relations’113 created by the field, however, and the habitus has 

previously been used by academics to link public health inequalities, disparities within the 

British state education system and a variety of other social ills. In this sense, the notion of 

habitus is equally applicable to an individual and their relationship with their immediate 

surroundings. According to Lauren Joseph: 

Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus […] demonstrates how ‘the neighbourhood’ is a 
portable form of culture that has serious implications for the life chances of its 
inhabitants. The habitus of residents in impoverished neighbourhoods is seen as both 
a product of the setting and a mechanism for the reproduction of poverty and isolation 
from mainstream society.114 

The neighbourhood, essentially the location where an agent is socially conditioned to behave 

in a certain way, acts as a microcosm for society and brings with it its own rules, regulations 

and expectations, all of which offer a freedom from the strictures of wider society while 

simultaneously cordoning individuals off from the world at large, enforcing limitations on 

social progression.  

Housing estates and new towns were developed in the 1950s and 1960s in part to apportion 

specific areas for working class sections of the population. The field in this instance was 

narrowed considerably for these people. These residential changes, in effect, ghettoised 

members of these communities, and transformed capital cities like London into locations 

where the middle and upper classes dominated. Architects and city planners, in a bid to cater 

to working class communities, simultaneously excluded them. Complicating matters further 

was a dearth of funding from local councils to redevelop old mining towns in favour of 

developing new towns, essentially exterminating the historical cultures that had developed 

within them.115 Poor funding in these communities, that would eventually lead to the new 

towns falling into disrepair after the 1960s, created areas which became defined by poverty 

 
113 Wiltshire, Lee and Oli Williams, p. 228.  
114 Lauren Joseph, ‘Finding Space Beyond Variables: An Analytical Review of Urban Space and Social 
Inequalities’, Spaces for Difference: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 1 (2) (2008), pp. 29-50, (pp. 31-32).  
115 New Town, Home Town director uncredited (BBC, 1979). 
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and deprivation, reinforcing the notion that working classes thrived on squalor, and creating 

further division amongst the classes. As stated by Lauren Joseph, ‘The notion of urban space 

itself is built upon division; without difference and division social space is considered to be 

meaningless. In an urban social context, space does not take on meaning until such meaning 

is attributed by association with social categories or interests.’116 

As has been examined in the close analyses of Housing Problems and New Towns for Old, film 

plays a part in creating, reinforcing and deconstructing conceptions and preconceptions of 

space and who should or should not inhabit certain spaces. This is particularly true within 

television programming of the 1960s, which attracted vast numbers of the population every 

evening and was refining its social conscience as its output diversified. The television was 

knowingly shaping the opinions of the general public, hence the socially aware 

programming117 of The Wednesday Play followed the BBC’s original remit, created by its 

founder John Reith, to inform, educate and entertain.118 Russell, whose early work for 

Monitor consists of several films directly concerned with urban living, was therefore a primary 

exponent in attributing meaning to urban space ‘by association with social categories or 

interests.’ His films concerning the working class simultaneously foreground and interrogate 

preconceived notions about those communities, while also arguably exaggerating the 

increased social mobility afforded to the working classes during the period of the long sixties 

(as will be discussed later in this chapter).  

Although his working-class characters regularly feel excluded within many interior spaces, the 

exterior spaces inhabited by these same characters illustrate themes of community and 

cohesion. Class divisions remain rife and the condescension of upper- and middle-class 

communities persists in exterior urban spaces yet working class areas allow for a semblance 

of freedom to manifest itself, and in turn for a working-class identity to thrive. His working-

class characters, moreover, tend to conform to the notion of ‘the outsider’ and are therefore 

less concerned with, or conscious of, the state restrictions placed upon them in the urban 

 
116 Joseph, p. 32.  
117 Drama out of a Crisis: A Celebration of Play for Today dir. by John Wyver (BBC, 2020). 
118 BBC Royal Charter, 1927, 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/charter_agreement/archive/192
7.pdf [Accessed 18/11/2020]. 
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landscape. They are marginalised and undervalued members of society, and they live by a 

different set of rules.  

1.3.1 Peepshow 

 

As described in the precis of architecture and the working classes earlier in this thesis, Russell 

first interpreted the cultural identity of working-class communities through his photography, 

particularly the youth culture which would come to dominate fashion trends in the 1960s. His 

first short film, Peepshow, treads similar ground in its portrayal of a community that exists in 

a milieu maligned by normative society. This was one of a series of four amateur shorts he 

made in a bid to progress from his career as a freelance photographer into filmmaking. The 

others were Knights on Bikes (1956), Lourdes (1959) and Amelia and the Angel (1958), the 

latter of which helped him secure a job at the BBC.  

Peepshow is a curious, and not entirely successful, blend of traditional silent cinema pastiche, 

British social realism and fantasy, in which a gang of con-artist beggars battle a Dr. Caligari-

style hypnotist after his travelling show steals their customers. It is notable in the context of 

this thesis, however, as one of Russell’s first films to use London’s cityscape to complement 

and situate its narrative, strengthening its themes of class exclusion. Shot in the garden of 

The Troubadour club in Earls Court, Brompton Cemetery and Kensington Gardens, the film 

consists almost entirely of exterior locations. Most striking is its exuberant amateur aesthetic; 

intertitles are written in chalk on paving stones or on black sheets, props are visibly 

homemade, the cutting recalls the pre-Griffith era of editing, and shots regularly slip out of 

focus. This grimy do-it-yourself quality complements Peepshow’s down-at-heel protagonists, 

a band of beggars who busk with broken instruments and shake their collection tins at 

passers-by, but also emphasises the inescapable poverty of their decrepit surroundings. More 

than this, it shows a conscious effort from Russell to distinguish himself from other filmmakers 

of the time; where Lindsay Anderson saw desperation in the amputee beggars of his Free 

Cinema short film O Dreamland (1953), Russell found humour. 

After the opening credits, the film introduces the viewer to the ‘Bogus Beggars Academy’, a 

school in a poorly maintained back garden which teaches vagrants the finer points of con 

artistry. Beggars emerge into frame from behind a row of white linen hanging on a washing 



68 
 

line, as though walking on-stage to perform an amateur play. In a sense, this is the beginning 

of Russell’s love of theatrical framing, an inclination that can be seen in many of his works, 

from the play of Debussy’s life in The Debussy Film to the proscenium arches utilised in The 

Devils. But the use of a theatrical staging also provides the sequence with a mock gravitas and 

underscores the homemade aesthetic of the entire piece. 

This DIY approach, while predominantly the necessity of a low budget, indicates a world in 

which working- and lower-class individuals create their own culture outside of the confines 

of highbrow institutions such as the theatre, the BFI and the BBC, all of which Russell then felt 

excluded from.119 In utilising the visual signifiers of the theatre in an outdoor and visibly 

rundown setting, Russell conflates the high drama found on the stage with the travails of 

everyday working life. Moreover, he illustrates that, unlike the Rude Mechanicals of 

Shakespeare, these fools will take the centre stage of his story and showcase cunning within 

their world.  

Unlike the British Social Realists who were his contemporaries, Russell rarely dwells on the 

misery of Britain’s underclass, but instead transforms difficult living conditions into a playful 

burlesque in which the bogus beggars are under the thrall of a nefarious boss who takes a cut 

of their earnings. This is apparent in the first scene when, after more beggars have emerged 

from behind the white linen sheet, ‘The Boss’ is introduced. The Boss is a pastiche of the 

traditional silent movie villain, representative of a theme rather than a multidimensional 

character. Although little more than a grotesque, he is the type of character which is ever-

present in the films of British Social Realism; the means of production which benefits from 

the work of the proletariat, one of the ‘bastards’ that grinds down Arthur Seaton in Saturday 

Night and Sunday Morning, or the icy taxmen in The Entertainer. Yet while Reisz and 

Richardson’s critique of class-based capitalism usually involves the economically strong 

exploiting those without bargaining power, Russell’s villain is lower working class himself. At 

the bottom rung of the ladder, exploitation is inflicted from the weak onto the weaker. He 

trains these hapless beggars in their craft and sends them on their way. Meanwhile, three of 

his cohorts are busking on a street and posing as ex-servicemen. Here, Russell eschews 

conventional spatial sense of the surrounding environment, favouring extreme close-ups of 

 
119 Russell, A British Picture: An Autobiography, p. 73. 
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the beggars’ faces as they play their instruments, rapidly intercutting with a collection tin as 

half pennies are thrown into it. But the pace of Russell’s cutting decreases when it becomes 

clear that the beggars’ efforts have been unappreciated, leading to close-ups of them shaking 

their heads as their contribution boxes lie almost empty. Intertitles scrawled on the pavement 

state, ‘Usually their best pitch – but today something was wrong.’ 

When the root of their troubles is revealed, the film moves from a comic subversion of 

Britain’s underclass to a magical realist depiction of a hypnotist who, using a series of musical 

instruments, controls a woman who moves in robotic fashion along with his commands, in a 

self-conscious pastiche of Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920). The beggars’ 

busking, already shown to be fraudulent, is pitted against musical ability so prodigious that it 

can literally control the bodies of others in an almost Pied Piper-like fashion. Once the show 

is over, the hypnotist enters a coffin, allowing the beggars to steal it, as the hypnotised girl 

sleeps beside them. They run away with the coffin as the woman wakes up. The action moves 

to Brompton Cemetery where, in long shot, the beggars carry the coffin, centre-framed and 

flanked by a large, abandoned building. 

Swiftly moving to Kensington Gardens, the woman and a reformed member of the gang give 

chase to the beggars and the coffin. The hypnotised man escapes the coffin and guides his 

kidnappers into the river. The hypnotist, the girl and the rebel beggar skip happily into the fog 

of the city. 

Peepshow is a whimsical early example of art triumphing over evil in Russell’s oeuvre, as the 

hypnotic rhythm of music proves itself superior to the wiles of con artistry. The film exists in 

the same spirit of Russell’s photography of the period, combining a working-class milieu with 

the surreal humour of Spike Milligan (whom Russell would later work with on his short 

documentary Portrait of a Goon (1959)), a love of film references and a rebellious spirit. More 

importantly, the lower-working class world is depicted as a self-contained eco-system in 

which the beggars answer to their boss, who is also working class, while the hypnotist and his 

assistant answer to no one. Much like the teddy girls discussed in the previous chapter, the 

working-class world has created its own set of rules which bear little relation to those of the 

middle- and upper-class strata.  
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But while the film indulges in magical realism, the problems faced by the ‘bogus beggars’ 

reflected the realities of many homeless men at the time. Approximately 4.2 million 

servicemen and women were demobilised from the military in the post-war years,120 leaving 

a surplus of homeless men roaming and begging in London. These newly dispossessed 

individuals were joining the ranks of a new kind of homeless person, those who had lost their 

homes during the Blitz121 (the number of homeless people at the time is almost impossible to 

source, in part because of the unreliability of government and charity statistics).122 Echoing 

the notion of urban depth structure, the spatial perception of these people would have 

differed drastically from their upper-working class or middle class counterparts, ensuring that 

beggars remained persona non grata in interior spaces, or were excluded from them entirely. 

Instead, they inhabited the alleyways and pavements of urban environments, their existence 

perceived as either unimportant or an annoyance to rest of the population. Whether by 

accident or design, Russell’s continuous use of extreme close-ups of faces, particularly in the 

first act, conveys the sensibility of characters who are excluded from mainstream society, a 

subculture which has out of necessity created its own hierarchy and adheres to its own rules 

and logic. It operates within its own social field.  

This structure, however, acts as a microcosm of Britain’s wider problems in its portrayal of an 

unscrupulous ruling class (‘The Boss’) that takes money from the working class and, in turn, 

attempts to supress any art which diminishes its profits. The spaces that Russell chooses to 

film in – although they were chosen largely for the sake of expediency or because, as with The 

Troubadour, he knew the owners of the location – reflect characters on the outskirts of 

society. The garden of The Troubadour in Earls Court brims with weeds and, beyond the 

central cast, is devoid of people. The street on which the beggars busk for spare change is 

given little spatially coherent coverage, with Russell choosing multiple close-ups of the 

buskers’ faces instead of traditional establishing shots. When the action moves to Brompton 

Cemetery, the principal players are once again alone in a dead environment in which they are 

 
120‘The challenge of getting home after WW2’, The Royal British Legion, 
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free to do as they please. Kensington Gardens is similarly devoid of life, adding a sense of 

melancholy to the whimsical narrative. These beggars are alone no matter where they go. 

The shabbiness of the locations adheres to the world that the beggars live in. The Bogus 

Beggars Academy is laden with grime, but it also marks one of the few environments in long 

shot for the first section of the film. The streets on which the beggars ply their trade, in 

contrast, are given little coverage; these are members of society who exist in full shot within 

an environment they are comfortable with, but in isolation within mainstream society. 

Exterior locations, then, exist simultaneously as spaces of inclusion and exclusion for the 

underclass. As vagrants the world of buildings and interior spaces plays little role in their 

thoughts. The only interior space they enter, the hypnotist’s tent, is one of exclusion and 

threat. The formal aspect of Peepshow takes the notion of habitus and its connections with 

the neighbourhood to an extreme, depicting characters who have created their own culture 

which embodies their physiognomy, the spaces they inhabit and how they interact with each 

other. The notion of exterior spaces as places of freedom is challenged by the blinkered 

consciousness of these beggars, and their inability to view the world outside of their 

immediate wants and needs. 

1.3.2 Shelagh Delaney’s Salford 

 

Many of the themes which can be inferred from Peepshow would become more fully realised 

when Russell began making short films for the BBC’s flagship arts programme Monitor in 

1958. His first short to discuss the working class in any real depth was Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford, in which Russell profiles the wunderkind playwright Delaney and the complex 

relationship she had with her hometown. At the time Delaney’s achievement as the ‘first truly 

working-class, British female playwright’123 marked her as an outlier in the world of theatre, 

yet an outlier who was welcomed by an industry consciously striving to become more 

inclusive towards working class writers, as most clearly seen by the output of Joan 

Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop. Much of the reason for this stems from theatre trends which 

increasingly favoured romanticised views of working-class lives or character studies of 

 
123 Sue Kennedy, ‘Tastes of honey: the making of Shelagh Delaney and a cultural revolution’, Journal of Gender 
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working-class frustration and anger, and which created a particular style of writing in the 

mould of kitchen sink realism. After seeing Terence Rattigan’s Variations on a Theme (1958) 

at Manchester’s Library Theatre, Delaney dismissed his portrayal of ‘safe, sheltered, cultured 

lives in charming surroundings – not life as the majority of ordinary people know it.’ She was 

tired ‘of plays where working-class people simply appear as imbeciles, to be laughed at.’124 

Shelagh Delaney’s Salford was first broadcast on 25th September 1960 in Monitor’s fifty-sixth 

episode, and finds the playwright at the height of her success, with her first play A Taste of 

Honey transferring to the West End in 1959 for a long run and a new play, The Lion in Love 

(1960), about to be staged.125 During its fifteen-minute runtime, Russell complements 

Delaney’s views on the communal spaces of Salford with camerawork that evokes themes of 

freedom and alienation, as well as expanding on the nascent ideas of Peepshow, in which 

certain exterior spaces are sites of social and economic interaction free of the ruleset 

enforced by those in a superior social and economic standing, at least in an immediate sense. 

The film opens in long shot on a Salford high street as Delaney chats to two old women, one 

of whom is pushing a pram. Filmed from the other side of the street, the shot has the air of 

the cinema verité in its distance from its subjects, the cars whizzing by on the busy high street 

regularly obscuring the field of view. The two women leave Delaney and as the pram moves 

the viewer sees that Delaney’s dog has been sitting behind it. The camera pans slowly to 

follow Delaney as she walks along the street, and the credits appear, reading ‘Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford’. The cinema verité style and the title of the film imply that this is Delaney 

in her natural habitat; she knows the town well enough to act almost as its representative, 

marking her as a greater authority on Salford’s culture than Monitor’s usual anchor, Huw 

Wheldon. 

While placing the subject at the centre of a documentary, as long as they were alive, was 

common practice on Monitor at the time, providing a young working-class woman with the 

opportunity to discuss her surroundings without deference to an upper-class figure was 

relatively new, as can be seen by the exploration of documentaries like Housing Problems 

earlier in this thesis. Where documentaries on the working classes once had to convince the 
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general public that this stratum of the population was more than vermin, Russell was free to 

depict Delaney as self-motivated and intelligent enough to front a programme.  

The scene shifts to a shot of Delaney running alongside her dog in a wasteland. Subtitles 

appear, which read: ‘Shelagh Delaney was born in Broughton, Salford, in 1939. A Taste of 

Honey, her first play, premiered in 1958.’ She enters her suburban semi-detached home with 

her dog and begins a short exchange with her partner. The conversation is striking not for its 

simplicity, but for the resemblance it bears to Delaney’s no-nonsense style of writing in its 

cadence and almost apathetic delivery. Despite this, Delaney’s surroundings and her semi-

detached house imply a cosy life which is far removed from the slums depicted in her most 

famous play. 

The scene shifts to a medium shot of a young man in a front room as he places a cup and 

saucer on a small dining table. Delaney herself walks into shot and sits at the dining table to 

be served food by her partner. Wheldon, in voiceover, provides further context on Delaney 

for viewers: 

The two plays that Shelagh Delaney has written so far, A Taste of Honey and The Lion 
in Love, have both been set in Salford itself, this grey industrial town near Manchester. 
Or, at all events, a place very like Salford. This isn’t altogether surprising, because after 
all she’s lived here all her life and indeed Salford is the only place so far that she really 
knows thoroughly. 

During this brief contextual voiceover, Russell cuts to a closer shot of Delaney as she slices a 

loaf of bread for her supper and continues Wheldon’s train of thought in a seamless audio 

match: 

Yeah, that’s true. The only other place that I can ever maintain to know at all is London. 
But then I only know a very special part of London. I know theatrical London. But on 
the other hand, it’s a very special part of theatrical London that I know. Most of my 
very short life in the theatre has been lived in Theatre Workshop, which is in the 
middle of the East End anyway, and most of the actors down there are quite different 
from the usual actors. I mean they’re a daft lot down in Theatre Workshop, they’re a 
marvellous lot of people. 

Through these excerpts the viewer learns that Delaney views the values of cities differently, 

and subscribes to the notion that the character of a person is shaped by their surroundings, 

adhering to the foundational ideas underpinning habitus. Russell cuts to a close-up of 

Delaney’s face as she continues to talk. 
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Apart from living in London for a long time, I’ve been abroad. I’ve been to Sweden and 
to France. Both places I like very much. But the terrible thing is that as soon as I step 
outside England I’m full of terrible homesickness, I must get back as quickly as 
possible. But if I’m strong-willed about it, I usually stay there. Yeah, I usually like it 
after a time but I don’t think I could ever live away from England, or perhaps Salford 
particularly, I don’t know. 

Russell cuts from Delaney to a long shot of Salford, its small craggy houses in the foreground 

and its towering smokestacks in the background. ‘It’s a peculiar thing about Salford is that it’s 

like a terrible drug, you know, that you really perhaps would want to get away from it but you 

can’t. A lot of people want to get away from Salford and they can’t for lots of different 

reasons. But for me it’s always a question of coming back.’  

As Delaney’s complex relationship with her hometown is revealed, Russell cuts to a Salford 

market stall as a market seller throws undergarments at a crowd. Delaney resumes talking, 

now in voiceover, and Russell cuts between several market traders, all of whom bristle with 

energy as they convince customers to part with their cash. 

For a writer a place like Salford is worth its weight in gold. It’s got everything that a 
writer could ever want. People who live here have a terrific vitality. You’ve only got to 
go down to the market to realise that it’s alive, the whole place is alive. There’s people 
teeming into it all the time, buying and selling and haggling and quarrelling. I think it’s 
a fabulous place, and the language is alive. It’s virile. It lives and it breathes and you 
know exactly where it’s coming from right out of the earth. 

According to Suzanne Hall, the high street and, by extension, the local market, is a location 

that trains the average person how to behave around others. As Sharon Zurkin writes in her 

summation of Hall’s book, Street and Citizen: The Measure of the Ordinary (2012): ‘The street 

is where citizens are public, where they develop the behavioural repertoires of commonality 

and difference, belonging and strangeness, attachment and disgust. Though citizens are 

presumed to have identities that are formed in nations and communities, the street is where 

these identities take tangible shape, sound, sight, and smell.’126 Her view complements the 
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research of Clossick, who points out that ‘Retail is not in itself a source of vitality, but rather 

its presence is a symptom of the high street’s ability to sustain civic activities.’127 

The presence of retail, although a necessity, in many regards acts as a subsidiary element to 

the social life of those who inhabit it, functioning as a meeting spot for people. The ‘vitality’ 

mentioned by Delaney exists not in the form of purchasable goods, but within the social 

situations which arise while buying and selling. The market is what Ray Oldenburg would 

define as a ‘third place’, a space outside of the home and work where people can socialise.128 

Within these spaces for socialisation lies a number of what Clossick refers to as physical and 

non-physical ‘civic qualities’129 which help support the structure of a market and its peaceful 

existence. These are the rules which bind civic life, and which have previously been 

summarised in this thesis with the term ‘urban depth’. As observed by Clossick, ‘Depth is the 

structure of relationships that are essential to the meaningfulness and value of a place, and 

depth supports, contains and re-makes civic life.’130  

In showing the marketplace, and the exterior locations which precede it in Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford, Delaney and Russell are illustrating not only the particular milieu that Delaney grew 

up in, but also a place which is by its very nature inclusive to those who live there and 

understand the rule set of the location, and exclusionary to those who do not. The people 

who understand the rules of the market are ‘free’ to work within the confines of this ruleset 

and, in their understanding, are able to interact comfortably. The topography of the city and 

its cultural history has informed the people who exist within it, and created a culture which is 

unique to its residents, thereby creating a ‘three-dimensional’ urban depth structure, which 

includes the physical and the imagined elements of space.131 It should be noted that this 

notion of three dimensional space differs significantly from Bourdieu’s, who uses the term to 

describe the construction of ‘space whose three fundamental dimensions are defined by 

volume of capital, composition of capital, and change in these two properties over time 

 
127 Jane Clossick, ‘Finding Depth’, research paper presented at The Mediated City Conference at Woodbury 
University, 2014, p. 2.  
128 Ibid, p. 3. 
129 Clossick, The depth structure of a London high street: a study in urban order, p. 20. 
130 Ibid.  
131 Ibid, p. 20. 
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(manifested by past and potential trajectory in social space)’.132 The effects of Clossick’s three-

dimensional space will be discussed more extensively near the end of this close analysis.  

Russell tracks his camera across the outskirts of the crowded market and the sound of a 

market trader selling fruit can be heard on the soundtrack, his voice recontextualised from 

banal to profound by Delaney’s description. This is staged as a POV shot, a handheld camera 

acting as a substitute for a member of the crowd existing within the marketplace in the same 

way that Delaney exists within it, the camera mimicking Delaney’s subjective gaze. As in 

Bourdieu’s habitus, Delaney is conscious of the limitations of the marketplace and can both 

conform to and push against them.  

After more discussion of the market, Russell moves to one of the most playful sequences in 

the film, framing in long shot a large group of children as they play on a junk heap which has 

been repurposed into a playground. It cuts to a variety of shots of children impersonating 

adulthood; a grumpy young boy reads a comic in a junk heap armchair; a young girl cradles a 

small doll; a crowd move like the adults in the marketplace before them. Then a group of 

children turn over a junked armchair and stamp on it. Occurring directly after the marketplace 

sequence, the scene feels like an expansion upon the ideas of Boys on Bombsites in that, while 

this is an example of children making fun out of the remnants of destitution, it also shows 

that these elements of play are a form of social education. In emulating the world of adults, 

they also learn their rules, beginning the process of ‘social internalisation’133 which informs 

Bourdieu’s habitus.  

As with the marketplace, the junkyard is an exterior space where the game of traditional 

gender roles and socialisation is played, allowing children to learn the rules of this game and 

giving them the ‘freedom’ to exist within them. Although the children destroying the armchair 

in the scene’s climax is predominantly comic relief, it could also point to the anarchy within 

childhood that pevents ultimate conformity to the rules and regulations of adulthood. The 

field of play will change with the generations, altering certain aspects of these self-contained 

neighbourhoods while maintaining others. 

 
132 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 114.  
133 Bourdieu, Habitus and Field: General Sociology Volume 2 Lectures at the Collège de France 1982-83, p. 130. 
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The film moves on to a long shot of a large ship’s propeller blades as they whirr along a 

glistening dock, before cutting to a medium shot of Delaney as she stares out over the water 

while the camera tilts up to show a large ship behind her. ‘But Salford isn’t only alive,’ states 

Delaney, ‘It’s restless with all the coming and the going in the markets and the docks. But at 

the same time somehow or other it seems to be dying.’ Here the tone of the piece changes, 

from love letter to Salford to a criticism of the area’s clear deprivation. Russell cuts from the 

docks to a shot of a closed down pub, its windows smashed and its door barred, before 

panning left to a cluster of tenement houses which look abandoned. 

He cuts to a series of derelict buildings as Delaney states, ‘And so much seems to be old and 

neglected. It’s a dirty place too I suppose but at the same time it’s dramatic.’ Russell cuts to a 

close-up of white foam in the river. ‘And down by the river it’s even romantic – if you can 

stand the smell,’ as a couple walk by the river.  

As the film cuts to the slums of Salford, it shifts into the territory of bleak romanticisation of 

the town’s residential area. Its back alleys look cramped, the smoke from the chimneys seem 

to fill the air with pollution, and many of the houses look ready to collapse. ‘And you get these 

alleyways going on for miles, separating houses that look like they’ve been built on top of one 

another. And because everyone’s so close together, they seem to generate a terrific warmth. 

Down here you can almost hear the heart of the city beating.’ Again, much like in her plays, 

Delaney recontextualises the poverty of the city to highlight the sense of community that 

tenement housing brings its residents, another evocation of three-dimensional urban depth. 

Russell emphasises this with a shot of children playing, the streets seeming less 

claustrophobic than in previous shots. Mothers socialise and the bonds of community are 

made clear. This is an environment which, thanks to generations of living, has thrived in spite 

of its poverty. Delaney’s views on the conflation between working class slum living and strong 

bonds of community had become received wisdom by the 1950s, a notion of a working-class 

collective spirit which had solidified during the Blitz.134 

In the 1950s a number of social scientists researched working class life in a bid to plan new 

effective communities. The most prominent of these was Michael Young and Peter Willmott’s 

Family and Kinship in East London, published in 1957, which found that residents in working 

 
134 Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010, p. 175.  
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class communities enjoyed ‘close ties of friendship and kinship with their neighbours’ and, 

while they wanted improved housing, they had no desire to leave their immediate 

surroundings.135 Moreover the report criticised slum clearance’s tendency to ignore a strong 

sense of belonging in residents. Selina Todd, however, points out the myriad flaws in these 

views from social researchers of the time: 

By focusing on single neighbourhoods, and the relations between people on a single 
street, the researchers of the 1950s implied that working-class life took place in 
hermetically sealed neighbourhoods that were entirely shaped by the virtues or 
otherwise of those who lived in them. The researchers were well intentioned, and 
highlighted many important aspects of working-class life, not least the need to consult 
working-class residents about the shape that new neighbourhoods should take. But 
they paid scant attention to the ways in which employers, landlords and policymakers 
shaped the quality of life in all neighbourhoods, new or old. They neglected the reality 
that the reciprocal childcare, loans and companionship that impressed Lewis 
Womersley were provoked by poverty. They missed what really made people working 
class: the fact that they lacked power.136 

Delaney herself seems aware of the fragility of working-class culture, and particularly the fact 

that a strong sense of community means very little when no one within that community holds 

political capital. Again, the tone shifts from the gregarious surroundings of the tenements to 

a long shot of a lone man leaning against some railings by a busy street. Delaney speaks: 

But the thing about Salford is that it can mean many different things to many different 
people. But to me at the moment it means one thing, and that’s restlessness […] young 
people in Salford shall we say, they are the most restless people. […] People are 
moving from it, you know, they’re tearing down whole parts of Salford and building 
them again. And again they’re not putting the people back there, they’re sending them 
away. 

Delaney’s concerns about the restlessness of youth echoes a theme which was prominent in 

the work of the British Social Realists around that time, whether that meant the men hoping 

to escape their hometowns in John Schlesinger’s A Kind of Loving and Billy Liar, or those who 

were returning to their place of birth to find it irreparably altered, as in Joan Littlewood’s 

Sparrows Can’t Sing. But while these works hinted at a need to break from the 

narrowmindedness of working-class communities, Delaney appears to be indicating a need to 

strengthen the bonds that youths have with their homes, to renovate old buildings and make 

 
135 Ibid.  
136 Ibid, p. 175. 
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them liveable again. Instead of escaping from run down communities, she appears to be 

advocating for their improvement.  

For Delaney, whose plays up to that point had focused on the bonds created by working class 

characters, the only respite from destitute living conditions was the community which 

surrounded them. Once these bonds of community were broken through separation, society 

itself would be irreparably harmed. Much like her thoughts on working class communities, 

Delaney’s comments on architectural reform were in tune with the contemporaneous 

conversation, while also being attuned to a growing ambivalence about new towns and 

housing estates. An increasingly large number of people had moved from privately renting 

their accommodation to renting from their local council, with the proportion of households 

renting from a private landlord falling from 51 percent in 1951 to 31 percent in 1961.137 

Younger people showed a particular keenness to move out of the inner city, either because 

they wanted to raise their children in a location with cleaner air or because they were 

desperate to extricate themselves from communities where they felt they did not belong.138 

More than this, the conditions of slum living had barely improved since the days in which 

Housing Problems was made, and council housing offered an alternative which was luxurious 

by comparison.139 

The advantages of council housing and the new towns were at times, however, outweighed 

by the many disadvantages of living away from the inner-city neighbourhoods that the 

inhabitants had come from and were familiar with. Todd cites one investigation of a large 

council estate in Sheffield in 1954: 

Although the estate was by the time twenty years old, and the residents lived less than 
a mile away from the city, ‘they were… almost completely isolated from other 
residential districts.’ The estate was surrounded by ‘waste ground’ and the railway line 
divided its inhabitants from the rest of Sheffield.140 

In large part, these problems were caused by local authorities given inadequate funding to 

develop these estates adequately, a problem which would be exacerbated in 1957 when the 

Conservative government ‘cut the industrial subsidies that Attlee’s administration had 

 
137 Ibid, p. 175 
138 Ibid, p. 178. 
139 Ibid, p. 179. 
140 Ibid, p. 182. 
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introduced’ in a bid to stimulate the private rental market.141 Governments would go on to 

promote council estates without providing nearby jobs in the local area, and in turn stopping 

residents from enjoying any local amenities.142  

A dearth of funding also led to the quality of council houses decreasing, creating a haves and 

have-nots mentality between those who lived in higher and lower quality housing. These 

problems persisted in 1979, when the BBC documentary New Town Home Town was 

transmitted. Focusing on how new towns had developed since the post-war period, the film 

found people moving to sterile new locations and struggling to make social bonds. One 

resident interviewed describes her initial situation as ‘Lost. Very lonely. Couldn’t get used to 

it at all, I spent most of my time going back to London to my mum’s, you know, for the first 

two years, I think. After that I sort of settled down.’143 The documentary particularly 

underscores the problems faced by young mothers when they move to a new council estate. 

Mal Booth, an Arrivals Worker for the local development firm, states, ‘I think it hits a lot of 

the families where the husband’s out to work, the mother has young children, and she’s 

moved away from mum, who she either went around and had a coffee with or did her 

shopping with, and of course mum could babysit. She now finds herself in a situation where 

this is all foreign.’144  

Council estates and new towns, then, had shifted from symbols of positive change in the post-

war era to, as Todd puts it, ‘sink estates for the poor’.145 It was a situation which was mirrored 

in the United States of America, with reporter and architectural activist Jane Jacobs echoing 

Delaney’s sentiments in her 1962 book The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Jacobs 

cited the primary problems with the standards of contemporaneous city planners. She stated, 

‘As in the pseudoscience of blood-letting, just so in the pseudoscience of city rebuilding and 

planning, years of learning and a plethora of subtle and complicated dogma have arisen on a 

foundation of nonsense.’146  

 
141 Ibid, p. 183 
142 Ibid. 
143 New Town, Home Town director uncredited (BBC, 1979). 
144 Ibid. 
145 Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class: 1910-2010, p. 193.  
146 Jacobs, p. 13. 
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Contemporary planners, she claimed, were ignoring the ‘organised complexity’147 of the 

modern city, seeing it solely in utopian terms which made few concessions to the multifaceted 

modes of living undertaken in the modern urban environment. Moreover, she argued that 

rich white city planners were being intellectually dishonest in a bid to capitalise on the poor 

people they were supposedly building for. One tenant she spoke to in a newly built project in 

New York’s East Harlem mirrored Delaney’s thoughts when he said, 

Nobody cared what we wanted when they built this place. They threw our houses 
down and pushed us here and pushed our friends somewhere else. We don’t have a 
place around here to get a cup of coffee or a newspaper even, or borrow fifty cents. 
Nobody cared what we need. But the big men come and look at the grass and say, 
“Isn’t it wonderful! Now the poor have everything!”148 

The same process was happening in Britain at the time, in which new housing estates and 

new towns were provided with a large amount of funding while already established working 

class communities were denied it, creating further alienation. Only a few years after Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford these views had reached the popular consciousness, as this monologue 

from the British broad comedy film Ladies Who Do (1963) shows: 

These houses are no better nor no worse than the day they was built. They haven’t 
changed, and human beings haven’t changed neither. They’ve still got two legs and 
two hands, haven’t they? And they’ve only got one head, nothing’s changed. Some of 
them families have lived in them houses all their lives, they’ve grown up together. 
Why, there’s one old lady there of over eighty, and she’s lived there for sixty years. 

Delaney is, then, acting as both a mouthpiece for her own opinion and as the public face of 

an argument which had become a pressing concern for a large subsection of the population. 

Russell cuts from Delaney to a long shot of a large housing estate, a set of multi-storey 

buildings which, thanks to the large stretch of grass which surrounds them, look detached 

from any other section of society (see Figure 4). Delaney continues: 

Far away, you know, to places where there’s no city and there’s no… you know, just 
sterile places. It’s a terrible thing to have to start off from scratch, more or less, in a 
new place, something that is so new that nobody knows anybody on it. And when 
they’re building these places, they never think of putting anything like a theatre or 
something, you know. 

 
147 Charles Marohn, ‘Organised Complexity’, Strong Towns, 
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2016/5/4/organized-complexity [Accessed 19/02/2023]. 
148 Ibid, p. 15.  
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The three-dimensional aspect of urban depth is reduced when a culture is reset. As Clossick 

observes, ‘Freedom is potentially alienation unless the range of possible choices is clearly 

structured,’149 and within these estates structure is yet to be established. What Dalibor Vesely 

refers to as the ‘spatial continuities of experience’150 have been irretrievably altered.  

Russell shows more elements of the estates Delaney is discussing, in footage which appears 

to have been taken from a moving car. The estate itself looks virtually empty by comparison 

with the centre of Salford, with no large groups of people walking together and none of the 

vibrancy which stimulated Delaney’s creativity. 

 

Figure 4 

Unlike the centre of Salford, the buildings are large and homogenous, towering over their 

inhabitants. The spatial logic of previous forms of living has been erased, along with the urban 

depth. ‘To me, this is terrible,’ Delaney continues, ‘I mean we had the same experience when 

we moved onto this housing estate. Nobody knows anybody, and it takes years and years 

before you can ever get the contact, the same contact that you have when you live in a little 

area down Trafford Road or something. There’s no neighbourliness, it takes years to do this.’ 

It is a concern which had been observed in previous years by Orwell and Jacobs, yet here 

Delaney provides a first-hand account of the problem.  

 
149 Clossick, The depth structure of a London high street: a study in urban order, p. 21. 
150 Dalibor Vesely, Architecture in the Age of Divided Representation: The Question of Creativity in the Shadow 
of Production (London; Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2004), p.48. 
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After a lengthy interview segment in which Delaney discusses the education system, Russell 

cuts back to the lone man standing by a busy road in Salford. ‘It’s very presumptuous of me 

to talk about people like this, and to talk about the city like this. But the whole place is a 

curious restless place. And yet right down at the bottom of it, it’s as secure as anything. You 

know, it’s like a rock in the middle of the north of England. But for me living here is a peculiar 

thing. I couldn’t live here all my life, I’d be too restless.’ The film ends on a panoramic view of 

Salford, as a passing train and large smokestacks blow smoke into the sky. 

In Shelagh Delaney’s Salford, the opinions of Delaney expand upon the notions of habitus and 

urban depth structure hinted at in Peepshow, contrasting the spatial coherence and inclusion 

of Salford with the relative incoherence and alienation of newly built council estates, as well 

as the flattening of three-dimensional space caused by urban regeneration. Relating to these 

are the diametrically opposed ideas of freedom and social determinism. In this case the term 

‘freedom’ describes the understanding of a ruleset within a given space, a variation on Dalibor 

Veselý’s idea that a city should allow people to be ‘free […] within a given range of 

possibilities’.151  While restrictive, these possibilities can generate ‘an infinite number of 

behaviors’.152 As stated by Mathieu Hilgers in a discussion on the notions of freedom in 

Bordieu’s theories of habitus, ‘The agent incorporates rules throughout his or her socialization 

and social trajectory; these rules are few in number but determine a representational matrix 

as well as a matrix of action. The formal rules at the heart of these matrices’ functioning are 

limited but transposable to a plurality of contexts, and their content can vary infinitely.’153 

The space is, then, limiting but it also allows for an infinite number of behaviours for those 

who understand how to navigate it. It is perhaps paradoxically, to paraphrase Hilgers, both 

constraining and enabling,154 constraining from the standpoint of social mobility yet enabling 

in the sense that those who know the rules can, in theory, maintain a place within the 

community. This is the more technical version of the potential third way offered by Delaney 

to city planners and politicians, emphasising a combined strategy of stronger community 

 
151 Clossick, The depth structure of a London high street: a study in urban order, p. 21 
152 Mathieu Hilgers, ‘Habitus, Freedom, and Reflexivity’, Theory & Psychology, 19 (6) (2009), pp. 728-755 (p. 
730). 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid, p. 731. 
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bonds, greater amenities for creative expression, and architectural renovation as an inclusive 

route towards regeneration.  

As the film shows, a firmly established urban depth structure can allow the working classes 

to create and exist within their own culture, but they lack the capital to protect it. Exterior 

spaces which are alienating to the middle and upper classes but inclusive to the working 

classes can be altered to unbalance the field of play. In showing the alienation created by 

social housing, Russell opens up the spatial relationship between the working classes and 

exteriors to show the relative nature of freedom and the ease with which notions of 

community can be broken.  

1.3.3 The Miners’ Picnic 

 

The relativity of freedom is implied throughout Russell’s next film about the working classes, 

The Miners’ Picnic, in which the common signifiers bringing working class communities 

together take centre stage. The first of these is the musical instrument, in particular the 

instruments used within a brass band, and the second of these is the outdoor spaces where 

townspeople can congregate and celebrate.  

The film follows the lives of miners who work in the Bedlington Colliery, Northumberland, but 

is far more interested in the joy the community finds in their social activities than in their 

working habits. Although its introduction features a few shots of men working down the 

mines, Russell swiftly moves into the domain of pubs and the titular Miners’ Picnic, an annual 

festivity which features dancing and a brass band, and which unites the entire community.  

Brass bands have been used as symbols for Northern English communal joy in myriad British 

films such as Up for the Cup (1931), Sing as we Go (1934), Play up the Band (1935), Brassed 

Off (1996), Prometheus (1998), and Pride (2014).155 For Russell, the connection between 

music and working class life was a going concern at the time, in part because it converged 

with his common practice of using music to dictate the rhythm of his editing. The sequence 

in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford in which children play in a junkyard features a brass band on the 

 
155 Gavin Holman, ‘Film, Television and Video Productions Featuring Brass Bands’, Researchgate, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336553711_Film_Television_and_Video_productions_featuring_br
ass_bands [Accessed 11/02/2021]. 
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soundtrack, while Guitar Craze convincingly shows that the price point and the portability of 

the acoustic guitar has stitched it into the fabric of working-class life.  

Yet The Miners’ Picnic makes brass bands the bedrock of its narrative, and Russell’s intent 

with the film is clear: instead of showing the hardship of the mines, he conveys the happiness 

that can be found within a struggling community via the power of music. To do this he 

subverts the British documentary format into the realms of the anti-real, avoiding the stylistic 

norms defined by Humphrey Jennings and, later, the Free Cinema movement. Instead, The 

Miners’ Picnic emulates the techniques of Bertolt Brecht more than British Social Realism and 

its ilk, as the miners break their natural modes of conversation to face the camera and discuss 

their lives as though the viewer was a welcome visitor to the town.  

The dangerous work of mining is viewed as a financial necessity, and these are clearly people 

who work to live rather than live to work. This, again, distinguishes Russell from many 

documentarians of the time. John Irvin’s Gala Day (1962), for instance, tackles almost exactly 

the same topic but dwells on the violence and disorderliness of a mass gathering, as well as 

its political aspects (the centrepiece of his film is a speech from a Labour councillor). Michael 

Grigsby’s Tomorrow’s Saturday (1962) finds melancholy in the leisure activities of the working 

classes, showing close-ups of the barbed wire fencing around a football stadium during a 

match, or the smog which enveloped many northern English towns of the period. Their 

documentation of working-class communities implies barbarism even in events defined by 

community and togetherness. Russell’s different tack focuses on the joy of leisure activities, 

including drinking in the pub and practising as members of a brass band, with the titular 

Miners’ Picnic used as a climax for the narrative.  

The brass band is the cornerstone of the community; the male miners practise together 

regularly while the female residents of Northumberland watch the band play during 

celebrations. In the film’s final sequence, everyone quite literally marches to the same beat 

as Russell cuts in time with the brass bands rousing swell, showing how a common interest in 

the arts brings a potentially disparate community together. ‘This has been going on since 1867 

and there’ll certainly be one next year,’ claims a voiceover from a miner at the film’s close, 

emphasising the historical significance of the event. Despite the grime of the mines, freedom 

of expression within the arts is central to a happy and functioning community.  
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Russell himself was more than aware of the concomitance between brass bands and a sense 

of community. When he revisited the mines in 2005, he stated, ‘They obviously got something 

of this community spirit down below while they all looked out for each other and it was 

terribly dangerous.’156 The same article about Russell’s return to Bedlington states: 

John Gibson sees the brass band as perhaps the last flowering of the mining 
community spirit. There were once 24 brass bands in Northumberland's coalfields - 
now there are just three. Today Wansbeck's Ashington Colliery Band is made up of 
some of the young band recruits that John knew in 1960. They clearly enjoy every 
minute of playing in the band. People like Bob Thornton and Pauline Herbertson were 
teenagers when John was performing in the band in the Sixties. Now they're part of a 
new generation of musicians celebrating an old tradition. Although the pits have 
closed down, the brass bands are one of the few reminders that coal was once king in 
this community.157 

The abstract notion of community is held together by brass bands rather than daily life down 

the mines. While there is a sense of pride in the hard work of the miners, there is also no 

illusion in The Miners’ Picnic that the work is in any way desirable. Instead, music forms a 

sense of community and belonging without the health issues that arise from heavy labour.  

This cohesion is not only fostered within the players themselves, but amongst observers who 

witness the performance on the annual day of celebration. Russell’s perception of community 

aligns with Clossick’s observations of the ‘non-physical aspects of the urban: temporality, 

history, civic institutions and institutionalised order, as well as people,’158 thereby creating a 

three-dimensional space when combined with the physical elements of the space, as in the 

town and its architecture.  

So far, the films covered in this section have focused on the individuals within a community 

and have discussed the notion of habitus and the field of play within a working class 

subculture (Peepshow), the precarious nature of urban depth structure in working class 

communities (Shelagh Delaney’s Salford) and the artistic outlets favoured by working class 

communities (The Miners’ Picnic). In each of these examples, exterior spaces have 

represented a form of freedom, where freedom is defined as a space where an individual 

understands the field of play within an environment and can work within the rules of that 

 
156 Chris Jackson, ‘Bedlington Miners’ Picnic’, BBC, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/insideout/northeast/series7/russell_miners.shtml [Accessed 11/02/2021]. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Clossick, The depth structure of a London high street: a study in urban order, p. 20. 
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field to some satisfaction. However, the freedom within these exterior spaces is limited and 

controlled by socioeconomic groups with greater financial power and political capital, who 

can alter a town or upend a community altogether. And indeed, the community spirit in The 

Miners’ Picnic is a necessary salve from the drudgery and danger of working life set for 

Bedlington’s residents by the owners of the town’s collieries.  

In Peepshow a social dynamic has been created despite the limited control the protagonists 

have over their lives, and any incursion on that control, in this case a hypnotist act, is treated 

as a grave existential threat. In Shelagh Delaney’s Salford the urban depth and sense of 

community found in marketplaces and slums is in danger because of poorly conceived city 

planning initiatives. And in The Miners’ Picnic, the exterior space of the picnic and the brass 

band marching through the Bedlington streets is contrasted with the claustrophobic interiors 

of the coal mine, a place of dangerous work and the looming threat of death.  

Russell would depict the dehumanising impact of mining work more fully in his first 

internationally successful film, Women in Love, in which miners are viewed as symbols of 

danger and lasciviousness by the middle class and upper-class protagonists, the 

uncontrollable force of the earth made flesh. In essence, they become no more profound to 

the central characters of his D.H. Lawrence adaptation than Woolf’s caricatures of working-

class people referred to earlier in this chapter and, uncharacteristically for Russell, become 

window dressing to the film (a flaw of Women in Love that will be explored in chapter three). 

So, while freedom exists for working class people in the city or town they understand, it is 

tempered by a lack of economic and social capital, as well as prejudice from other 

socioeconomic groups. It can be curtailed at any moment by an Establishment which views 

them as inherently less deserving of equality than their wealthier counterparts. 

1.3.4 London Moods 

 

Each of the films discussed so far has used the city to represent the individual and their place 

within it. London Moods takes a different approach, instead viewing the city as a dictator of 

sorts which governs the populace’s daily habits. The city represents more than the needs of 

the individual, but instead must primarily serve the needs of the economy. This is especially 

true in the London of the 1960s which, thanks in part to its place as a capital city of 
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international cultural significance, was embracing the American-influenced consumer culture 

which was taking root around the world, as will be elucidated further throughout this close 

analysis.159  

London Moods, then, primarily explores the tensions between the city’s traditions and its 

need to marry those traditions with the tourist economy and a more affluent society.160 While 

the Swinging Sixties were in their nascency, London’s place as a tourist economy and hub for 

burgeoning youth culture meant that it was more ‘marked by complex intersecting and 

overlapping geographies of consumption and identity’161 than anywhere else in the UK at the 

time. Much of this could be attributed to a rise in the youth population, itself a symptom of 

London’s growing birth rate in the 1950s, leading to estimates that forty per cent of the 

population was under the age of twenty-five in the capital by the mid-sixties.162  

The post-war era also led to a rapid change in the topography of the city, with large numbers 

of buildings being demolished in favour of ‘comprehensive redevelopment’ and the 

development of ten new towns virtually erasing large swathes of the working-class population 

from the capital.163 This was a seismic transformation which altered the city’s relationship 

with the working classes. Its globally renowned cultural signifiers of aristocracy and Empire 

were, in order to stimulate the economy, monetised and sanitised for the tourist market, 

marginalising the work and lives of its working-class residents for profit, eroding urban depth 

and replacing it with a façade, as a close analysis of London Moods will show.  

It makes sense, then, that Russell chose to make his portrait of modern London a deliberate 

throwback to the ‘city symphony’ films of the silent era, such as Manhatta (1921), Berlin: 

Symphony of a Metropolis (1927) and Man with a Movie Camera (1929), all of which use the 

plight of the common worker as a prominent theme, although the witty juxtapositions and 

frantic montage of Jean Vigo’s city symphony À Propos De Nice (1930) may be London Moods’ 

 
159 Nigel Whiteley, ‘Toward a Throw-Away Culture. Consumerism, “Style Obsolescence” and Cultural Theory in 
the 1950s and 1960s’, Oxford Art Journal, 10 (2) (1987), pp. 3-27 (p.3). 
160 Matthew Hollow, ‘The age of affluence revisited: Council estates and consumer society in Britain, 1950–
1970’, Journal of Consumer Culture, 16 (1) (2016), pp. 279-296, 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1469540514521083 [Accessed 08/03/2021], (p. 280). 
161 David Gilbert, 'The Youngest Legend in History: Cultures of Consumption and the Mythologies of Swinging 
London’, The London Journal, 31 (1) (2006), pp. 1-14, (p. 4). 
162 Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography (London; Vintage Books, 2001), pp. 744-745. 
163 Ibid, p. 760.  
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most direct forebear. The genre is defined by the concomitance of music and images, two 

areas that Russell excelled in. In London Moods the confections of tourist culture are 

consistently undercut by the toil of working-class occupations, creating conflicting habitus 

which, although existing within the same space, are portrayed as irreconcilable. Russell’s 

vision of London in 1961 captures the movements of a cross section of the city and, although 

the end result is a film which is overly diffuse in its attempts to summarise the entire swathe 

of contemporary British culture, his non-narrative approach to his material marks a largely 

successful departure from the rigorously structured material he usually produced for Monitor, 

and his depiction of working-class lives shows a continuity with his previous work. 

As noted by Michael Brooke, the film was originally broadcast in three separate parts, 

‘interleaved with the other items in that edition of the arts programme [Monitor].’164 While 

Elan Gamaker refers to the film as ‘middle class’,165 it would be more accurate to view it as a 

conglomeration of working- and middle-class elements, as well as viewing the contemporary 

tourist and consumerist lifestyle which was emerging in the capital. Michel Foucault’s notion 

that pleasure and power are intricately linked166 is here interrogated as Russell shows every 

class enjoying the new consumer culture in their own way, although each class remains clearly 

segregated.  

The effectiveness of Russell’s approach to London Moods has, however, been called into 

question by the small handful of critics who have covered it. Gamaker claims that the decision 

not to record or use the audio of its working-class subjects ‘means their voices go unheard.’167 

Although this is true in the literal sense, the implication that a lack of aural representation 

amounts to a lack of agency for the subjects of cinema ignores the importance of the image 

within Russell’s work, within the city symphony, within silent cinema as an artform, and 

arguably within the medium of cinema as a whole. It is a strange claim which is being 

highlighted here in part because there is a dearth of criticism on London Moods, and as a 

 
164 Michael Brooke, ‘London Moods (1961)’, ScreenOnline, 
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166 Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton; 
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result Gamaker’s assertion is yet to receive a counterpoint in academic research, but also 

because it acts as an effective entry point to elucidate the complementary components 

between city symphonies and much of Russell’s work.  

The aims of the makers of city symphonies in the 1920s were myriad, but for the form’s most 

celebrated exponent, the Soviet filmmaker Dziga Vertov, it existed to portray the city and its 

inhabitants as part of a concomitant structure within which the actions of the individual are 

part of a collective. As stated by Vertov himself, ‘The new man, free of unwieldiness and 

clumsiness, will have the light, precise movements of machines, and he will be the gratifying 

subject of our films’168 [italics are Vertov’s own]. The worker, who was an exalted figure in the 

eyes of Vertov, relinquishes their individuality for the betterment of the state and is, then, 

subsumed within a city symphony by both the directorial voice of the film and by the utopian 

power of society itself. Complicating this notion, however, was Vertov’s view that the artist 

was also a worker who made useful objects for social betterment. He places his authorial 

imprint on the working classes by aligning his aims with theirs,169 simultaneously reducing and 

exalting human beings to the level of machines, repetitious creatures who move through the 

arteries of the city with the intensity of bees around their hive.  

Russell’s use of the city symphony structure could be viewed as an effective counterpoint to 

Vertov’s themes. In an increasingly individualistic and consumer-led society, the denizens of 

Russell’s city symphony regain their voice by their actions alone. While their portrayal remains 

within the purview of the director (and Russell’s tendency to lampoon his subjects is ever-

present in London Moods), they exist as much more than figures designed to represent 

particular themes. His subjects are defined by their actions rather than their voices which, 

given Russell’s enthusiasm for dance, affords them more agency not less. Russell, like his 

favourite author D.H. Lawrence or his favourite dancer Vaslav Nijinsky, understands the need 

for physical movement to tell a story, which is partly why his camera is regularly in a constant 

state of motion, as though providing the viewer with a glimpse into the fractured state of 

mind of his characters. 

 
168 Dziga Vertov, Kino-Eye: The Writings of Dziga Vertov (London: University of California Press, 1984), p. 8. 
169 Malcolm Turvey, The Filming of Modern Life: European Avant-Garde Film of the 1920s (Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press, 2011), p. 134. 
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Language, and particularly the accent that a language is being spoken in, is also a flawed 

metric by which to judge representation. The class prejudice which has been explored earlier 

in this thesis shows that an accent which deviates from the norm on television may have 

distracted from the overall message of the film, reducing the effectiveness of the 

representation on display and costing a marginalised group its agency. Although many more 

accents were visible on the BBC by 1962, Received Pronunciation was still the mode with 

which television news was presented, as well as any subject deemed ‘serious’.170 By sticking 

to visuals and avoiding the unconscious bias which arises from accent, Russell’s subjects are 

liberated rather than constrained by their silence. It is the city, however, which limits their 

agency, as will be seen in the close analysis below. 

The film begins with an apparently jingoistic tone as close-up shots of trains arrive in the 

capital while Edward Elgar's 'Cockaigne' overture (1901) plays on the soundtrack (Russell 

clearly playing on Elgar’s reputation as Britain’s leading patriotic composer), before a 

montage of a tourist’s perceptions of London begins. A large orchestra plays on the steps of 

St. Paul’s Cathedral, military men fire cannons in Hyde Park and the Queen’s guards march 

with authority through the grounds of Buckingham Palace. All these events take place in 

spaces which are defined by their connection to the country’s status quo and the Royal 

Family; St. Paul’s Cathedral, an English baroque church constructed in the seventeenth 

century, has been the site of several royal weddings; Hyde Park was established as a private 

hunting ground in 1536 and has been claimed by many royals throughout history; and the 

Queen’s Guards are duty-bound to protect the Queen in her palace.  

These remnants of the British Empire are, however, undercut by shots of working class 

citizens performing their jobs or going on strike, their actions mimicking those of a higher 

class; shots of marching guards are intercut with workers walking with sandwich boards 

around their neck or bin men marching down alleyways holding their brooms under their arms 

like batons, or buskers playing their instruments in a self-referential nod to the characters of 

Peepshow, illustrating that the starkly different spaces these cultures inhabit (see Figures 5-

6). As always with Russell, the role of music is also a key element; Elgar is both the composer 

 
170 Andrew Crisell, An Introductory History of British Broadcasting: Second Edition (London: Routledge, 2002), 
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of Empire and the composer of populist hits like ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. In utilising his back 

catalogue, Russell is emphasising the contradictions between the upper classes and the 

working classes enjoying the same songs despite their markedly different living standards.  

 

Figure 5 

 

Figure 6 

While the displays of imperialism are in wide open spaces, the working classes march in back 

alleys and side streets, isolated. Although this is a sequence adept in comic timing, Russell’s 

point cuts through the humour; the aristocratic representation of London created for tourists 

has little to do with its largely working class and pop culture-obsessed reality. This culminates 

in a final intercut, which acts almost as a summation of the preceding 1:41-long sequence, in 
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which a boat for tourists floating along the Thames is replaced in a jump cut by a tugboat 

manned by a few menial workers. In long shot, the men can be seen working on the boat as 

the camera pans up to show the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral towering over them, the working 

classes and the monarchy placed in stark contrast. 

The sounds of Big Ben can then be heard on the soundtrack as the scene shifts to a biker 

standing in between two large stone pillars at St. Paul’s Cathedral. The shift in tone from the 

film’s opening has moved from the workers on the Thames to bikers – a traditionally working-

class hobby – enjoying their leisure time. London Moods was broadcast at a time when films 

about bikers had established themselves as a sub-genre. In the United States, The Wild One 

(1953), Teenage Devil Dolls (1955) and Motorcycle Gang (1957) paired the notions of danger 

and bikers, depicting vicious gangs who roamed America with the aim of terrorising innocents 

and corrupting previously chaste daughters. Motorbikes became a cinematic shorthand for 

violence, one which mimicked growing anxieties over real-life biker gangs like the Hell’s 

Angels.  

In the UK, attitudes towards motorbikes and biker gangs were more complex. Despite initially 

being viewed as an upper-middle class pursuit, motorcycling grew to be perceived as a 

working-class pastime once it became more affordable, one which was connected with 

dangerous and antisocial behaviour. Yet films like The Leather Boys (1963), released two years 

after London Moods, portrays biker gangs as a relatively benign subculture helping the 

working classes explore new territory and break free from the restrictions placed on them by 

their socioeconomic circumstances and home life. Released in the same year as The Leather 

Boys, Joseph Losey’s The Damned fed on media hysteria by depicting a sadistic biker gang (led 

by Oliver Reed, who would later become a regular collaborator with Russell) as they terrorise 

an American tourist. As observed by Mark Lauchs: 

By the 1960s there was societal concern about the Rockers. Even though young riders 
like these were about 5% of riders they held the public image of motorcyclists and led 
to a negative media campaign. This happened at a time when people were buying TVs 
so the image spread, and was enforced in the 1970s by road accidents involving 
motorcycles.171 

 
171 Mark Lauchs, ‘A Global Survey of Outlaw Motorcycle Gang Formation’, Deviant Behavior, 41 (12) (2020), pp. 
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London Moods prefigures the British incarnation of biker films but removes any element of 

threat associated with the subculture. As in much of his early work, bikers are instead given a 

sense of dignity and poise akin to his photos of teddy girls, the sound of Big Ben’s chimes 

providing bikers lounging on the steps of St. Paul’s Cathedral with the gravity of a state 

occasion. This is the same building that, only a few minutes before, was shown with a full-

scale orchestra playing on its steps, and so high-brow and low-brow culture are placed within 

the same context with the cathedral as its connecting thread, the building forging a sense of 

continuity with the past and the present. 

The biker represents an element of working-class life which is uninhibited by the usual 

contemporaneous trappings of working-class representations on screen, and exterior spaces 

are their playground. While this social group in British Social Realism was trapped within its 

milieu, the bikers in London Moods end their vignette by riding away from St. Paul’s Cathedral, 

signalling a break from the constraints of traditions and class. Much like the children smashing 

the piano in Guitar Craze, these bikers are riding roughshod over the conventions of British 

culture to discover a new way of living.  

Their attempts to forge a new kind of society are undercut by Russell almost immediately, 

however, by a shot of a mass of people on a high street, followed by a variety of shots of 

street signs which read, ‘One Way Street’, ‘One Way Traffic’, ‘No Entry’, ‘No Waiting’, ‘No Left 

Turn’, ‘No Right Turn’ and so on. The conventions which the bikers are attempting to escape 

are, in fact, embedded into the urban environment itself. The rules and restrictions of the 

road are then subsumed by the libertarian attitudes of Soho’s sex industry, as the road signs 

give way to signs offering ‘Non-stop striptease’ and a ‘Yankee Diner’ implying that an 

Americanised culture of consumption is replacing standard British ideals of conformity and 

adherence to rules. The conflation between sex and food in the succeeding scene adds an 

additional nuance to the changing tides of Great Britain’s societal attitudes, one in which 

consumption takes precedence over all things, marking a shift from British imperialism in the 

film’s first section to American consumerism in its second.  

The city itself is consumed by the capitalist urge, as seen by Russell’s use of London’s many 

signs which have the denotation of simple instructions but the connotation of a rigorously 

enforced society designed to trap and advertise to the individual. Shots of buildings in the 
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film’s first quarter have been replaced by close-ups of hamburgers on a griddle or rotisserie 

chicken revolving as it cooks. Free jazz (a piece by Christopher Wheelan specially 

commissioned for the film) plays on the soundtrack as American foods are prepared and 

consumed in garish close-ups. The stately attitude of British life in the first section of London 

Moods, which drives tourism and ignores the city’s working classes, is contrasted with 

American foods, implying a city which is thriving on the appetite of primarily American culture 

and values which echoes Guitar Craze’s admiration for Elvis Presley. Russell transplants the 

action to a British pub, but the Americanisation of a traditionally working-class space is still 

evident; one tracking shot of the pub ends on an American-style jukebox. Whelan’s jazz score 

underscores this. Jazz would have been at the forefront of popular music in London when 

London Moods was made, particularly as Ronnie Scott’s, the famous London jazz club, opened 

in Soho in 1959 and brought with it performances from giants of American jazz like Dexter 

Gordon and Sonny Rollins.172 Much like Elgar in the film’s opening section, the music here is 

commenting on the seismic influence America was having on Britain’s capital. 

There are then shots of vending machines supplying happy customers with food, seemingly 

replacing the chefs shown earlier in the montage. Here Russell recalls Vertov in his portrayal 

of a city behaving as a mechanism. The machines, however, are taking over the city, while 

humans act as mindless consumers. Working class life is, moreover, threatened by these 

technological developments which leave manual workers surplus to requirement. The action 

is transplanted from eateries to gyms, where the weight gained by consumption is shed once 

again through the use of machines. With regard to slimming machines, Gamaker observes: 

Russell feels and expresses the sexual dimension of the action being shown but also 
depicts the ramifications of it for women: in many ways the close-ups of the subjects 
could be considered prurient and even exploitative, but the shots – with the women 
strapped in and seemingly unable to free themselves from the devices – also suggest 
how the machines that will supposedly empower them in the sexual world have the 
power to trap them within it.173 

The augmentation of the human body with automated devices points to the vanity of the 

nascent era of the Swinging Sixties, but also indicates automation’s power to increase leisure 

time across the class spectrum.  
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Russell then cuts to a shot of a mass of people pouring into a tube station, again anonymised 

by their sheer number. The changing shape of the city is at once creating more space for 

individualism and reducing the human condition to a mass interaction with the city itself. The 

moods expressed so far, despite being in thrall to American culture, have been antithetical to 

the American notion of the individual and have instead focused on class archetypes which are 

tied inextricably to the needs of the city, which itself behaves like an entity requiring constant 

consumption to thrive and expand. The luxury of conspicuous consumption is, within London 

Moods, a trap for the masses, not its key to freedom. 

The final segment of London Moods shifts to a sombre register as Russell moves from the 

bustle of consumerist London to the post-war rubble which still dominated its many 

boroughs, with the second movement of Ralph Vaughan Williams's 'London' Symphony 

(1914) providing the score.  According to Williams’ himself, ‘What I hope is that people who 

know London will recognise in my music the same emotion which London gives them, and 

those who do not know London will get an emotional picture of what London means to some 

people.’174 The piece is, then, aiming to communicate the experience of London to listeners, 

but it is not necessarily a positive one. He publicly stated the movement related to 

‘Bloomsbury Square on a November afternoon’, more specifically when many large stately 

homes were demolished and replaced by terrace houses for the middle classes in the 

nineteenth century.175 In using this movement Russell is creating linkages between the 

destruction of stately homes and the destruction of old buildings across London and replacing 

them with brutalist ones. The brutalist architecture he films dominates the skyline of these 

districts sinisterly. Office tower blocks have been built in barren areas populated by weeds 

and potholes. Long shots of these blocks turn into claustrophobic medium shots, in which 

only one mass of windows can be seen, blocking out all light or any other objects on the 

skyline. The camera tilts down until the viewer can see the rubble-strewn ground, again 

populated by puddles, potholes and weeds.  

The tower blocks give way to shots of residential examples of brutalist architecture. But while 

the buildings vary, the theme remains the same; the landscape of the city is changing, 

becoming far removed from nature (as symbolised by the weeds and plants on the ground) 
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as it does so. In part, these scenes capture the conservatism which pervades much of Russell’s 

work, the innate fear that a preponderance of low-paid workers and a swelling working-class 

population creates the need for new buildings and housing estates which ultimately make the 

London skyline uglier, yet they also illustrate the popularity of these types of buildings with 

city planners and architects. As observed by Peter Ackroyd: 

[Tower blocks] had become the resort of planners and architects motivated by 
aesthetic, as well as social, reasons. They seemed to offer the vision of a new kind of 
city; many Georgian and Victorian terraces were razed by the civic authorities to make 
way for an experiment in urban living in which a new kind of vertical community might 
be forged […] High-rise estates seemed at the time to be the only efficient and 
affordable means of translating citizens from relative squalor into relative comfort.176 

For Russell, who was never a champion of the Brutalist aesthetic, the newly built structures 

are as ugly as the weeds which surround them, removing both the physical and non-physical 

properties which create urban depth. Yet, unlike in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford, he fails to find 

a solution to this problem. This view is reinforced by the next scene, in which the death of the 

city is implied.  

Russell echoes George Butterworth’s claim that the second movement of the ‘London’ 

symphony is ‘an idyll of grey skies and secluded byways’.177 As Williams’s score swells, the 

brutalist architecture fades out to a grouping of trees, an untarnished depiction of nature 

unlike the weeds before it, before ending the film by showing some of the more recognisable 

landmarks of the capital city. Here, ironic detachment is shorn away and the film takes on an 

elegiac quality as Charles Sargeant Jagger’s Royal Artillery Memorial at Hyde Park Corner is 

counterpointed by a wreath lying rotting on the ground before it. The Houses of Parliament 

and St. Paul’s Cathedral are rendered in silhouette and intercut with a close-up of the rippling 

waters of the Thames, as is the Tower Bridge and its throngs of people. The brutalist 

architecture of the contemporaneous period is a wrecking ball ready to swing at these 

intricate and heavily decorated works of gothic and neoclassical architecture, Russell’s 

implication being that they may be the next buildings on the chopping block, and yet only 

working- and middle-class spaces have been impacted by the march of time so far. The age of 
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modernity, dominated by consumer culture for the working classes, is the death of an age 

which Russell reveres. 

While London Moods seems to have been a transitional work for Russell, it examines several 

pertinent themes in working class culture which he would revisit through his career. The 

theatrics of British upper-class life are satirised by juxtaposition with the realities of working 

class living, while the menial labour of working-class life is shown as either inescapable or 

increasingly redundant. The architectural spaces of traditional working-class living are 

homogenised by brutalist tower blocks, or else are Americanised by a consumer culture 

which, in Russell’s view, is subsuming it. The architectural spaces which define the upper 

classes, conversely, are quite literally set in stone and appear immutable. While the British 

culture of working-class lives is forced to change in the post-war age of consumerism, the 

Houses of Parliament and the hierarchy it represents remain unchanged, echoing through 

history. The subtext at play here, much like the overt message of Shelagh Delaney’s Salford, 

is that three-dimensional spaces for working class culture are repeatedly stymied by the 

dominant aristocratic culture of London, however the social capital of the aristocracy is in part 

bolstered by the then-new phenomenon of tourist culture.  

That these societal shifts may be beneficial to a working-class culture is, however, viewed as 

unlikely. Class restrictions appear solidified as the St. Paul’s Cathedral towers over the men 

working on their boats on the Thames, and the sense of community depicted in Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford and The Miners’ Picnic is dismantled. The city, arguably the defining exterior 

space of the post-industrial age, is out of the control of the working classes, even if elements 

of freedom can be constructed within its communities. Rather than a variety of tone pieces, 

the overarching theme of London Moods is one of a class system in social flux, but still 

beholden to the supposed superiority of upper-class ritual and building types. 

1.3.5 French Dressing 

 

The final film examined in this section, French Dressing, was Russell’s first feature. Centring 

on the fictional seaside resort of Gormleigh-on-Sea in Kent, this overlooked and 

underexamined film provides a different, though no less complex, view of freedom for 

working class culture. Underwhelming holiday parks or seaside resorts were a common 
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setting in British cinema of the 1960s. The Leather Boys and A Kind of Loving both feature 

protracted honeymoon sequences in rundown leisure resorts, in which newlyweds realise 

their irreconcilable social and sexual differences. A Taste of Honey uses a long weekend to 

Blackpool as a brief respite from the misery of slum living, but the holiday culminates in an 

acute examination of the generational gap between Jo and her mother. The Damned’s sinister 

biker gang inhabit a lifeless seaside resort and come to represent what one character calls ‘an 

age of senseless violence’, only for more sinister forces to unseat them. The Entertainer uses 

the crumbling industry of beaches and piers to examine the dying embers of the music hall 

tradition, while The Birthday Party (1968) uses its seaside setting as the backdrop for a Harold 

Pinter-written absurdist comedy in which hitmen coerce a man with no principles into a life 

of conformity. In all these examples, the ageing façade of the seaside resort symbolises death, 

threat, misery and the degradation of the past.  

French Dressing unearths a similarly dour undercurrent in seaside towns; Matthew Melia 

even finds elements of the Gothic in its use of shores, coasts and beaches, traditional liminal 

spaces in gothic literature .178 Yet it is far lighter in tone than any of these films, and has far 

more in common with the cheerful seaside resorts portrayed in Every Day’s a Holiday (1965) 

or Carry on Camping (1969), in which the knockabout setting acts as a catalyst which nudges 

one-dimensional comedy characters into action. These films hail from a lighter comedy genre 

before the 1960s which includes films such as the George Formby vehicle No Limit (1935) or 

Ken Annakin's Holiday Camp (1947), amongst others.179 

Despite their disparate themes and genres, what links all these films is the notion of 

transience. Holidaying is by its nature a transient experience, existing as a means of temporary 

escape from the habitus of working life. Towns which rely on holidaymakers effectively shut 

shop when the weather turns cold, leaving only the indigenous population, and so transient 

figures dominate the narrative of these films, whether that means the nomadic American of 

The Damned or the absurdist gangsters of The Birthday Party. The landscape is therefore 

mediated by people with little knowledge of it, in what John Urry refers to as the tourist 
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gaze.180 Those who remain in seaside resorts all year round find themselves stymied by the 

tourist gaze, as with ailing music hall comic Archie Rice in The Entertainer, in which the seaside 

resort is an artefact of the past, one deserted by the shifting tastes of the young.  

But while transience can signify aimlessness, it also offers the prospect of a liminal space in 

which anything can happen. The seaside resort, more than the holiday camp, signifies a 

suspension of traditional morality for working class people, with even seaside souvenirs like 

the ‘Kiss Me Quick’ hat or the raunchy seaside postcard encouraging a lasciviousness which 

would be out of bounds in everyday life. While a holiday camp’s organised fun necessitates 

strict timetables for specific events and meal times, the seaside resort’s eateries and street 

entertainment offer a more fluid schedule which creates greater potential for emergent 

experiences and a liminal space denoting a freedom from the traditional ruleset of the 

standard working day (the illusion of this liminal space is broken, however, when visitors enter 

strictly regulated bed and breakfasts or almost any other interior space, as will be discussed 

below).  

According to Rob Shields, `liminality represents a liberation from the regimes of normative 

practices and performance codes of mundane life'181 and so the alteration of the normal day, 

alongside the indulgences inherent in a holiday, apply to a seaside resort. The transition 

implied by the journey from an individual’s everyday life into a holiday locale creates the 

liminal space and, as observed by Steven Allen: 

The beach is perhaps nature's greatest expression of the liminal, as the physical space 
has a shifting status between high and low tides; neither land nor sea, and 
encompassing volatile transformations, it is an ideal location for heightened 
sensibilities. These emotions are reinforced by cultural boundaries that define it as a 
zone of sanctioned alternative behaviour.182 

Like the beach, many other structures of the seafront are effective signifiers of liminality. The 

seaside pier stands on sea and land, a physical space which exists in a variety of states and 

reinforces a sense of transgressive behaviour via the various sideshows and entertainments 

it plays host to.  

 
180 John Urry and Jonas Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0 (London: Sage, 2011), p. 1. 
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Allen goes on to note that the seaside resort held a greater appeal to the working classes 

during the middle of the twentieth century in part because it allowed them to forge a new 

identity for themselves far removed from their everyday lives; the transition to a space of 

anonymity ignited the potential for a low-wage worker to masquerade as well-to-do, creating 

a temporary sense of social mobility which was practically non-existent in other exterior 

spaces. The opportunity for change is, however, as much of a façade as the acts put on by 

seaside entertainers. While social boundaries shifted on the seafront, private members clubs 

and exclusive restaurants required the same economic, cultural and social capital as any other 

locale.  

This is a point underscored in the Tony Hancock vehicle The Punch and Judy Man (1962), in 

which the beach front plays host to eccentric entertainers and families, while interior spaces 

are delineated according to class, with literal cordons segregating the working and middle 

classes from the upper classes in bars and at private functions. The 1952 remake of Hindle 

Wakes similarly depicts Blackpool as an exterior space within which class boundaries lose 

meaning, leading to a tryst between a working-class woman and a factory owner’s son. And 

yet these boundaries become rigidly enforced in interior spaces when, in a dance hall 

sequence, working class men are rebuffed in favour of their wealthier counterparts and 

portrayed as uncouth by the women around them. Hierarchies are strictly maintained once 

buildings are entered, revealing the same social mores as the rest of England. Nonetheless, 

the façade of freedom creates a perfect location for light comedy akin to the liminal spaces 

in a Shakespearean comedy in which a character, either by cross dressing or entering a 

magical world, is temporarily freed from the constraints of social conventions to behave in a 

manner of their choosing. 

French Dressing marks the point of convergence between youth culture and the seaside 

resort, combining the puns and euphemistic jokes of the massively successful Carry On… 

series with the experimental editing style of Richard Lester or François Truffaut. Its 

protagonists are not fossils from another time but an example of the new wave of 1960s youth 

culture which was sweeping through Britain. Instead of accepting their status as residents of 

a bygone era they attempt to create a seaside resort for the modern age, and in doing so 

reacquaint themselves with traditional notions of liminality, freedom, transformation and 

masquerade.  
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The premise of the film is simple; a bored working-class deck chair attendant (James Booth) 

at an ailing seaside resort tricks the local mayor (Bryan Pringle) into holding a French film 

festival in the town. But the arrival of the glamorous French actress Françoise Fayol (Marisa 

Mell) ignites frenzy amongst the sexually repressed town officials, turning the festival into a 

bacchanalian hotspot for old men more interested in young flesh than the French New Wave. 

By the film’s end, middle class prudishness has been unmasked as repressed lechery, an 

intellectual journalist has masqueraded as a French blonde bombshell, and the down-and-out 

deckchair attendant has played the role of hero. But as with any liminal state, very little 

substantially changes by the film’s end; the film festival is sabotaged, Fayol flees the resort 

and the three main characters are unemployed but happy to have had an adventure in each 

other’s company. The liminal state of the seaside resort dissolves and the protagonists return 

to the dole queue. 

French Dressing received friendly but largely ambivalent reviews upon its release, in part 

because, according to Russell, ‘the film industry was not yet ready to accept TV directors.’ 183 

He continues, ‘The film was a flop. No one offered me a second chance. The big screen, the 

big time, had been an illusion.’184 Nina Hibbin, who fostered a love-hate relationship with 

Russell’s work throughout her career as a critic, wrote in a review for the Daily Worker: 

There’s plenty of opportunity for send-up here, and Kenneth Russell, a director new 
to feature films, has an exceptionally bright and original comedy style. The trouble is 
he hasn’t yet found out how to present people. The characters never emerge beyond 
the comic idea stage. And so there’s no real human interest.185 

Her comments were typical of the film’s general critical reception; many were excited by 

Russell’s hyperactive style, but the comedy itself was considered lacklustre.  

The script was the product of many hands, with additional dialogue from Johnny Speight, 

writer of Till Death Us Do Part (1965-1975) as well as a variety of sketches for Morecambe & 

Wise and Peter Sellers. Also on the writing team were Ronald Cass, Peter Myers and Peter 

Brett, as well as Russell himself. This was a collaborative team like no other Russell would 

work with again, a group of comedy writers more interested in traditional gags and seaside 

 
183 Russell, A British Picture, p. 33.  
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humour than the iconoclastic and anarchic camp that Russell would indulge in later in his 

career. The black sheep of the writing team is Speight, whose interest in satirising racial and 

sexual mores may have informed the script’s elements of social commentary. 

Beyond Speight’s input, the film is clearly intended as racy high farce with similarities in tone 

to the Carry On… films that were performing consistently well at the British box office. Its 

overt use of the term ‘end of the pier’ in dialogue from the film’s first scene, alluding to the 

bawdy humour of the music hall, can be viewed as a manifesto for the intention of the rest of 

the jokes; while they may poke fun at British society every now and again, these are 

knockabout gags rather than scathing indictments of English isolationism. Where it differs 

from the Carry On… films is in its communication with the world outside of England. French 

Dressing portrays the youth culture of the 1960s as harbouring an inclination towards 

internationalism and a willingness to interact with cultures across mainland Europe and the 

USA. Its raunchy comedy trappings are used to search for an alternative to British social mores 

within European cinema and to study flawed English sensibilities. 

The contrasting forces of youthful internationalism and the insular patriotism of an older 

generation add a new texture to the working class phenomenon of the holiday resort, not 

least because trips abroad were being enjoyed in greater numbers by the middle and upper 

classes in Britain but seldom the working classes (this would change in the 1970s, when 

package holidays became substantially cheaper).186 Russell is more than aware of this when 

Henry, who accompanies Jim to France on the hunt for his French actress, complains about 

the price of his boat ticket because, ‘It’s not exactly the beginning of the month, is it?’ The 

move to France for a short sequence was most likely suggested by Kenneth Harper, the film’s 

producer, whose earlier release Summer Holiday (1963) had proven to be a box office success 

in part because it showcased a variety of locations across Continental Europe (notably, the 

trailer for Summer Holiday lists the shooting locations before it lists its cast).187 Both French 

Dressing and Summer Holiday, then, point to the aspirations of the working classes to see new 

parts of the world rather than their reality of the cheaper alternative, holiday camps, or the 

traditional option of the seaside resort.  

 
186 Dave Richardson, ‘The package holiday revolution’, History Extra, 
https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/the-package-holiday-revolution/ [Accessed 03/03/2021]. 
187 ‘Summer Holiday Trailer’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1yts3RGG8r0 [Accessed 03/03/2021]. 
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These were aspirations that holiday camps themselves attempted to fulfil, decorating their 

premises with exotic statues and locations like film sets to give an ersatz likeness of an around 

the world cruise: 

From the outset, commercial camps, in responding to the holiday habit, sought to 
transport their visitors from a world of everyday drudgery to a make-believe setting. 
Images were compressed and interwoven to create a world that was everywhere yet 
nowhere. Hawaiian bars and Viennese coffee lounges, Hollywood Terraces and South 
Sea pools, deluxe Grand Hotel ballrooms and sundecks named after Atlantic Liners – 
all could be part of a day’s experience.188 

These displays, viewed as crude by the middle classes of the time,189 indicate a restlessness 

in working class culture for holidays which allowed them to experience broader swathes of 

the world in the same way as the middle and upper classes, and holiday camps allowed for a 

reasonably priced facsimile of that experience. Films emulated this experience too, allowing 

the working classes to experience the world through the lives of the characters on screen, 

and it is worth noting that almost half of all factory and shop workers in England went to the 

cinema at least once a week in the immediate post-war period.190 While the trip to France is 

ultimately only a sketch in the film, it points to the greater sense of social mobility which 

young people in particular were expecting. The middle-class lifestyle was closer in reach than 

ever. 

These social aspirations were a defining factor in the British public’s attitude towards holidays 

in their local area, a mentality which spilled over into the cinema. As has been detailed, British 

cinema of the sixties habitually portrayed holiday resorts as locales which created a façade of 

joy which failed to paper over the malaise of its visitors’ everyday lives. Even before the 1960s 

this remained the case, although much of the criticism of working-class holiday attractions 

appeared to be mired in snobbery. Lyndsay Anderson’s O Dreamland, one of the first films to 

emerge from the Free Cinema movement, is a prime example in its examination of a popular 

theme park which views its working-class visitors as ‘passive, with debased tastes’.191 Their 

 
188 Matthew Kerry, The Holiday, Britishness and British Film (Nottingham: Nottingham Trent University, 2009),  
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leisure time, much like during the Victorian era, was still viewed with a repulsed detachment, 

even by the sympathetic eye of Anderson.  

Seaside resorts were, however, already perceived as old and creaky by the working class and 

middle class alike. For working class culture, package resorts like Butlin’s and Pontin’s were 

deemed preferable to seaside resorts, and had marketed themselves as in step with the new 

age when compared with the fusty landladies of bed and breakfasts or music hall 

entertainments.192 French Dressing’s focus is on the anachronisms of these traditionally 

working class attractions, its opening scene emphasising a tourist landscape devoid of people. 

The first few minutes of the film use the traditional iconography of the seaside, including 

swathes of deckchairs, the beach, the British flag and beach front entertainers, but without 

any tourists this scene becomes a spectacle of absurdity.  

The liminal space of the seaside resort, named Gormleigh-on-Sea, gives centre stage to its 

residents instead of its visitors, allowing the working-class protagonists to pursue ambitions 

deemed beyond their station by their superiors. The empty vistas of the seaside, which are 

beautifully photographed by Russell, also allow for romance between Jim and his American 

girlfriend, Judy, who bond as they wander the promenade and along the beach alone. Beyond 

this, exterior spaces are used to hoodwink the Mayor and his cronies into an embarrassing 

photoshoot, or else for Jim to lark around with his friends. Jim, moreover, never seems to 

have a fixed address. His surrogate home appears to be a small cabin by the beach, where his 

girlfriend makes him morning coffee and where he retreats when his film festival goes awry. 

With panes of glass on every wall, the cabin is effectively an exterior location with nothing to 

separate it from the liminal space Jim thrives in. Exteriors, then, are Jim’s domain. 

Interior spaces, conversely, contain no room for liminality and are firmly the domain of the 

Mayor. The film’s first interior scene is a dance which has been arranged to help the Mayor 

prey on women. The next interior scene is the Mayor’s office, in which he must be tricked into 

organising the film festival. As the de jure Establishment figure, the Mayor holds all the cards 

in any interior space and also creates the rules by which the three protagonists live by, 

threatening to fire them if they fail in their duties. Once Françoise Fayol, the French actress, 

appears in the town, the Mayor and his councillors colonise the exterior landscape, side-lining 
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Jim in the process as they hold a parade in the actress’s honour. Only when the Mayor realises 

that he is unable to look after Fayol is Jim called back into action, and once again the exterior 

space is relinquished for the working classes. As the film progresses, interior spaces come to 

define middle- and upper-class leisure activities. Jim turns the resort into a cultural hotspot 

and, in turn, the beach is largely abandoned in favour of noisy burlesque bars and art house 

cinema screenings, both areas which have been colonised by the middle class tourists of the 

town. Here, even though a riot eventually breaks out during the screening itself, the 

conventions of class are observed as the Mayor sits at the front of the screening with his guest 

of honour. 

Although the seaside resort is a liminal space in which jokes and frivolity can be pursued, it is 

also a contested space in which class boundaries can never be fully crossed, and in which 

exploiting the desires of the middle classes is the only viable route to success. Freedom has 

been categorised throughout this thesis as a location in which individuals understand the 

ruleset of a particular space and can therefore exist comfortably within those rules. The 

seaside resort has instead offered a different kind of freedom, one in which traditional rules 

are suspended and the exterior space allows for new rules, particularly those relating to 

propriety, to be adopted for a temporary period. French Dressing, however, shows how the 

freedoms presented by the exterior space are illusory for the people who live there, all of 

whom must exist within the same hierarchy shown in London Moods, Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford and others. Despite its frivolity, then, the contradictions between the exterior space 

of the beachfront and the interiors of the cinema and the Mayor’s office illustrates a locale ill 

at ease with the suspension of class status and unable to provide the social mobility expected 

as part of the British holiday experience. These contradictions will become more prominent 

within the next section of this chapter, in which the relationship between the working classes 

and interior spaces in Russell’s films is examined, and in which the alienation caused by 

interior spaces is made clearer. 
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1.4 Interior spaces and the working classes 

 

1.4.1 Antonio Gaudi 

 

Bridging the gap between working class exterior and interior spaces in Russell’s filmography 

is Antonio Gaudi (1961), a fifteen-minute documentary made by Russell for Monitor. The film 

contrasts the guiding principles of Gaudi’s designs with modernist architecture of the late 

1950s and early 1960s, focusing in part on Gaudi’s integration of the same aesthetic principles 

in the interiors and exteriors of his buildings. 

The documentary dismisses the brutalist architecture of the Modernist school in favour of the 

aesthetic of Gaudi, aligning it with a sense of sublimity and community against brutalism’s 

perceived impersonal and imposing air. To Russell, Gaudi’s desire for strong communities in 

cities gives him an implicit connection to the working class, not least his fluid notion of urban 

depth structure which attempts to replicate the inclusion of his exterior spaces inside 

residential homes and interior public spaces. Yet his emphasis on egalitarianism was a path 

which, according to the documentary, he walked alone. 

‘After his death,’ claims Wheldon, who provides voiceover for the film, ‘the architects of 

Europe ignored and then forgot him, feeling that he had nothing to teach them.’ This 

voiceover is delivered over images of brutalist buildings in a low-angle shot, as though 

looming over viewers. One final shot shows a multi-storey office block next to a bombed-out 

church, implying that places of worship are being abandoned in favour of commercial blocks. 

Russell cuts to a number of other brutalist buildings, framing them alongside dirt or rubble, 

these utopian structures that have nonetheless failed to sweep away the rubble of the post-

war era. Again, churches can be seen in the background of many shots, almost fading out of 

view, forced out of the landscape by the Modernist vision.  

More than religion itself being pushed out of the frame, so too is Gaudi’s theologically driven 

vision in favour of Le Corbusier and his cohorts. The final shot of these brutalist buildings is 

an extreme close-up of a tower block, filling the frame with an inescapable mass of windows 

and right-angles, before cutting to a long shot of one of Gaudi’s unique houses, the sun shining 
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on it, the sky filling the top quarter of the frame. Modernist architecture blots out the sky 

while Gaudi’s work lets in the sun.  

Just as Shelagh Delaney felt housing estates required a theatre (as stated in Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford), and Jane Jacobs claimed that city areas required a diversity of culture and awareness 

of ‘organised complexity’,193 the works created by Gaudi are shown to have a multiplicity of 

uses when Wheldon discusses Güell Park: 

This was originally one of two lodges for a housing estate. A policeman lives in one of 
them now, and an ice cream vendor in the other. The housing estate was never 
finished and is now a park in Barcelona. Nature, he decided, had no room for straight 
lines, and what Gaudi had developed was an architecture without straight lines […] 
This was originally meant to be the marketplace in the estate, the roof was to be a 
Greek theatre. This is the roof, now used as a playground and meeting place. 

Weaving cultural, professional and residential areas together seamlessly was anathema to 

the standard conceptions of city planning of the era. Instead, strictly demarcated areas failed 

to let a diversity of cultures and building types flourish, creating a uniformity of use within 

buildings which ultimately alienated residents. 

Gaudi’s buildings also act as a rebuke to Britain’s flawed implementation of new towns and 

housing estates highlighted in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford. His idealised housing estate, filmed 

almost as a utopian vision, contains all the elements which Jacobs’s empirical model of city 

planning demands from a modern urban landscape; a diversity of old and new buildings, a 

convenient mixture of arts and commerce close to residential buildings, and reconstituted 

building materials in place of new materials. Russell shoots this idyllic cohabitation between 

nature and humanity in calm static shots which show children playing and adults idling on 

benches reading newspapers, regularly tilting his camera downwards to bring Gaudi’s eclectic 

collage of stonework into the foreground. 

Gaudi’s places of worship and housing estates are shown to be egalitarian spaces (the 

decidedly non-egalitarian reality of the political climate in Catalonia, then under the 

dictatorial regime of Francisco Franco, goes unmentioned in the documentary). But more 

importantly, his insistence on designing every element of his buildings creates continuity 

between exterior and interior spaces, in which the urban depth structure of the street mirrors 
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the urban depth structure of a building. When the documentary was made, council estates in 

Britain were falling into disrepair and high-rise living was viewed as aesthetically appalling by 

an increasing number of individuals, Russell included. The interior spaces of working-class life 

presented in British Social Realist films continued to be shabby, too, indicating little change 

from the slum living of decades prior. In showing Gaudi’s auteur-like approach to buildings 

and city planning, Russell projects his own utopian vision that council estates can have 

creative vigour (this was also the initial plan for the new towns built in England during the 

post-war period, although many, Russell included, would claim they failed in their remit).  

While Antonio Gaudi largely focuses on exterior spaces, its themes of inclusion within interior 

spaces for the working classes mark it as an anomaly in Russell’s work, which usually depicts 

interiors as places of hardship or exclusion for working class people. Interiors are, in Russell’s 

films, openly classist in terms of who is and is not allowed to inhabit them. Moreover, many 

of his films show working class individuals failing to reconfigure their habitus to conform with 

middle- or upper-class life, as will be shown in the rest of this section. Gaudi’s work was 

similarly viewed with condescension by many English critics, in part because of its alignment 

with the working classes, as can be seen in this quote from a BBC talk by Nikolaus Pevsner in 

1952: 

Few people in England know Antonio Gaudi. Those who have seen one or two of his 
buildings at Barcelona are inclined to take him as light entertainment, which only goes 
to show that the English traveller has never really got over that virulent attack of 
Ruskin which began to infect English taste in High Victorian days.194 

Pevsner’s talk also mounts an argument that Gaudi’s buildings represent ‘an architecture of 

the individual’195 which could engage the ‘hoi polloi’196 of Catalonia. These are the same 

arguments Russell would make nine years later. But the ‘hoi polloi’ were seldom at ease 

indoors in Russell’s films, either because they lived in squalor or because desirable public 

spaces instilled a sense of alienation driven by class consciousness. Nowhere is this more 

apparent than in Always on Sunday (1965), Russell’s biopic of French painter Henri Rousseau. 

 
194 Nikolaus Pevsner, ‘Antonio Gaudi’ in On Art and Architecture: The Radio Talks ed. by Stephen Games 
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The final film Russell made for Monitor, 197 Always on Sunday charts the latter half of 

Rousseau’s life when, after the death of his wife and his retirement from the customs service, 

he transitioned from a ‘Sunday painter’ to a full-time artist.  

1.4.2 Always on Sunday  

 

Rousseau is played by real-life self-taught artist James Lloyd, who was also the subject of 

Russell’s earlier short documentary for Monitor, The Dotty World of James Lloyd (1964). 198 

Lloyd retains his thick Yorkshire accent for the role to emphasise his outsider status in an art 

world dominated by upper class voices. His accent is, however, only one example of the ways 

in which this film plays on class stereotypes and the social mores which would have been 

instantly recognisable to British audiences to convey Rousseau’s place in French society, but 

Lloyd’s Yorkshire accent also differentiates him from many of the painters and composers 

Russell would make films about throughout his career. Rossetti, Tchaikovsky, Debussy and 

many more of the artists who Russell profiled have their roots in a middle-to-upper class 

background, or else are played by Southern English actors who deliver their lines in Received 

Pronunciation.  

Often referred to as ‘BBC English,’199 Received Pronunciation was a phonetic delivery viewed 

as optimal for understanding on a mass medium like the television, yet its roots lay in elitist 

attitudes. The dialectologist Alexander Ellis stated in 1869 that Received Pronunciation ‘may 

be especially considered as the educated pronunciation of the metropolis, of the court, the 

pulpit and the bar.’200 Being favoured by prestigious professions, the accent was linked to the 

upper classes and, as a result, was viewed as the most desirable form of speech for the entire 

population.201 As a rule, then, the accent favoured by performers like Oliver Reed or Robert 

Powell was recognised as upper class and, by the logic of Ellis, superior. With Rousseau, 

Russell employs a different tack, and he places the artist in the same bracket as the working-
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class figures in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford or his earlier documentary Scottish Painters; non-

cosmopolitan people attempting to break into a world that lacks the necessary frame of 

reference to understand their work. And yet by having him speak in a distinctly regional 

accent, Russell implicitly makes Rousseau a less authoritative character at a time when, as 

David Hendy states, ‘some in the [BBC’s] audience evidently regarded naturalistic ways of 

talking, or merely the appearance before the microphone of a regional or a non-RP voice, as 

an index of moral decline’.202 

It is perhaps for this reason that Russell, rather unconventionally, uses two different voiceover 

narrations instead of one. The first is delivered by Lloyd, who reads from Rousseau’s own 

letters and reminiscences. The second is read by Oliver Reed, who delivers biographical 

information on the painter and his life. The effect created is best referred to as a hierarchy of 

narration similar to that in Housing Problems, in which Rousseau becomes an unreliable 

narrator while Reed maintains a coldly factual air, correcting Rousseau’s ‘Romantic self-

image’.203 The third perspective arguably comes from Russell’s visuals themselves, which 

provide his personal view of the artist.204 While this approach may play into the prejudices of 

viewers who genuinely do valorise Received Pronunciation, it also reflects the prevailing 

attitudes of the time in which Rousseau lived, when the narrative of arts and arts criticism 

was framed by the rich.205 Bourdieu’s statement that ‘the dominated are often obliged to 

accept and use the definitions that others give to them’206 bears reiteration here.  

This hierarchy of narration is linked to a hierarchy of taste that is satirised throughout Always 

on Sunday. Within any cultural space depicted in the film, outsider artists are derided as 

unlearned while academy artists are praised, attitudes which become intricately linked to the 

spaces in which art is presented. This is first notable when Rousseau presents his paintings at 

the Salon of the Independents. As stated by Reed’s narration, ‘While he wanted to be like 

them, they didn’t understand him,’ emphasising that Rousseau is a perennial outsider in this 
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community. The interior of the gallery is portrayed as a battleground for cultural authority in 

which Rousseau is a reluctant combatant, but also as a location to satirise class complacency.  

Galleries themselves were in a state of flux at the time of Rousseau’s entrance into the art 

world. In Britain they were the preserve of an aristocratic class intent on maintaining its 

cultural authority,207 a system which was largely the same in France despite the French 

Revolution less than a century before. The aristocratic classes had, however, been usurped 

by an equally culturally possessive bourgeoisie. Highly exclusive policies existed for entry into 

the official Salon, an exhibition ‘held sporadically between 1667 and 1737 and annually 

thereafter by the Académie Royale de Peinture, which had maintained almost total control 

over the teaching and exhibition of art since about 1661.’208 Despite being portrayed as the 

catalyst for a new movement in Always on Sunday, cultural fault lines formed within the 

galleries of France long before Rousseau took up painting as a profession and many had grown 

sick of the rigid institutionalism which was perceived as stultifying to the art world. Salon de 

Refusés were held in 1863 and 1880 to showcase work which the Salon had rejected, which 

included many important pieces from the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist 

movements.209 Rousseau’s work, then, is used to encompass a wider sense of disaffection 

within the French artist community at the time, but it also exposes the class divisions of 

nineteenth century France to reflect the same gulfs which existed in Britain during the 1960s. 

The gallery as a coded space provided the upper and middle classes with a wellspring of social 

capital, and simultaneously removed agency from the working classes. Russell uses this 

codification to emphasise Rousseau’s alienation from the arts community at large. Galleries 

are designed to mediate the spectator’s journey which, according to Kevin Hetherington, 

‘means moving through a series of connected spaces that are architecturally designed so that 

one moves in a certain direction while being given a series of choices.’210 These choices can 

be mediated by gallery guides, arrows on the floor, information displays, or numbers placed 
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on paintings which imply a contiguity between disparate works. But negotiating a gallery 

space is also a learned skill acquired in part through arts education, one which is traditionally 

more likely to be instilled within the middle and upper classes than the working classes. As 

has been observed by Bourdieu in the previous chapter, a lack of knowledge regarding the 

nomenclature of a gallery space can lead to alienation and a lack of agency, or a lack of 

awareness of how agency is procured within a space. This is particularly true if an awareness 

of cultural institutions is not instilled within an individual at a young age, as Bourdieu states: 

‘the anticipations of the habitus, practical hypotheses based on past experience, give 

disproportionate weight to early experiences.’211  

According to Hetherington, ‘Agency is […] mediated by the [gallery] space itself and the 

semiotics of its heterogeneous materiality,’212 creating a spatial link between the works on 

show which directs a visitor along the path intended by gallery curators. While modern 

museums generally utilise this concept to create a discursive space in which each work of art 

complements the next, Russell shows the French galleries of the nineteenth century using 

interiors to create a cultural hegemony dominated by the bourgeoisie, as will be illustrated in 

the close analysis below. These works of art inhabit a standardised space which has been 

created by an elite with specific learned assumptions about what should and should not be 

displayed in a gallery, and each member of this elite is told how to perceive works of art from 

the guides provided for them and from decades of socialisation. In this context, the Primitivist 

work of Rousseau challenges the naturalistic Euclidean geometry of a gallery space and 

becomes a disruptive force, much like the other radical painters Russell shows onscreen, 

turning it from a prescriptive theatre of predefined rules into what Henri Lefebvre would call 

a representational space, or a space which an individual enters and attempts to alter through 

the power of imagination.213 Having pushed against the parameters of what is and is not 

acceptable in a gallery, Russell presents Rousseau’s outsider art as emblematic of working-

class culture as a whole; mocked within gallery spaces for failing to conform to a middle-class 

ideal. 
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In the scene, Rousseau enters the gallery with his large canvas ‘Artillerymen’ as Reed’s 

voiceover states: 

As correctly turned out as any old soldier, Rousseau in his artist uniform would arrive 
early from his distant suburb to seek a choice spot and thus steal an advantage over 
his illustrious contemporaries – Pissarro, Cezanne, Van Gogh, Seurat, Lautrec. All 
revolutionaries, the inspiration for every struggling unknown artist in Paris. But not 
Rousseau, who arrived every year from his unfashionable district alone, part of no 
group or movement or school. The critics were as unkind to this misfit as the audience 
were. 

As Reed lists the great artists being shown at the gallery, Russell cuts between close-ups of 

their paintings, occasionally zooming out to show visitors appreciating the work in the manner 

of contemporaneous arts programming. While these artists are outsiders from the Salon, they 

are nevertheless appreciated by the general public. Rousseau, conversely, is not. Reed’s 

voiceover accentuates that Rousseau is not only an outsider from the Salon but from the rest 

of the art world, in part because of his social background. His ‘artist uniform’ is referred to as 

an affectation while the imagery of an ‘old soldier’ implies a man attempting to gain a 

foothold above his rank. Instead of visitors admiring ‘Artillerymen’, Russell shows Rousseau 

himself dusting the painting with a cloth as a number of voices recite his bad reviews in non-

diegetic voiceover. Not only is Rousseau out of step because of his age, but the clear pride he 

takes in his work depicts him as a figure of fun.  

Russell cuts from one painting to the next, using stills of various paintings to mimic the journey 

taken by a visitor to an art gallery. On the soundtrack, various reviewers in Received 

Pronunciation accents read out poor reviews of Rousseau’s artwork. The contiguity of this 

formal cutting is broken by Rousseau himself as he stands in front of his painting seeking 

approval from passers-by. A man and a woman, played by regular Russell collaborators Bryan 

Pringle and Jacqui Cook, walk over to the paintings in the now crowded gallery space. The 

woman gorges herself on a large box of chocolates and pays scant attention to the art while 

the man holds his gallery brochure as though it were a Bible. Rousseau moves out of the frame 

as the pair approach. Both are portrayed as stereotypically unsophisticated bourgeoisie, 

talking with their mouths full of chocolate and consulting their brochure to form their 

opinions as they jeer at the painting. The obvious self-portraiture of the soldiers in 

‘Artillerymen’ forms the basis of their scorn.  
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‘Poor old Rousseau!’ exclaims the man (played by regular Russell collaborator Bryan Pringle), 

‘fifty-one portraits of the last Rousseau.’ His comment leads to raucous laughter from the 

large audience behind him. As the camera cuts to Rousseau’s hurt face in close-up, Reed 

remarks, ‘Fifty years old and not a single painting sold. They were slashed with knives and 

shown in the Reject’s Exhibition.’ The scene ends with garish close-ups of gallery visitors as 

they laugh and jeer at Rousseau’s work. Here, Pringle and Cook‘s jeering are contrasted with 

the respectful reviewers heard non-diegetically earlier in the scene, emphasising that 

Rousseau is not a welcome presence in the gallery.  

The sequence illustrates the desire for gallery spaces to adhere to or break away from specific 

narratives to challenge a visitor’s perception of what does and does not constitute a good 

work of art. However, the view of Rousseau’s painting is mediated by his working-class life. 

As Russell’s framing of Rousseau throughout the sequence suggests, Rousseau is presented 

as the work of art himself, a clown to be viewed and derided (relatedly, Bourdieu referred to 

Rousseau as a ‘painter-object’, emphasising his outsider status in the art scene).214 The 

discursive space of the gallery is diminished by the presence of a complacent middle class 

who are interested in fashion, and so the public interior spaces in Always on Sunday, even 

iconoclastic galleries like the Salon of the Independents, exist to obstruct working class 

painters from entering the broader cultural conversation. 

True artistic freedom, in contrast, is illustrated in the next scene in which ‘the incredible and 

fantastic pataphysical midget Alfred Jarry’ is introduced. Here, we see Jarry (played by the 

actor Annette Robinson but dubbed by an uncredited male voice actor) zoom past a canal on 

a bicycle while wild carnivalesque music plays on the soundtrack, a rifle on his back as the 

camera struggles to keep pace with him. The scene then cuts back to the gallery but provides 

the interior with a distinctly different atmosphere from what the viewer has seen before; 

instead of staid static shots and quietly moving visitors, the camera follows Jarry as he bounds 

to and fro, consuming a painting in a matter of seconds before moving impatiently onto the 

next. The implied pathways and standardised notions of viewing a work of art are broken, the 

Euclidean geometry of the space becomes moot from his seemingly random movements. 
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As Alastair Brotchie said of Jarry, ‘He has the reputation of someone whose refusal to 

accommodate to the norms of everyday existence resulted in a life of intransigent 

nonconformity,’215 breaking reality wherever he went in a similar, though far more aggressive, 

manner to Rousseau. He pushes through the crowd to view Rousseau’s ‘Artillerymen’. Here, 

the camera stops in long shot showing the parted crowd on either side of the frame and 

Rousseau and Jarry in the centre as they view ‘Artillerymen’. Jarry, in a complete break from 

the realist norms within which the film has so far conformed, then points his rifle at the crowd, 

causing them to scatter.  

The sequence shows a deterioration of the conservative middle-class space of the gallery and 

depicts it instead as a place where normative modes of behaviour can be discarded in favour 

of anarchy. Although temperamentally different, Rousseau and Jarry represent disruptive 

forces within the art space, iconoclasts and the precursors to modernism who are unable to 

conform to a perceived notion of art. Both are kindred spirits thanks to their upbringings, 

which were working class in origin. Like Rousseau, who lived in the unfashionable 

Montparnasse district of Paris, Jarry had been raised in the villages of Grenoux and Louverné 

and abandoned the traditional family occupations of carpentry and masonry to take up work 

as a travelling textile salesman, allowing him to escape the constraints of his home.216 As a 

duo, then, Rousseau and Jarry were outsiders from the traditional backgrounds of the art 

establishment, representing not only the seismic shift of the art world in nineteenth century 

France but the changing attitude towards art and class which was happening in the London 

of the 1960s (although Jarry did receive an excellent education in Rennes, so he was not as 

naively untutored at Rousseau, and formed connections at school to help further his art. His 

outsider status was defined more by his beginnings and his temperament than his 

schooling).217 Russell uses two working class characters to reconfigure the interiors of 

traditionally upper and middle class spaces in order to redefine who galleries are for.  
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As observed by Kevin M. Flanagan, ‘Russell’s contribution can be viewed as channelling the 

contemporaneous redefinitions of what culture was by showing the arts as something that 

did not have to be patronising, bound to the ruling class, or predicated on prior education and 

force-fed cultivation of taste.’218 By removing the central element of social control and 

cultural authority within the gallery space, Russell illustrates how working-class culture can 

inhabit it. Within the same shot, however, he shows the challenge for working class writers 

and artists trying to break into a culture controlled by the bourgeoisie; as Rousseau and Jarry 

meet, the upper- and middle-class crowd exit the frame, leaving the two artists to create a 

culture in isolation. The representational space can invade galleries, but without the willing 

participation of the bourgeoisie who inhabit it. 

The next performative interior tackled by Russell in Always on Sunday is the theatre. In this 

sequence Russell stages a scene from Jarry’s incendiary play Ubu Roi (1893), which depicts 

the bourgeoisie of France as the height of mediocrity, and which became notorious 

throughout the art world of Paris. While not mentioned in the film itself, the play was shown 

for one night at the Théâtre de l'Œuvre on December 10th 1896, before being pulled after 

outrage from the audience. The British poet Arthur Symons was in the audience for Ubu Roi’s 

only performance, and later wrote: 

The play is the first symbolist farce: it has the crudity of the schoolboy or a savage: 
what is, after all, most remarkable about it is the insolence with which a young writer 
mocks at civilization itself, sweeping all art, along with all humanity, into the same 
inglorious slop-pail… it has been given twice over, before a crowded house, howling 
but dominated, a house buffeted into sheer bewilderment by the wooden lath of a 
gross undiscriminating, infantile Philosopher-Pantaloon… Jarry (a small, very young 
man, with a hard, clever face) seated himself at the table and read his own 
‘conférence’ on his own play… Ubu Roi is the gesticulation of a young savage of the 
woods […] In our search for sensation, we have exhausted sensation […] a literary 
Sansculotte has shrieked for hours that unspeakable word of the gutter which was the 
refrain.219 

Aside from the controversy created on its opening night, Ubu Roi prefigured the provocative 

absurdism that would be revived in the early part of the twentieth century. Moreover, Jarry 
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219 Dan Piepenbring, ‘An Inglorious Slop-pail of a Play’, The Paris Review, 
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created an amateur aesthetic for the production that was purposely intended to provoke 

bourgeoisie culture out of complacency. As claimed by Dan Piepenbring: 

…all the actors wore masks, the backdrop was plain, and the props were clearly made 
of cardboard. It was not long into opening night, then, that the crowd began to bray. 
The ratio of approving whoops to dismayed boos and hisses has been lost to the ages, 
but the nays must’ve had it: a riot broke out after the curtain went down.220 

By confounding expectations, Jarry altered the spatial perception of the theatre, turning it 

from a passive viewing space into the scene of a riot.  

The theatre as a space is viewed by many such as Tak Wing Chang and John Goldthorpe as a 

bastion for upper and middle classes to consume highbrow or elitist culture. By visiting this 

culturally highbrow arena, cultural superiority is affirmed, in a phenomenon known as the 

homology argument.221 This was true of nineteenth century France, at a time when all 

consumption of art was socially stratified and exclusionary towards lower classes. Yet it was 

also true of Russell’s era in the Britain of the 1960s, when theatre, despite the breaking down 

of class barriers within the arts, was still dominated by wealthy patrons and was sanitised by 

the Lord Chamberlain’s office, which censored material deemed unsuitable for paying 

audiences.222  

As noted by Chan and Goldthorpe, ‘differences in status are typically expressed in lifestyles, 

and cultural consumption is one important aspect of lifestyle through which status “markers” 

can be readily laid down.’223 In Ubu Roi, normative ideas of artistry are replaced with 

deliberately amateurish props, costumes and scripting, implicitly criticising its audiences’ 

aesthetic value systems as nothing more than bourgeois self-importance. The affirmation 

which an audience expects for attending the theatre is replaced with an attack on their 

identity.  

Highbrow notions of taste are collapsed in Ubu Roi, with its Shakespearean premise 

intermingled with jokes about faecal matter, endless tirades of expletives, and high-class 

characters who openly abuse the poor for financial gain. The play confronts rather than 
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comforts audiences. Russell emphasises this through his framing of the play, beginning the 

sequence with a long shot of Jarry standing on stage alone in front of the show curtain. Instead 

of a state of mutual bonhomie between the playwright and the audience, Jarry is isolated and 

at a significant remove from the spectators off screen, in a shot which bears a similarity to 

Rousseau in front of his painting at the Salon. The sound of people chattering incessantly can 

be heard on the soundtrack as Jarry, in a quiet ramble barely audible over the din of the 

audience, attempts to introduce his play. Russell then cuts to a close-up of Jarry’s face, before 

cutting to a long shot of the audience, all of whom are distracted with their food and 

conversation. 

By toying with the one-hundred-and-eighty-degree rule and cutting without eyeline matches 

between the audience and the artist, Russell excludes Jarry from the perceived complacency 

of the middle classes. As the curtains are pulled back and the play itself begins, the audience 

sees an amateurish backdrop as King Ubu knocks over a bedpan and yells ‘Shitter’, creating 

an eruption of shock and disgust from the audience. Russell then cuts to the play’s most 

infamous scene, in which Ubu serves his own excrement to his dinner guests. As the actors 

eat the excrement, Russell cuts to a shot of Rousseau watching the play from backstage, 

peering curiously at the action, separate from the mass who are yelling at the stage.  

Rousseau and Jarry then peer out into the audience, hidden behind the shaky sets. ‘They’re 

nothing but a lot of bloody pigs,’ says Jarry, smiling as Russell cuts to the audience wearing 

snouts on their noses. The divide between the audience and the artist is clear, but this is also 

an attack on the class system from someone excluded by it. However, Ubu Roi’s reception 

shows it to be the exception to the rule, a deliberate ‘attack on the philistines’ as it is referred 

to in the film. Using art to create a bohemian representational space, then, is ultimately 

temporary, existing only from the moment the play begins to the moment it ends. In a sense, 

this temporary success is part of the point, proving that the culturally dominant bourgeoisie’s 

values can be challenged. As stated by Bourdieu, ‘Victory here is not simply saying: “The 

theatre is rubbish, it’s only good for the bourgeois”; it is making the economically dominant, 

with their Légion d'honneur, their theatre, audience and applause, feel ill at ease.’224 Yet the 

cultural values favoured by the majority audience will still resume with the next theatre 
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production. Much like the knockabout plot in French Dressing, the class divide can be 

suspended only temporarily before the old rules return.  

In Russell’s portraits of Rousseau and Jarry, public interiors are shown to be the preserve of a 

class system which excludes people because of their socioeconomic status. The differing fields 

of play discussed in the exteriors section of this chapter have created irreconcilable 

sensibilities, turning the theatre into a space of class conflict. No matter how effectively the 

class sensibility can be suspended or interrogated, the ruling class continues to maintain 

cultural and political hegemony. 

1.4.3 A House in Bayswater 

 

For Russell, who grew up at a time when the term ‘working class’ had become synonymous 

with notions of honesty and civic mindedness thanks to their contribution in the war effort, 

the working-class version of art and artistry is viewed as superior, an opinion no doubt 

strengthened by the popularity and ‘cool factor’ of kitchen sink plays, novels and films in the 

1950s and 1960s.225 Yet while Kevin M. Flanagan is correct when he claims that Russell’s films 

have an affinity with the British New Wave in how they ‘dwell on poverty’,226 they differ in 

the sense that Russell views destitution as ennobling to art, as opposed to the stultifying trap 

many characters find themselves in because of their class in the British New Wave. Nowhere 

is this more apparent than in A House in Bayswater in which Russell uses a bohemian house 

in London to explore art, communal living and the fading grandeur of Victorian buildings. The 

documentary lasts just over twenty-nine minutes and continues his interest in changing 

cityscapes and the effects that change was having on bohemian living, using interior and 

exterior spaces to show how the sense of community fostered by working-class matriarchs 

was fading as Victorian buildings were demolished.  

The opening scene establishes the inevitable doom of the titular house with a shot of a large 

tower block slowly under construction, scaffolding and building machinery surrounding it. A 

variety of shots are taken of the site, all from street level, before cutting to a finished piece of 

brutalist architecture. The camera then whip-pans to a street which has maintained its 
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neoclassical style, moving the action from a bustling cityscape to a quiet leafy suburbia. 

Ominous music from composer John Hotchkis has been playing throughout shots of brutalist 

architecture, but here the score shifts to a cheerful tune as the title flashes across the screen, 

as though this street brims with more life than those shown previously. 

The residents of the house are predominantly bohemian artists, namely a painter, a 

photographer and an ageing dancer. Other residents include a man and wife who sell wine 

and an old woman who spent most of her life in North America. In many ways, this is Delaney’s 

ideal way of living brought to life; residents old and young cohabit, while culture itself is 

enriched by the work of many artists living alongside each other. While the wine sellers point 

out that ‘the other people in this house are more bohemian than we are,’ the cultural 

difference between socioeconomic groups is discussed without rancour and every resident 

appears happy with their lot. At the centre of the house’s upkeep is a verbose working-class 

housekeeper whose daily chores maintain equilibrium in the house and form the structure of 

the film. She becomes the central character of the short, tying together its loosely connected 

vignettes with stories about her routine and working day, and making it clear that, although 

her tenants are largely unaware of her role, the labour she undertakes daily maintains a happy 

home.  

The interior space of the home illustrates one of the few places in a Russell film in which 

women are able to forge a place of their own, in a form which contrasts markedly with the 

perception of working-class women which existed a few decades prior. As seen in Housing 

Problems, cleanliness was viewed largely as a middle-class habit to be inculcated in the 

working classes through education and socialisation. Household chores also designated 

residential interiors as female spaces; a woman having command of her interior space in this 

way remains wedded to a conservative ideology in much documentary programming, as 

observed by Barry Curtis and Naomi House: ‘Architecture has conventionally been coded as 

masculine and interiors as feminine.’227  

The household is a matriarchy and the housekeeper becomes a variation on the mother figure 

in working class fiction, which Victoria Kelley observes, ‘is central to working-class life-stories, 
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and descriptions of mothers are very often built chiefly of a blend of remembered tenderness 

and domestic toil (conceptualised, not as work, but as service), in which the tasks of 

cleanliness play a predominant role.’228 Here, however, ‘domestic toil’ is both an act of 

dedication and one of livelihood, in which Mrs. Collings is remunerated for her day’s work 

(one scene explicitly shows her being paid by a tenant). Yet her domain is highly traditional in 

two ways; she exists as a woman in the domestic sphere, and as a working-class person in the 

role of ‘char woman’ or ‘cleaning lady’.  

The cleanliness which appears to obsess Mrs. Collings is also notably in the interior space of 

her home, an area which differs markedly from the exterior space:  

Dirt was ‘matter out of place’, and it was most out of place in the private sphere of 
the home. Notions of ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’ were to an extent contingent, and the home 
functioned as a mechanism for rendering dirty what might be accepted as clean 
elsewhere, imposing special standards of purity and comfort. The threshold of the 
home, the doorstep, was the point of transition.229  

There is both empowerment and disempowerment, then, in the role of Mrs. Collings, who is 

the matriarch of her domain but has very little social, political or economic capital outside of 

it. Mrs. Collings’s living quarters in the basement of the house also imply the retention of a 

hierarchy stemming from the days of servant girls, the same romanticised outlook of 

servitude found in the television series Upstairs, Downstairs (1971-1975). The hierarchy of 

the interior space implies a natural order, in which each class is designated particular social 

roles in the house. The social mobility afforded to Mrs. Collings is what Kelley describes as a 

‘cramped and imperfect freedom’230 which, while at a welcome remove from the servant girl 

lifestyle of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, nonetheless remains a life of servitude 

to those of a financially superior social class. So, while everyone in the film is presented as 

happy with their lot and lifestyle, the central thesis underpinning their happiness remains 

rooted in class and gender prejudice. 

Each resident of the house is given a short segment in which their skills and personalities are 

shown to the viewer. While all have conflicting attitudes to life, they align in their views of 
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the architecture of the house they live in. The painter James Burley discusses the idyll of his 

surroundings as he paints, claiming, ‘I would certainly hate to live in new and modern houses. 

The atmosphere would be completely wrong.’ The old woman who lives on the top floor of 

the house says, ‘I like the old buildings best,’ before telling viewers that this is the house 

where she intends to spend her final days.  

Interior design forms the backbone of this utopia, and each item for the house is carefully 

curated by Mrs Collings. Each item she chooses stems from the past, evoking the same 

nostalgia created by the ‘old buildings’ favoured by her tenants. The importance of old objects 

is emphasised further when she visits a flea market on Portobello Road. She pores through 

primarily Victorian objects and purchases a few. Her basement-floor flat is revealed to be a 

treasure trove of these objects, with rooms piled from floor to ceiling with bric-a-brac 

unearthed in markets. While these objects have no visible use for Mrs Collings beyond 

aesthetics, the photographer David Hurn (whom Russell would profile in his 1963 film, Watch 

the Birdie) uses them as props for his photoshoots.  

Nostalgia in media is, in essence, a representation of a time and place which no longer exists, 

or is out of reach.231 It is, then, illusory. Mrs. Collings is an emblem of this nostalgia. As 

observed by Matthew Melia, ‘She is a remnant from the past, an embodiment of the 

crumbling building.’232 As Russell makes clear during the film’s conclusion, the house in 

Bayswater has been an exercise in nostalgia from its opening shot, ending with the house’s 

demolition. Banging can be heard from a door as, at the end of a long day, Mrs. Collings lies 

on a chaise longue and eats chocolates. ‘Even if they knock the house down,’ she says, ‘I 

wouldn’t answer the door.’ Cut to a door in extreme close-up falling away from the camera 

to reveal a mass of rubble, a demolition site ready to be swept up and rebuilt upon. The 

residents of the Bayswater house are then given a dreamlike montage which relies heavily on 

expressionistic and fantastical imagery, as though these tenants have moved into a world of 

myth, a past no longer in existence. The final shot of A House in Bayswater mirrors the first; a 

building site with none of its previous architecture’s former character. Again, this is a 

convenient work of fiction from Russell; the titular house in Bayswater in Linden Gardens still 
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stands today, while the brutalist structure filmed at the film’s beginning is Newcombe House 

in Kensington, which is also still standing at time of writing, although is in a noticeably worse 

state of repair than the Linden Gardens house.  

In its affectionate portrayal of Mrs. Collings, A House in Bayswater shows a woman 

comfortable in the residential space which she calls home, but her comfort exists in a value 

system which is fading thanks to London’s large-scale demolition of Victorian buildings as it 

falls under the thrall of Modernism. The flawed but ultimately idealistic arrangements created 

by post-war living in London are riven by building structures, which films like Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford showed ghettoised working-class communities. The utopia of A House in 

Bayswater, in which all classes could cohabit without threat of exclusion, is ultimately a 

temporary blip in Britain’s cultural project. For Russell, this blip is defined by economic 

necessity rather than a widespread urge for iconoclasm. 

1.4.4 Artists’ quarters 

 

More common in the residential space of a working-class character in Russell’s films is the 

decrepitude and dry rot found in interiors, a visual motif which most strongly illustrates his 

unlikely kinship with social realism. Indicative of this is his portrayal of artists’ living quarters. 

As has been previously seen in Always on Sunday, the artist in a Russell film is closely aligned 

with the working classes, enduring the same alienation, economically driven frustration and 

poor living quarters until their genius is discovered. In this sense, figures profiled by Russell 

like Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Claude Debussy, Edward Elgar and the painters Robert MacBryde 

and Robert Colquhoun start their stories in similar modes to the frustrated male antiheroes 

of films like Look Back in Anger or The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, unable to 

express their genius to the world for socioeconomic reasons, and their shabby homes reflect 

a damaging exclusion from the art world. 

The living quarters in Dante’s Inferno, The Debussy Film, Elgar and The Scottish Painters all 

bear striking similarities and can therefore be examined in one cluster. They are all generally 

messy, cluttered with clothes and artist materials such as canvasses, paints or musical 

instruments. Each of them is also inhabited almost exclusively by males, reinforcing the notion 

that femininity and well-maintained interior spaces are concomitant. Any women allowed 
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into these male domains are mistreated, such as the abuse faced by Christina Rossetti in 

Dante’s Inferno or Debussy’s various partners in The Debussy Film, as though their presence 

in this male creative space is resented. The homes of these artists also usually consist of no 

more than one room, and so are cramped in a similar manner to those in Anstey and Elton’s 

Housing Problems. In short, slum living is used as shorthand for the precarious living standards 

of the struggling artist.  

Within these confines, the poverty of an artist’s surroundings also symbolises their exclusion 

from the art world which they are trying to infiltrate, a visual signifier which contrasts 

significantly with the decadence surrounding them when they hit the height of success. This 

is most visible in The Debussy Film, in which the composer’s downward spiral is emphasised 

by the cramped living quarters he shares with one of his many partners. Debussy’s slum flat 

appears intermittently throughout the film, in each instance illustrating one of the many 

descents into destitution he experienced throughout his life. In each of these sequences, 

Debussy’s latest partner can be seen performing domestic chores while he lies in bed. Again, 

the upkeep of domestic spaces is female, but this is not the proud and fairly compensated 

work of A House in Bayswater. Instead, it is a symptom of Debussy’s tendency to leech off the 

good nature of others, particularly his habit of exploiting women for his personal gain. The 

space in which he lives is indicative of this, as though the poison of exploitation which runs 

through his veins has leaked into the walls and floorboards.  

His living quarters are indicative of slum living not only at the turn of the twentieth century 

when Debussy was alive, but during the early 1950s and 1960s when slum living remained a 

problem; very little distinguishes the living spaces of Debussy from those in A Taste of Honey. 

His home has no wallpapering, and so cracks in the wall can be seen, as well as damp and dry 

rot. All cooking, cleaning, sleeping and musical composition is also undertaken in this one 

room. Lily, one of Debussy’s partners, is also described as being ‘on the game’ in one scene of 

the film, so it is a reasonable assumption that this room is used to ply her trade, too. Domestic 

life is inevitably miserable in these conditions, and while Russell frames this as the inevitable 

consequence of a struggling artist’s lifestyle, the alienation and lack of freedom within such a 

space is also mirrored in the British Social Realist films of the period. 
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This room – shabby, destitute, seemingly unfit to live in – is replicated throughout Russell’s 

career, whether in the single room of sculptor Henri Gaudier in Savage Messiah, the miserable 

London flat of Elgar during the lowest point of the composer’s career, or the real-life rundown 

Suffolk cottage of Robert MacBryde and Robert Colquhoun in The Scottish Painters (a film 

with arguably more poignancy than the others listed here because Macbryde and Colquhoun 

prematurely ended their careers in rapid critical decline from which they never recovered). 

Indeed, Scottish Painters’s place as a documentary, as opposed to a biopic, emphasises this 

point further, not least because its subjects had strong opinions about their portrayal in the 

film. This eleven-minute short shows Macbryde and Colquhoun as they work on their art 

during a straitened time in their career. Although their cottage was selected by them because 

of its easy and necessitous travel routes to the wider art world in London, Russell ignores 

these facts and instead presents them as ‘aesthetically self-sufficient and their connections 

to a wider world suppressed,’233 portraying these down at heel working class artists as far 

more excluded from society than they were in reality. Archival research from Michael Clegg 

found that Macbryde himself took exception to Russell’s approach, ‘complaining in a letter to 

the producer, Peter Norrington, that it made the pair out to be a couple of itinerant bums.’234 

Within these portrayals of the working-class households are both a romanticisation of 

working-class slum living and a reminder of its exclusionary effects. Russell’s typically fast and 

loose toying with truth also illustrates that, while the self-styled Scottish painters were living 

in supposed squalor his framing of them as outcasts from society was a product of his own 

artistic license rather than a factual representation, continuing his overall, potentially 

subconscious, project that portrays members of the working class as alienated from society 

at large, and furthering his romanticisation of slum living. 

Throughout this chapter, the life of working-class individuals in the early half of the twentieth 

century has been defined as one of exploitation and a lack of freedom in Great Britain. As the 

twentieth century wore on and health and housing improved within these communities, 

these freedoms grew, though they remained scant by comparison with those of the middle 

and upper classes. Russell’s films illustrate how a limited version of freedom can be exercised 

within a specific community as long as one understands the field of play. He also emphasises, 

 
233 Michael Clegg, ‘”The Art Game”: Television, Monitor and British Art at the turn of the 1960s’, British Art 
Studies, https://www.britishartstudies.ac.uk/issues/issue-index/issue-8/the-art-game [Accessed 06/04/2021]. 
234 Ibid.  
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in stark contrast to the maudlin preoccupations of the Free Cinema movement and the British 

New Wave, the joys of these spaces and the use of communal events as a salve for the struggle 

of daily life.  

In Russell’s films, these rulesets can be exercised in exterior spaces, and transcended by those 

with unique talent, but in interior spaces individuals are either stymied by a hostile urban 

depth structure, their own habitus or by the financial impossibility of improving the domestic 

sphere. As has been examined in A House in Bayswater and The Debussy Film, exclusion for 

the working classes is also delineated by gender bias in interior spaces, with women 

designated as de facto caregivers in the domestic sphere. Building structures, interior design 

and socioeconomic circumstance therefore combine to create environments of exclusion for 

the working classes in everyday life. The Establishment solution to these imbalances is 

brutalism and housing estates, which are viewed as an eyesore throughout Russell’s 

filmography, a deadening of the city that will ultimately lead to complete dissolution of three-

dimensional space. His own solution, which a film like A House in Bayswater alludes to, is a 

seemingly egalitarian house share in which socioeconomic groups cohabit. However, even 

within this sphere, certain class restrictions are upheld. Delaney’s vision of enriching rather 

than uprooting communities may provide a third way, however this would still perpetuate a 

strictly delineated class system. Ultimately, as is made abundantly clear in London Moods, the 

power to make these decisions does not lie with artists but with the Establishment itself. The 

working classes, despite the exceptional geniuses profiled by Russell who manage to create 

their way out of poverty, remain at the whims of those with power over their community. 

Either way, Russell’s films help illustrate the 1960s notion of self-determination within 

working class communities and individuals that is stymied and subordinated by the whims of 

city planners and Establishment officials. The middle classes, although perceived quite 

differently in Britain, had their own complicated relationship with architecture during the long 

sixties. While they are the social class Russell depicted onscreen the least, he did so with no 

less vigour. The next chapter will examine middle class life in Britain and how middle-class 

structures, particularly the suburban hinterlands of English cities, impact many of the 

characters within his films, and how Russell both examined and conformed with some of the 

prejudices towards the middle classes that were prevalent during the period.
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Chapter Two: The Middle class, design and architecture 

 

Russell’s focus on the middle classes is less comprehensive than his examination of the 

working classes during the long sixties, in part because the privilege of being middle class was 

itself deemed unfashionable in certain sections of popular media, as will be seen below.  

Written in 1969, Roger King and John Raynor’s book The Middle Class attempts to describe 

why this is: 

There is an apparent assumption that “we all know” that the middle class is 
substantially advantaged by the reward system in western industrial societies, that it 
dominates economic, political and cultural institutions, and that, understandably, it 
wishes to preserve these privileges.1 

In huge swathes of art and culture, however, the middle classes were treated less as 

protectionists of the status quo and more as terrified conservatives halting the march of 

liberalism. Ken Loach’s absurdist comedy The End of Arthur’s Marriage (1965) contains a 

satirical song about the middle classes, written by frequent Russell collaborator Christopher 

Logue, which sums up a general attitude towards middle class life in 1960s Britain: 

We are the little investors 
We are the decent people 
We have spent our lives working 
We have paid our taxes 
We are the little investors 
We are the ones who worry 
We are the middle and the lower-middle-classes 
We are the ones who die in road accidents 
We are frightened of negroes 
Shoes, intellectuals and sex maniacs 
We are boring 
It is easy to mock us but what would you put in our place? 
We are obedient 
Politicians love us 
We are thrifty 
We are true 
We are the image of people like you 
We are not very likeable 
We are not easy to like 
We work in great cities 

 
1 Roger King and John Raynor, The Middle Class: Second Edition (London: Longman, 1981), p. 1.  
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We are waiting patiently to die 
Because we are desperate for security 
How easy it is to cheat us 
We own our own homes 
How easy it is to cheat us 
And soon the darkness will cover us 
And we are also covered by insurance 
How easy it is to dislike us 
To tell the truth 
We do not care greatly for ourselves. 

 

Russell’s portrayal of the middle classes is rarely as scathing as this, but at the same time he 

can never be said to depict their lifestyle as anything more than conspicuous consumption.  

Any bourgeois characters in chapter one existed as two-dimensional antagonists blocking the 

progress of working-class characters with their small-mindedness and cultural myopia. Yet 

when middle class characters are the centrepiece of Russell’s films, those on the bottom rung 

of society seldom concern them. Instead, their central anxiety is the aesthetics of their home, 

whether that means the comfortable living of suburbia, as in The Diary of a Nobody, or the 

destruction of the Victorian buildings which in their own way represent the middle classes’ 

economic and cultural rise, as in Russell’s two collaborations with the poet and campaigner 

John Betjeman. 

As with any socioeconomic grouping, the term ‘middle class’ is broken into various sub-

divisions, each of which define differing wage earnings and levels of social mobility. These 

class categories are largely a moot point where Russell is concerned, as the middle-class 

protagonists in his films almost exclusively stem from a lower middle-class background, and 

their desperation to ascend the social ladder is the great motivator of their lives. These 

motivations manifest themselves as a consumerist mentality. Here, lower-middle-class is 

defined as office workers, banks clerks, teachers and other occupations which, while at a 

higher pay grade than those in the working classes, remain at times financially precarious and 

without a university education (a state of being which may explain the protectionism and 

social conservatism derided by Logue at the beginning of this chapter).  

This section will be less expansive than the working-class chapter preceding it, simply because 

Russell made fewer films about the middle classes. The films covered will be John Betjeman: 

A Poet in London, Journey into a Lost World, The Diary of a Nobody: The Domestic Jottings of 
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a City Clerk, The Lonely Shore (1962) and Women in Love. Despite consisting of fewer films, 

the same groundwork will be laid to contextualise the middle classes and their relationship 

with buildings, the city and interior spaces, in part to emphasise how Russell both adheres to 

and deviates from the contemporaneous viewpoints toward this socioeconomic group. The 

chapter will be split into three sections: 

2.1 Defining the middle classes and the architectural history of the middle classes 1892-

1970 

2.2 Exterior spaces and the middle classes 

2.3 Interior spaces and the middle classes 

As has been stated, the term middle class consists of several sub-divisions, but this chapter 

will focus on the protagonists of Russell’s film, which are mainly composed of the lower-

middle-classes. For this reason, the first section of this chapter will find a suitable working 

definition of the lower-middle-classes and view their evolution from 1892 until the 1970s. 
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2.1 Defining the middle classes and the architectural history of the 

middle classes 1892-1970 

 

‘I suppose you agree that the middle classes are stupid?’ asks upper class villain Mr. Vladimir 

in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907). ‘They have no imagination. They are blinded by 

an idiotic vanity. What they want just now is a jolly good scare.’2 While Conrad intended to 

skewer the upper classes’ contempt for anyone beneath them in the socioeconomic ladder, 

Mr. Vladimir’s extreme views were shared openly by many members of the literary elite at 

the start of the twentieth century. Writers and artists may have felt threatened by what they 

regarded as the soulless mass of the working classes, but they were disgusted by the 

supposed mediocrity and lack of ambition of the lower-middle-classes. By the 1900s the 

lower-middle-classes had increased in number and their aspirations towards a higher 

standard of living were deemed distasteful and inappropriate. 

A large portion of the disquiet from the upper classes was thanks in part to a perceived 

encroachment on the territory of literature. As literacy levels rose in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, (in 1800 around 40 percent of males and 

60 percent of females in England and Wales were illiterate; by 1900 illiteracy for both sexes 

had dropped to around three percent)3, a new brand of writing emerged, one which was 

written by the middle classes and concerned their lives. While early twentieth century high 

brows were concerned with men, and it was almost always men, who achieved some form of 

greatness, middle class authors like Arnold Bennett, George and Weedon Grossmith, and H.G. 

Wells focused on the humdrum lives of citizens who worked in draperies, as bank clerks or 

other middle-class professions. Reading itself was viewed as the key to self-improvement for 

rising middle class individuals with limited resources. Cicero’s notion of humanitas was 

embraced by many in the middle classes, who turned to canonical literature like the works of 

Shakespeare to broaden their horizons. An early version of meritocracy was forming amongst 

the middle classes who prided themselves on educational attainment and a life-long project 

 
2 Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p.22.  
3 Amy J. Lloyd, ‘Education, Literacy and the Reading Public’, British Library Newspapers (Detroit: Gale, 2007), p. 
5, https://www.gale.com/binaries/content/assets/gale-us-en/primary-sources/intl-gps/intl-gps-essays/full-
ghn-contextual-essays/ghn_essay_bln_lloyd3_website.pdf [Accessed 03/04/2022]. 
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of social betterment. Emphasising this is the evolution of the self-help book, with titles like 

Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859)4 and Bennett’s How to Live on Twenty Four Hours a Day 

(1908) appealing to a market of autodidactic middle-class people hoping to improve their lot 

in life, both financially and intellectually. 

Their notion of rising through the ranks of social class was, however, derided by Establishment 

figures and satirised by popular publications of the day. Lower-middle-class women were a 

target for many newspapers and publications for their love of shopping sales with their 

attempt to purchase high-end goods at a reduced price mocked and derided as ‘a pathetic 

attempt to accumulate current fashions in order to emulate the dress of their social 

superiors.’5 During this period, the politician Charles Masterman claimed, ‘No one fears the 

middle classes, the suburbans, and perhaps for that reason, no one respects them.’6 Toiling 

in tedious administrative jobs, just about managing to afford a domestic servant, and fearing 

the shame of debt after every purchase, the hallmarks of lower-middle-class life were viewed 

as conservative in their tastes, social attitudes and aesthetic sensibility.7 Without a politically 

motivated class struggle, and with a desire for untroubled comfort, the middle classes, 

particularly those on low paygrades, were viewed as an underwhelming mass, a swelling rank 

which contributed little but drained a lot from society at large. 

When the term ‘middle class’ was originally coined in 1812, it applied to people who rejected 

the ‘values of the aristocracy and gentry as well as those of the manual classes whom they 

employed,’8 and their energised enthusiasm for capitalism helped alter the face of Britain. Yet 

it was never a revolutionary class, instead using its connections to aristocracy and 

government to work in its favour, such as the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846.9 As soon as it 

was defined, then, the middle class was a beneficiary of the class system. But by the late 

nineteenth century, the privileges of the middle classes were perceived to be under threat by 

 
4 Kathryn Hughes, ‘The middle classes: etiquette and upward mobility’, British Library, 
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-middle-classes-etiquette-and-upward-mobility 
[Accessed 03/04/2022]. 
5  Christopher P. Hosgood, ‘Mrs Pooter’s Purchase: Lower-Middle-Class Consumerism and the Sales, 1870-
1914’ in Gender, Civic Culture and Consumerism: Middle-Class Identity in Britain 1800-1940 ed. by Alan Kidd 
and David Nicholls (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), pp. 146-163 (P. 152). 
6 Matthew Taunton, ‘Suburbia’, British Library,  https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/suburbia 
[Accessed 06/05/2021]. 
7 Ibid.  
8 King and Raynor, p. 48. 
9 Ibid, p. 52.  
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thinkers like Marx, Engels and Henry George, as well as political reforms to reduce levels of 

poverty, producing a middle-class which felt its rights were being stripped away for the 

betterment of others. To an extent this was true. As the 1900s wore on, fewer middle-class 

households had servants,10 while the Middle Class Union was established in 1920 to 

counteract the progress made by trade unions. As observed by Todd, ‘A large number of 

middle-class commentators believed that the slightest improvement in workers’ living 

conditions was highly threatening to the country’s stability – and their own privileges.’11 As 

stated by King and Raynor, ‘The heterogeneous groups that make up the middle classes have 

one common concern, and that is for the defence of economic and social inequality against 

levelling tendencies which carry threats to their income and to their property.’12  

The comfort afforded by property ownership caused some of the more extreme schisms from 

the 1900s onwards, both between the middle classes and the working classes, as well as 

between the middle classes and the upper-class intelligentsia. As the middle classes left the 

centre of the city and moved into suburban housing at the edge, the upper classes came to 

view these new builds as a stain on the countryside. The fears of these intellectuals were not 

entirely unfounded as anxieties regarding former countryside became a reality. Commuting 

had become a simple convenience with the invention of electric trams and cheaper rail fares, 

an offshoot of the boom in suburban housing from the 1900s onwards. The number of houses 

in outer west London had risen from fewer than 3,000 in 1851 to over 33,000 in 1911, while 

housebuilding in England and Wales rose from 91,653 in 1923 to 202,060 in 1930.13 New 

developments also spoiled existing suburbs, creating a mess of architectural styles which 

upset the intellectual establishment and city planners alike, until the Restriction of Ribbon 

Development Act in 1935 stemmed the ‘rapidity of land use change’ that was consuming an 

estimated 60,000 acres of land each year by buildings.14 Moreover, from 1830 to 1850, 5,000 

 
10 Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010, p. 15.  
11 Ibid, p. 40. 
12 King and Raynor, p. 59.  
13 Ibid, p. 46-47. 
14 John Sheail, ‘The Restriction of Ribbon Development Act: The character and perception of land-use control in 
inter-war Britain’, Regional Studies 13 (6) (1979), pp. 501-512, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09595237900185451 [Accessed 14/11/2019] ( p. 502). 
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miles of railways existed and cities were interconnected, further speeding up transport and 

commercial development.15  

Suburban houses of the era, particularly in London, were designed to be spacious enough for 

the large families which typified Victorian households. An accurate summary of a typical 

middle-class suburban household can be found in the first chapter of George and Weedon 

Grossmith’s The Diary of a Nobody (1892), a satirical novel which Russell adapted for the BBC 

in 1964. The description is striking because of its implication that Carrie and Charles Pooter, 

the book’s protagonists, may not have been in the middle-class wage bracket for very long, 

placing them firmly in the realms of the lower middle-class office clerks and their spouses 

derided by the right-wing intelligentsia and the popular press: 

My dear wife Carrie and I have just been a week in our new house, ‘The Laurels,’ 
Brickfield Terrace, Holloway – a nice six-roomed residence, not counting basement, 
with a front breakfast-parlour. We have a little front garden; and there is a flight of 
ten steps up to the front door, which, by-the-by, we keep locked with the chain up. 
Cummings, Gowing, and our other intimate friends always come to the little side 
entrance, which saves the servant the trouble of going up to the front door, thereby 
taking from her work. We have a nice little back garden which turns down to the 
railway. We were rather afraid of the noise of the trains at first, but the landlord said 
we should not notice them after a bit, and took £2 off the rent. He was certainly right; 
and beyond the cracking garden wall at the bottom, we have suffered no 
inconvenience.16 

The passage above shows the larger size of suburban Victorian houses, while also illustrating 

the spirit of compromise from the middle classes of the time. The home chosen by the Pooters 

is far from perfect, but its deficiencies pale in comparison with housing from only a few 

decades prior. There is every chance that Pooter, whose past is never clarified by the 

Grossmiths, graduated from the slums, making him more willing to weather occasional 

inconveniences in his living situation, emphasised by the fact that he is renting a house, not 

buying one. These were the people with a greater social mobility and wage bracket than the 

working classes, and with office jobs as opposed to physical labour, but without the same 

degree of financial stability typified by the established middle and upper-middle classes.  

 
15 Banister, p. 1119-1120. 
16 George Grossmith and Weedon Grossmith, The Diary of a Nobody (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1940), p. 27.  
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While academics like Christopher P. Hosgood17 warn against viewing the Pooters as 

emblematic of the lower-middle-classes, arguing that they should instead be looked at as a 

burlesque on the middle classes from the upper classes, these over-the-top figures 

nonetheless represented a swelling number of individuals who, thanks to an increase in social 

mobility, were able to advance in their living standards. As Banister observed: ‘The growth of 

a strong middle class of professional and business men created a type of patron no longer 

likely to be familiar with matters of taste and architectural values’,18 and the easily pleased 

nature of the Pooters, although affectionate in its satire, illustrates the dim view which 

intellectuals took of the middle classes, seeing them as inert milksops with poor taste and an 

even poorer discernment for good living.19 

While the perception and the social mobility of working-class culture noticeably altered 

throughout the early-to-mid twentieth century, the material wealth of the middle classes 

changed only slightly. Instead, wealthier portions of the middle class tended to behave 

dismissively towards their economic inferiors, and in turn cut themselves off from society’s 

reluctant push towards a meagre version of egalitarianism. This remained true in terms of 

housing throughout the first half of the twentieth century, as shown by Todd: 

Relations between working-class council tenants and their middle-class neighbours 
were frequently more fraught. While owner-occupiers in Willenhall were sanguine 
about the new estate in their midst, middle-class owner-occupiers often worried that 
council housing would reduce the value of their home. In the 1930s some of Oxford’s 
middle-class residents had constructed two walls to divide their properties from the 
small Cutteslowe council estate built nearby, with the support of Conservative 
councillors. Tenants faced a lengthy walk to nearby shops and the main thoroughfare 
into the city. Oxford’s Labour council finally demolished the Cutteslow Walls in 1958, 
in the face of vociferous opposition from the home owners.20 

Anecdotes like this, in which a literal wall is built between middle- and working-class 

communities, show a class growing increasingly entrenched in its values and unwilling to 

adapt to notions of greater social mobility and spatial contact.  

The individualism, the suburban mediocrity, and the unflinching attachment to conservative 

values associated with the middle classes came to symbolise much of what was wrong with 

 
17 Hosgood, p. 146. 
18 Banister, p. 1124. 
19 Hosgood, p. 147. 
20 Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class 1910-2010, p. 191.  
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British society to many in the arts in the 1960s. The term was usually used without much 

nuance at this time, and ‘middle class’, despite constituting a broad church of socioeconomic 

groupings, usually referred to people who lived in suburbia and were ill-disposed to change. 

While not quite the status quo, the middle classes were viewed as the enablers of the status 

quo’s existence, a socioeconomic group unwilling to alter their routine if it meant 

relinquishing any of life’s simple comforts. In a decade like the sixties, where revolutionary 

and countercultural fervour was in the air, this kind of complacency was viewed by the many 

filmmakers and artists as ripe for satire. Contemporaneous philosopher Michael Novak 

claimed that the middle classes’ cleaving to a broadly defined ‘secular humanism’ at a time 

when the countercultural movement was experimenting with new ways of thinking was 

stultifying to social norms. He wrote of the middle classes: 

It thinks of itself as humble in its agnosticism, and eschews the ‘mystic flights’ of 
metaphysicians, theologians and dreamers; it is cautious and remote in dealing with 
heightened and passionate experiences that are the stuff of great literature and 
philosophy. It limits itself to this world and its concerns, concerns which fortunately 
turn out to be largely subject to precise formulations, and hence have a limited but 
comforting certainty.21 

The irony of this criticism is that it was largely self-lacerating. Most filmmakers and artists of 

the era, despite the working-class boom of the sixties’ cultural revolution, were themselves 

middle class, likewise the youths who founded and formed countercultural movements. As 

Theodore Roszak observes, ‘dropping out during prosperous times was a great deal more 

possible for middle-class youngsters. The society provided a big economic cushion to fall back 

on: if not social programs, then the parental bank account. And dropping back in again was 

not all that difficult.’22 The backlash against the middle class’s cultural hegemony, then, was 

arguably from within the middle classes themselves, representing a desire from the 1960s 

generation of middle-class youths to move out of the suburbs and back into the urban sprawl, 

and a guilty compulsion to spread their cultural wealth to the working classes via increased 

representation within the media. It is a bourgeois notion that Russell hinted at in some of the 

modern-day segments of The Debussy Film, in which the earnest pursuit of truth and art is 

contrasted with vacuous bohemian parties and strip shows.  

 
21 Michael Novak, from Theodore Roszak’s The Making of a Counterculture (California; University of California 
Press, 1995), pp. 146-147.  
22 Roszak, p. xvi.  



137 
 

Although working class in origins, Russell’s representation of the middle classes largely 

conforms to the orthodoxies discussed above. His films with lower middle-class culture at 

their centre portray a life of drudgery, respectability and mediocrity. With very little interest 

in iconoclasm, the middle classes seldom play a central part in Russell’s films, instead 

representing a cultural mediocrity for a working-class upstart to kick against, such as the staid 

art gallery attendees in Always on Sunday or the stuffy Mayor and his cohorts in French 

Dressing. Nevertheless, Russell’s collaboration with the poet John Betjeman, who himself 

came from upper-middle class origins, paints a more sympathetic picture of middle-class 

culture, portraying it as the honourable upholder of a conservative Victorian tradition. The 

films covered below explore how the Victorian ideal of the consumerist middle classes can 

sustain itself in the modern world, and how the integrity of neoclassical architecture and 

interior design can uphold this project, as well as the importance of the suburbs as a lynchpin 

for middle class stability. The next section will, therefore, explore how the middle-class 

protagonists in Russell’s films interact and engage with exterior spaces. 
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2.2 Exterior spaces and the middle classes 

 

As outlined in the previous section of this chapter, the middle classes felt the grip of their 

cultural hegemony fading throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Many of these 

anxieties were exacerbated by a romanticisation of the Victorian era which, it was believed, 

marked the heyday of the middle-class cultural project of civility. In the post-war era, London 

and many other cities were changing as they erected new buildings to replace those which 

had been bombed out during the Second World War, but many Victorian buildings were also 

torn down for little more than political expediency.23  

These wide-scale demolitions led to push-back from many in the arts, particularly middle-

class writers and artists who had come to champion much of the neoclassical architecture 

built during the Victorian and Edwardian periods. One of the most prominent figures amongst 

these artists and intellectuals was the poet and broadcaster John Betjeman, who made two 

films about Victorian architecture with Russell in 1959 and 1960, John Betjeman: A Poet in 

London and Journey into a Lost World. In isolation, these films act as a potent, though overly 

nostalgic, argument in favour of Victorian architectural styles, and the combination of 

Betjeman’s strength as a discursive broadcaster and Russell’s visual flair help depict a country 

which is losing an aesthetic sensibility and, in turn, diluting a distinct aspect of British identity 

which defined it during the nineteenth century. However, to fully understand Betjeman’s 

point of view on architecture, as shown in Russell’s films, and how it reflected the middle-

class viewpoint more generally, some biographical information on Betjeman is necessary. 

Born in 1906, Betjeman’s love of architecture existed at the centre of his professional and 

artistic life for the duration of his career. He joined the staff of the Architectural Review as a 

writer in 1930, where he wrote on a vast array of different architectural styles.24 The views 

he developed during his tenure at the ‘Archie Rev’ (as he called it) were developed more fully 

in a series of books about cities, towns and architecture, including An Oxford University Chest 

(1938), Shropshire: A Shell Guide (1951) and London’s Historic Railway Stations (1972), 

 
23 Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloodymindedness: Concrete Poetry with Jonathan Meades dir. by Francis Hanly 
(BBC, 2014). 
24 Greg Morse, John Betjeman (Oxford; Shire Publications, 2011), p. 7.  
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amongst others. From his first non-fiction book Ghastly Good Taste (1933) onwards, his 

viewpoint has been one of a conservatism rooted in nostalgia, a belief that, according to Philip 

Irving Mitchell, ‘Architecture at its best represented historical accumulation, and what he 

repeatedly denounced was the removal of the accretion of the past in such a way that it 

rendered a place no longer itself.’25 Ghastly Good Taste also aptly underlined his visible 

ambivalence towards modernity: ‘It is not because I have such a rooted dislike for English 

architects but because I have such a rooted love for English architecture that I write so 

malevolently of the majority of its present practitioners.’26 

His poetry was equally fascinated with creating a sense of space through evocations of cities 

and buildings. Numerous works in his first published collection, Mount Zion (1932), contain 

place-specific titles such as ‘Death in Leamington,’ ‘The City,’ ‘Camberley,’ ‘Croydon,’ 

‘Westgate-on-Sea,’ and ‘The Sandemanian Meeting-House in Highbury Quadrant,’ 

respectively. His poems also, as observed by Frederick Smith, evoke ‘a strong flavour of the 

past,’27 particularly the grandeur of the nineteenth century. He was, much like many others 

from a middle-class background, simultaneously fascinated by the urban sprawl and nostalgic 

for a Victorian golden era which arguably never existed. Although he had been involved in 

various conservation efforts before, these nostalgic pangs took on a different form during the 

1950s, when Victorian buildings were torn down to free up space for new construction 

projects. Alongside Lady Rosse, Nikolaus Pevsner and more than thirty others, he co-founded 

the Victorian Society, which aimed to preserve the most important elements of Victorian and 

Edwardian architecture and the arts,28 and eventually gained the ‘legal right to be consulted 

when the redevelopment or demolition of a Victorian building was being proposed.’29 A large 

number of his works as a television broadcaster, including the films he made with Russell, 

acted almost as propaganda arms for the Victorian Society, including John Betjeman Goes by 

Train (1961), Betjeman’s London (1967) and On Camera: Historic Houses (1971). One of the 

most pertinent examples of this is his ninety-minute televised play Pity about the Abbey 

 
25 Philip Irving Mitchell, ‘”Love is greater than taste”: The Moral Architecture of John Betjeman and John Piper’, 
Christianity and Literature, 62 (2) (2014), pp. 257-284 (p. 258). 
26 John Betjeman, Ghastly Good Taste: or a Depressing Rise and Fall of English Architecture (London: W & J 
Mackay & Co, 1970), p. 16. 
27 Frederick Smith, ‘Introduction’ in John Betjeman’s Collected Poems (London; John Murray, 1958), p. XV.  
28 William Filmer-Sankey, ‘History of the Victorian Society’, The Victorian Society, 
https://www.victoriansociety.org.uk/about/history-of-the-victorian-society [Accessed 08/06/2021]. 
29 Morse, p. 17. 
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(1965), a satire of contemporaneous building practices in which Westminster Abbey is 

demolished to make way for a by-pass (a premise, incidentally, which Russell similarly hints 

at in the elegiac shots of Palace of Westminster which close London Moods, strongly implying 

that past architecture will be completely supplanted by brutalist buildings).  

Betjeman used his significant celebrity to save buildings from demolition, turning him into a 

‘people’s campaigner’30 of sorts. In an interview with Illustrated London News in 1955, he 

claimed ‘If I have a mission at all – and I am speaking quite seriously about television – it is to 

show people things which are beautiful so that they will very soon realize what is ugly. I really 

do want people to use their eyes as they go through life.’31 However, his focus was not solely 

on grand and impressive architecture. Having grown up in the green suburbs of London, 

poems like ‘Hertfordshire’ provide a view of the suburban landscape which is both intimate 

and distrustful, as will be examined later in this section. Betjeman, then, retained many of the 

fears of the middle classes while remaining detached enough from them to comment on the 

class system as a seemingly passive observer. His views on modern architecture are 

influenced by a number of intellectual norms that had permeated British culture throughout 

the early twentieth century; a valorisation of the old against the new, a suspicion of the 

increasing population and a love of the countryside. But by the sixties his opinions had grown 

more egalitarian than his intellectual forebears, concerned more with how the destruction of 

the past impacts every stratum of the populace, rather than the intellectual elite. His ideology 

seems to descend more from John Ruskin’s, whose deep suspicion of modern architecture 

was rooted in socialism,32 than with the Nietzschean conception of the elite. In this, he and 

Russell found kinship. 

2.2.1 John Betjeman: A Poet in London 

 

Russell’s short Monitor film John Betjeman: A Poet in London treads similar ground to Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford, following a well-known artist as they reflect upon the place where they live, 

amongst the ruins of post-war Britain. Unlike Delaney, Betjeman’s middle-to-upper class 

 
30 Ibid. 
31 Mark Tewdwr‐Jones, ‘‘Oh, the planners did their best’: the planning films of John Betjeman’, Planning 
Perspectives, 20 (4) (2005), pp. 389-411 (p. 400). 
32 John D. Rosenberg, The Darkening Glass: A Portrait of Ruskin’s Genius (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1963), p. 44.  
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lifestyle placed him within the ranks of the early-twentieth century intelligentsia whose views 

would shape the artistic perception of architecture and the urban sprawl for the better part 

of a generation. A Poet in London, which was Russell’s first piece for Monitor, opens with a 

long shot of Betjeman walking through a path flanked by overgrown weeds. It is clearly the 

wreckage from a bombed building, a hangover from World War Two yet to be repaired by the 

local council. The British capital is still in recovery, even twenty years after the bombs fell 

during the Blitz. Most of the buildings shown in A Poet in London are almost as decrepit as 

those in the first few opening shots.  

After establishing that the bombed ruins which Betjeman is standing in are the remnants of 

The Manchester Hotel, the poet states that this is a location of great importance to his 

childhood. By now the viewer understands that England’s most accessible poet and his verse 

will act as a conduit to a pre-war London, particularly how the buildings which inhabited it 

impacted his art and shaped his childhood. The action moves to Aldersgate Street Station 

which, according to Betjeman’s voiceover, ‘remained an unwilling memorial to cooperation’ 

with the march of progress. He characterises these buildings as obstinate, their very presence 

a thorn in the side of modern planners hoping to create an increasingly homogenous 

landscape. But the shots captured by Russell’s camera tell a different story: the station is 

shown to be in disrepair, its railings rusted and doors chipped. 

Betjeman’s voiceover resumes, ‘That huge station had a refreshment room which I can 

remember before the war.’ Russell cuts to what would have been the refreshment room but 

is now a derelict section of the station. War and decades of neglect have the turned the 

building into a wasteland. This edifice to the Victorian sensibility for innovation is, like the 

middle classes, being left to rot by time’s cruel march. Betjeman’s wistful memories then 

conform to the reality of Russell’s camera, as he recites ‘A Monody on the Death of Aldersgate 

Street Station’: 

Snow falls in the buffet of Aldersgate station, 
Soot hangs in the tunnel in clouds of steam. 
City of London! before the next desecration 
Let your steepled forest of churches be my theme. 

 
Sunday Silence! with every street a dead street, 
Alley and courtyard empty and cobbled mews, 
Till “tingle tang “ the bell of St. Mildred's Bread Street 
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Summoned the sermon taster to high box pews, 
 

And neighbouring towers and spirelets joined the ringing 
With answering echoes from heavy commercial walls 
Till all were drowned as the sailing clouds went singing 
On the roaring flood of a twelve-voiced peal from Paul's. 

 
Then would the years fall off and Thames run slowly; 
Out into marshy meadow-land flowed the Fleet: 
And the walled-in City of London, smelly and holy, 
Had a tinkling mass house in every cavernous street. 

 
The bells rang down and St. Michael Paternoster 
Would take me into its darkness from College Hill, 
Or Christ Church Newgate Street (with St. Leonard Foster) 
Would be late for Mattins and ringing insistent still. 

 
Last of the east wall sculpture, a cherub gazes 
On broken arches, rosebay, bracken and dock, 
Where once I heard the roll of the Prayer Book phrases 
And the sumptuous tick of the old west gallery clock. 
Snow falls in the buffet of Aldersgate station, 
Toiling and doomed from Moorgate Street puffs the train, 
For us of the steam and the gas-light, the lost generation, 
The new white cliffs of the City are built in vain. 

 

As the poem ends, Russell cuts from ruined buildings to examples of brutalist architecture 

situated next to bombed-out wasteland, as though ready to be sucked back into the squalor 

of London. The buildings are shot from street level and appear to loom over the viewer. At 

this point the film takes on a similar structure to Shelagh Delaney’s Salford by dedicating its 

middle section to a speech from Betjeman denouncing brutalist architecture in the country’s 

capital. The poet underscores issues of alienation by discussing not an argument for the 

artistic invalidity of certain buildings, but their inconvenience: 

What people don’t realise, who build these big blocks in the city, these huge white 
cliffs, is what an awful time the people who have to work in them have in getting to 
them. The struggle, for instance, that business girls, young business girls fresh from 
home, go through in order to reach these cliffs. 

In Russell and Betjeman’s point of view, old buildings are laced with nostalgia and should be 

maintained, while newer brutalist structures are a blight. 
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David Lowenthal has argued that the ‘past endures in recoverable form’33 within the present, 

an idea which is pertinent in relation to the buildings and streets of Russell’s films, but here 

the past is actively destroyed. Conversely, new buildings are inconvenient, clash with older 

architectural styles, and pose a threat to the maintenance of England’s national heritage. 

Brutalist aesthetics become representative of the wider restructuring of the country, as 

shown in Betjeman’s final poem to camera, ‘Hertfordshire’, in which the demolition of the 

countryside is portrayed as literally painful to the memory of Betjeman’s father. He 

characterises urbanisation as a disease, with ‘old places looking ill and strange,’ while new 

suburbs are afforded the gracelessness of ‘brick boxes.’34 The film ends with a mirror image 

of its beginning, as Betjeman walks away from the camera through the rubble of a building 

site. 

While Russell predominantly filmed people who were sympathetic to his personal interests 

during his time at Monitor, as he was instructed to by Wheldon,35 the revulsion towards 

brutalist architecture from Betjeman illustrates a prevailing attitude amongst the artistic 

communities across Britain that stems from a connection with the intelligentsia of a previous 

generation, echoing Russell’s own ambivalence towards the march of progress. Here 

architecture acts as a potent rallying point for the mentality in certain sections of the middle 

class that a golden era was slipping away. A different form of alienation manifests itself in 

John Betjeman: A Poet in London, then, one in which the old and seemingly stable form of the 

city is to be torn down and replaced with a faceless and homogenous mass of new brutalist 

monstrosities.  

Yet, Betjeman’s notion that there was ever a safe, stable and tranquil period in London’s 

history is, as has been shown throughout this thesis, a fallacy. If the city itself had generally 

been favoured by the middle classes, then they would never have retreated from its centre 

to its outskirts. The exterior urban environment, particularly in industrial centres like London 

and Manchester, had always been dominated by the working classes. So, while Betjeman’s 

mission to save certain buildings from demolition could be viewed as admirable, his tendency 

within this documentary to suffuse that mission with nostalgic reminiscences removes them 

 
33 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), P. 14.  
34 John Betjeman, ‘Hertfordshire’, Blankney Journal, http://blankneyblog.blogspot.com/2009/07/poem-
hertfordshire-john-betjeman.html [Accessed 14/11/19]. 
35 Flanagan, audio commentary, The Debussy Film, Blu-ray (British Film Institute, 2016). 
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from their true historical context. The golden age he represents illustrates a time when the 

middle classes continued to thrive to the detriment of swathes of the working-class 

population. 

2.2.2 Journey into a Lost World 

 

Betjeman takes a similar tack in his next film with Russell, Journey into a Lost World (1960), a 

nostalgic reminiscence of Victorian buildings and exhibitions which tackles a wider variety of 

locations than A Poet in London. As with The Miners’ Picnic, Russell and Betjeman create a 

varnished history, one which eschews struggle or hardship in favour of celebrating Britain’s 

past. Betjeman delivers no poems in Journey into a Lost World, instead enthusing about the 

idiosyncrasies of the 1951 Festival of Britain or Alexandra Palace, jumping from one subject 

to the next with the aid of period-appropriate stock photographs and Russell’s 

characteristically inventive camerawork and blocking, as will be shown below. 

The ‘lost world’ of the title is the 1880s, a time which Betjeman characterises as overflowing 

with innovation and a sense of joie de vivre that spread to the populace at large. Of course, 

these claims would crumble when given more than a cursory examination; the vast majority 

of working-class people had no such access to most of the events Betjeman describes, which 

were predominantly based in London, and the spoils of Empire dramatically improved only a 

small fraction of the British population’s lives. Apart from the Festival of Britain, Betjeman 

never lived through most of the events he enthusiastically recounts. It is a journey into the 

imagination as much as one of historical fact. What Betjeman is identifying is not an 

egalitarian view towards architecture that he opined for in A Poet in London, but a forgotten 

land that was available to upper- and middle-class residents of London. This ‘dream of Empire 

made in concrete’, as Betjeman claims, is the embodiment of an ideal which remained rooted 

in the same classism which characterised the intellectuals of the period, and of an upper-class 

government which refused basic educational rights to working class people until the 1870 

Education Act was enforced. For Betjeman, at least within the confines of this short film, these 

are inconvenient facts. 

The joys of the Festival of Britain, according to the archive footage shown, include oddities 

such as kangaroos boxing, blimps, grand gardens and feted works of architecture that have 
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now been torn down. This is a ‘desolate’ past now, restricted mainly to the memories of the 

select few still alive, or implied by extant cultural paraphernalia, from that era. Moreover, 

Betjeman appears to understand how selective his memories are. ‘I am climbing through the 

ruins of dreams,’ he claims, implying that the Festival itself was an abstraction of a Britain that 

never was, a temporary point in time when Britain dreamt of what its wealth could mean for 

society. He is not dissimilar to Mrs. Collings in A House in Bayswater, rifling through the 

basement of his mind for nostalgic reminiscences that may or may not be relevant to the 

contemporary age. Betjeman has espoused an ambivalence towards the Festival in other 

forums, at one point calling it ‘rather pointless and sad, [if] also infinitely romantic.’36 Russell 

uses a subjective camera to emphasise that these are evocations of Betjeman’s perceptions 

of a time and place rather than the stark reality of the period.  

Just as Betjeman’s memories are impermanent, so too are the buildings he discusses. The 

culmination of this thought process is his piece on the move of BBC broadcasting from 

Alexandra Palace to the BBC Television Centre in Shepherd’s Bush. Again, this is viewed as a 

death of sorts, a collapsing of a Victorian value system, and the new building is viewed with 

suspicion. Betjeman’s egalitarian thoughts on culture become clear as, instead of focusing on 

BBC Television Centre, he excitably discusses transmitters which beam culture into the homes 

of television owners. Russell shows aerials and televisions and stock footage of BBC 

programming as Betjeman expounds upon the expansive possibilities of culture in every 

home. The impression left is that buildings used as cultural hubs have become less necessary 

as television has filled the needs of the populace. Architecture as a mode of artistic fulfilment 

and social betterment has been superseded by the more abstract notion of television signals, 

a development that Betjeman receives with paradoxical interest. 

Both A Poet in London and Journey into a Lost World illustrate ambivalence towards the 

contemporary world from a middle-class perspective, and buildings act as the catalyst for 

these anxieties. Within the context of these documentaries, Betjeman’s views on architecture 

characterise the overwhelming conservatism associated with the middle classes throughout 

the twentieth century, and which directors like Loach would come to satirise. In the flight to 

 
36 Mitchell, p. 265. 
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suburbia, Betjeman’s middle class has forgotten that the nineteenth century, although 

innovative, was rife with crime and poverty.  

There is, then, myopia in Betjeman’s viewpoint that bears an inarguable similarity to the fear 

of change exhibited by the mass media in their moral panic about teddy boys and girls a few 

years prior. While the culture of the Victorian era is valorised, the rise of working-class culture 

is pushed aside. Betjeman remembers a golden age that never really existed and, although he 

is regularly a satirist of middle-class values, the innate conservatism within his collaborations 

with Russell illustrates an archetypal middle-class response to the urban sprawl, one which 

disdains high rises but is also against expansion beyond the green belt of the city. It is, in a 

sense, all problem and no solution. 

This was a classic Romantic position. Discussing Ghastly Good Taste, Mitchell states: 

Without a vision of the eternal, Betjeman contends, there can be no tradition of craft 
nor any loyalty to a place and past. The book ends with a short summary of this cultural 
narrative. English history has moved from ‘religious unity’ to a ‘reasoned unity’, then 
to a ‘stranger order’ in industrialism, and finally to a great loss that can be overturned 
only with a ‘new order and another Christendom’.37 

This linkage to the eternal, however, once again ignored problems of overpopulation, 

affordable housing and cities, and is arguably a naïve plea to step back to an age when social 

mobility for the poorest in society was almost non-existent. On the other hand, it resembles 

the desire of Engels to return to a pre-industrial age when the craftspeople could, to a certain 

extent, dictate the value of their services; however this nostalgia-driven viewpoint is 

ultimately unhelpful in a contemporary context. The eternal, whether Betjeman intends this 

or not, stands in the way of social mobility. Again, it is a viewpoint which ignores progress of 

working-class communities. Exterior urban spaces, which are populated predominantly by the 

working classes, become a warning of decaying value systems far removed from the cultural 

refinement which, for Betjeman, characterised the middle-class value system. 

2.2.3 The Lonely Shore 

 

That same middle-class value system was, in part, driven by a capitalist rhetoric which defined 

 
37 Mitchell, p. 269, 
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people by their material possessions. As observed by Hosgood, ‘Perhaps shopping, as it 

promoted consumerism, with its emphasis on solitary endeavour and individual achievement, 

to the detriment of co-operative action, explains more about the nature of the lower-middle-

class experience than a concern for their imitative notions of respectability.’38  

The city itself began to support conspicuous consumption as most major cities across England 

during the eighteenth century were reorganised by urban planners to, as claimed by Simon 

Gunn, focus on ‘the exigencies of distribution, exchange and, increasingly, consumption.’39 

The layout of ‘new streets in the nineteenth-century city privileged motion over assembly […] 

This, in turn, facilitated the street as a focus for shopping and spectating, the development of 

department stores, arcades and window displays as principal attractions.’40 As a space, then, 

many of the central business districts were reconfigured to shape newly refined, 

predominantly middle class, tastes. This is in many ways was the beginning of the three-

dimensional space associated with urban depth theory that many would be familiar with 

today. Not only this, but the new significance of shopping as a pastime created further 

delineations in the city, particularly between the quiet of the suburbs, the poverty of the 

slums, and the opulence of the shopping centres.41 As has been noted previously, the growth 

and popularity of consumerism was met with resistance from the intelligentsia and 

mainstream media, particularly when it was enjoyed by the lower-middle-classes attempting 

to elevate their status. The distaste for consumer values remained throughout the twentieth 

century and, as consumer lifestyles became more accessible for working classes as well as the 

middle classes, the attitude towards it soured further. 

A prime example of this is Russell’s short The Lonely Shore (1962), which attempts to criticise 

the consumer society by emphasising the transience of sought-after items. Arguably one of 

the most original experiments in his large catalogue of short films, this high concept science 

fiction piece follows a group of alien archaeologists as they embark on a ‘grim undertaking’ 

to examine and speculate upon a variety of artefacts from the 1960s strewn across the British 

coastline. The script was written by Jacquetta Hawkes, herself a real-life archaeologist, 

 
38 Hosgood, p. 146 
39 Gunn, p. 117. 
40 Ibid,  
41 Gunn, p, 118.  
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novelist and poet,42 with the narration taking the tone of a weary professional sifting through 

old paraphernalia and considering what they could have meant to past civilisations. As 

observed by Michael Brooke, the film is also a warning from Hawkes to her peers, illustrating 

how easily items from the past can be misinterpreted (in one memorable description, a PDSA 

charity box in the shape of a Labrador is referred to as ‘a cult of the dog’).43 But for Russell 

the film acts as a progenitor for his satires of middle class consumer culture which would take 

a fuller form in The Diary of a Nobody two years later (as will be discussed later in this 

chapter). 

The alien archaeologists assume that the objects they unearth are little more than junk, when 

they are actually looking at some of the most popular appliances of the sixties. The items are 

viewed with disdain by the narrator, who at one point refers to this mass of consumer objects 

as a ‘wilderness of the ugliness, the false and the vile.’ Mass production is also criticised, 

implying that people from the future only value the uniqueness of an item, continuing the 

elitist notion that the only true value of an item lies in its exclusivity. The narrator summarises 

his findings by claiming, ‘These islanders suffered some inner corruption. They were choked 

and weighted by possessions.’  

In the context of spatial relations, the placement of these items on the beach could also be 

viewed as a sly judgement on the middle-class exodus to the suburbs. Once the suburbs 

become similarly threatening to the middle-class sensibility, then they will have to move 

further out until they find themselves trapped at the edge of the sea. The beach and the ocean 

are ready to swallow their culture as the tides of time change. The overall critique of middle-

class lifestyle – as well as the rising working classes who were avid consumers in their own 

right – is that material concerns are ultimately temporary, and the kitsch fashions of the 

sixties will be judged harshly by the people of tomorrow. 

The child of Sir Frederick Gowland Hopkins, Hawkes was herself a member of the upper-class 

intelligentsia, and so this film could be viewed as an extension of the archetypical criticism of 

working- and middle-class lifestyles described earlier in this chapter. Unlike Betjeman’s films 

with Russell, which are encumbered by flawed nostalgic reminiscences, The Lonely Shore 

 
42 Michael Brooke, ‘The Lonely Shore’, ScreenOnline, 
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/1285002/index.html [Accessed 08/08/20]. 
43 Ibid.  
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takes a cold and clinical approach but is blinded by prejudice towards a particular consumerist 

way of living associated with middle class lifestyles. The working classes were, as has been 

shown, without economic or social power in Britain throughout the beginning of the 

twentieth century, and with that lack of power a perception of them was created by media 

outlets and government think tanks. As such the perception was at best patronising and at 

worst damaging to social mobility. The consumerist lifestyle, which had grown in prevalence 

since the middle of the nineteenth century and was associated most closely with middle class 

suburban living, was similarly derided by the media and, as shown by The Lonely Shore, this 

was a criticism which continued throughout the twentieth century. The middle classes, and 

particularly those who ascended to the lower-middle-classes as clerks and office workers, had 

greater social and economic power than the working classes, but the perception of them as 

little more than materialistic social climbers continued to be prevalent. 

Stripped of their homes, with all their possessions placed on a beach, the love of material 

objects is painted as faintly pathetic, a view indistinguishable from the attitude towards the 

working classes shown in the previous chapter. Exterior spaces, and nature in particular, are 

viewed as anathema to the typical middle-class lifestyle, which has defined itself by the safety 

and security of interior spaces. Yet much like the perceptions discussed in the working-class 

chapter, these perceptions are largely based on prejudices formulated by the upper-class 

intelligentsia. So, while the middle classes continue to have greater power than the working 

classes, their position remains socioeconomically insecure.  

Roy Armes described the Free Cinema movement as ‘the university-educated elite [trying] to 

understand the situation of the working man without analysing its own privileged position.’44 

Similarly, The Lonely Shore illustrates Hawkes’s judgement of consumerism without adequate 

self-reflection on where that judgement might stem from. Very little of this ideological strand 

can be attributed to Russell himself, who, as he did with many of his subjects in his early days 

as a filmmaker, does his best to forcefully portray the subject’s viewpoint rather than enforce 

his own. Either way, the middle-class use of consumerism to, in part, separate itself from the 

working classes through a higher standard of living and scale the social class ladder did, in 

fact, have the opposite effect. Instead, it was perceived as ‘degraded’ in The Lonely Shore or 

 
44 Erik Hedling, Lindsay Anderson: Maverick Film-Maker (London: Cassell, 1998), p. 45. 
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became the subject of scorn and satire in The Diary of a Nobody. Exterior spaces, then, have 

been irreparably eroded for the middle classes in Russell’s films, whose way of life is 

presented as being on the brink of destruction. For Betjeman, the gentility of the middle-class 

world is trapped in the past, whereas Hawkes views the consumer culture created by the 

lower-middle-classes as a stain on human civilisation. Both viewpoints emanate from figures 

who are removed from the middle-class lifestyle, viewing it from without rather than within. 

When it comes to representing the interior spaces of the middle classes, the writers who 

Russell drew from were similarly at a remove from their subjects, but they never held them 

at a distance in the manner of Betjeman or Hawkes. As a result, interior spaces hold no less 

judgement but a little more sympathy for the middle-class lifestyle and illustrate the comfort 

of material gain. 
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2.3 Interior spaces and the middle classes 

 

2.3.1 The Diary of a Nobody 

 

The Diary of a Nobody was first broadcast on BBC2 at 10.10pm on Saturday 12th December 

1964 as part of the channel’s Six strand. It marked one of Russell’s first forays into adapting 

fiction for the BBC, as opposed to the documentaries he made for Monitor. The source text 

was written by the brothers George and Weedon Grossmith in serialised form for Punch 

magazine from 1888 until 1889 before appearing as an extended fully illustrated novel in 

1892. The titular ‘nobody’, Charles Pooter, is a satirical exemplar of the middle classes, a man 

who writes a diary on the mediocre minutiae of his day-to-day life because ‘I have often seen 

reminiscences of people I have never even heard of, and I fail to see – because I do not happen 

to be a “Somebody” – why my diary should not be interesting.’45 Pooter’s interminably dull 

descriptions of his schedule and his complete lack of self-awareness make him a figure of fun 

for the Grossmiths, who use the book’s surrounding cast of characters to puncture his self-

regarding and unambitious middle-class outlook. According to A. James Hammerton, ‘For 

over a century Charles Pooter’s transparent claim to a gentility, independence, and mastery 

far above his actual station of a struggling suburban bank clerk has provided the dominant 

metaphor for lower-middle class pretension, weakness, and diminished masculinity.’46 

In the twenty-first century, the novel works more effectively as an encapsulation of a time 

period when many lower-middle class people had a liveable income as clerks and, thanks to 

the increasing land mass of the suburbs, could afford a comfortable home. Although it should 

be observed that the novel ‘tells us a great deal more about middle-class attitudes about the 

lower-middle-class than it can about the lower-middle-class itself.’47 With the worry of their 

living income an increasingly peripheral part of their lives, these typical middle-class families 

gained the wealth of leisure time, and with it an increase in their aspirations towards further 

material and social gains. The Grossmiths approach these aspirations with a balance of 

 
45 Grossmith, p. 23.  
46 James A. Hammerton, ‘Pooterism or Partnership? Marriage and Masculine Identity in the Lower-middle-
class, 1870-1920’, Journal of British Studies, 38 (3) (1999), pp. 291-321, (p. 292).  
47 Hosgood, p. 149. 
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mockery and sympathy which marks them apart from the high-brow writers who were their 

contemporaries, the majority of whom, such as Charles Masterman and Thomas Crosland, 

looked at the aspirations of a rising middle-class with disdain. Although its critiques can at 

times be subtle, Hammerman points out, ‘The cruel banter hints at the penchant of the middle 

class for putting pretentious Pooters in their place, in part, one suspects, to confirm their own 

more secure independent identity. The enormous popularity among elites of texts like The 

Diary of a Nobody undoubtedly owed much to these validating propensities, in which elite 

identity was reinforced by scorning the upstart aspirant.’48 

Despite this, the novel presents a nuanced character study that transcends two-dimensional 

caricature. Pooter is tedious and foolish but he is also an outsider figure unable to abide by 

the frivolous parlour games played his peers, viewing himself above triviality. There is also 

pathos in his inability to climb the social ladder and reach the people he feels are his equals, 

making him a more complex figure than the negligent and stupid clerks portrayed in the 

novels of the emergent Modernist movement. None of this complexity alleviates the sense of 

comic folly which permeates the novel, one which, much like the critique found in The Lonely 

Shore, exists to confirm the prejudice that the lower-middle-classes of the late nineteenth 

century were petty-minded and desperate to appear wealthier and more genteel than they 

were.49  

As a lampoon, reality was not so far from parody. The emerging consumer culture of the era 

led to a newfound need to keep up appearances, even when the danger of financial ruin 

loomed. As observed by Hosgood: 

The reality was that bills had to be paid and extravagances covered by often 
insufficient incomes. Nonetheless, by the late nineteenth century lower-middle-class 
claims to gentility were based increasingly on a theatre of behaviour modelled after 
the superficial world view of consumer culture rather than the moral code stressing 
traditional middle-class values. Buy what was fashionable so that you could confirm 
your rank as a gentleman, a lady or as a respectable family.50 

Pooter is a victim of a class consciousness which leads him to reify objects around him to a 

parodic degree, believing that they are inevitable signs of his ascent into the upper classes. 

 
48 Hammerton, p. 292. 
49 Ibid, p. 148. 
50 Ibid.  
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Although it wraps its tendrils around every aspect of his life by the novel’s end, the process 

of reification revolves primarily around architecture and interior design.  

His house is spacious by modern standards and is the kind of building which would eventually 

be split into several flats to accommodate London’s ballooning population in the early 

twentieth century. Holloway itself is the ideal place to situate Pooter; by being both close to 

London’s cultural centre without ever actually inhabiting it, it had the pretensions of a London 

residence without enjoying the cultural cachet associated with it. For the precarious lower-

middle-classes,51 an object as important as a large house becomes emblematic of their 

aspirations becoming real, even if the house is rented rather than owned. The satirical names 

of both the house and the street, ‘The Laurels’ and ‘Brickfield Terrace’, also imply the Pooters’ 

mediocrity; this is a man and woman who rest on their laurels, while the composite phrase 

‘Brickfields’ conjures images of the countryside which has been bulldozed and destroyed in 

favour of affordable housing for the middle classes. Pooter has become subsumed by his 

worship of suburban houses. He is a creature of the suburbs in both his love of the 

architecture, the interior design and the way of living they provide. 

Pooter’s home is his castle, and his daily routine is consumed by his attempts to perfect the 

interior design of his rented house: 

But Carrie and I can manage to pass our evenings without friends. There is always 
something to be done: a tin-tack here, a Venetian blind to put straight, a fan to nail 
up, or part of a carpet to nail down – all which I can do with my pipe in my mouth…52 

This is a world unconcerned with current events, 53 but the private minutiae of the middle 

classes, creating the impression that the suburbs are themselves a hermetically sealed 

environment which has little effect on the broader socioeconomic concerns of London, or the 

rest of the England (it is notable that few current events of the period are referenced in the 

book). The first quarter of the diary, excepting several digressions, focuses on the various 

mishaps Pooter has as he attempts to beautify his home on a low budget. His DIY efforts 

consume his abundant leisure time and indicate a pretension towards the decorative tastes 

 
51 BBC Four on BBC Two: The Real Mr Pooter dir. by Victoria Page (BBC, 2008). 
52 Ibid, p. 29. 
53 Peter Morton, ‘Pootering About’, History Today 55, (10) (2005), pp. 28-29, 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/202818324?rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo [Accessed 25/02/2020], 
(p. 28). 



154 
 

of the upper classes, as when he covers most of the furnishings in his house with red enamel 

paint in a misplaced attempt at good taste (it may or may not be a coincidence that the colour 

red has been commonly associated with royalty and power).54 

 

In both architecture and design, Pooter is a man with gaudy sensibilities, but he always 

appears comfortable in his home. His inability to fit in with other people only manifests 

when he attends social events. The interior spaces of public life become amphitheatres of 

farce and embarrassment for Pooter, whose inability to break free from the standard 

conventions of decorum leave him alienated at any gathering of people above his social 

status. Nowhere is this more apparent than in a regal dinner party which Pooter and his wife 

are invited to. Here, a nonconforming guest refuses to respect the traditions of the dinner 

party and, in his justification for his behaviour, uses an analogy on architecture to explore 

the notion of mediocrity: 

 

He continued with an amazing eloquence that made his unwelcome opinions 
positively convincing: ‘The happy medium is nothing more or less than a vulgar half-
measure. A man who loves champagne and, finding a pint too little, fears to face a 
whole bottle and has recourse to an imperial pint, will never build a Brooklyn Bridge 
or an Eiffel Tower. No, he is half-hearted, he is a half-measure – respectable – in fact, 
a happy medium, and will spend the rest of his days in a suburban villa with a stucco-
column portico, resembling a four-post bedstead.’55 

 

Again, the technique of reification is utilised, with the architectural achievements of the 

Brooklyn Bridge or the Eiffel Tower representing the vaulting ambitions of men of vision. 

Further use of the technique appears at the end of the passage, in which the middle-classes 

are reduced to mere items of furniture, their lives as inert as their unchanging salaries. This 

section of the novel – which has, up until this point in the narrative, consisted of a series of 

lightly comic sketches – marks the beginning of Nobody’s denouement, in which a series of 

characters inflict barbed criticisms on Pooter’s way of living, and by extension the entirety of 

the middle classes.  

 

 
54 Grossmith and Grossmith, p. 57.  
55 Ibid, pp. 245-246. 
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His son, Lupin, who is wayward but ambitious, unleashes a similar attack on Pooter when he 

decides to move out of the family home: 

To-day we lose Lupin, who has taken furnished apartments in Bayswater, near his 
friends, Mr. and Mrs. Murray Posh, at two guineas a week. I think this is most 
extravagant of him, as it is half his salary. Lupin says one never loses by a good address, 
and, to use his own expression, Brickfield Terrace is a bit ‘off.’ Whether he means it is 
‘far off’ I do not know. I have long since given up trying to understand his curious 
expressions. I said the neighbourhood had always been good enough for his parents. 
His reply was: ‘It is no question of being good or bad. There is no money in it, and I am 
not going to rot away my life in the suburbs.’56 
 

The suburbs are linked with stasis and inertia, while Pooter is cast as an unwitting victim of 

the environment he favours. As the connection between traditional Victorian values and the 

youth culture of the times began to fray, Grossmith posits that the succeeding generation will 

cease to see the appeal of the suburbs and, instead, become drawn into the cosmopolitanism 

of Central London (which is, incidentally, exactly what happened during the 1960s of Russell’s 

heyday). The book ultimately ends happily as, by a dint of luck and professionalism, Pooter’s 

boss pays for his home as a thank you for saving his company. 

 

Throughout the novel, the Grossmiths combine elements of architecture, design and class to 

create a portrait of lower-middle-class sins and virtues, ultimately arguing against the 

emptiness of suburban living. In his adaptation Russell uses those same elements but 

truncates the narrative to match the film’s lean forty-minute running time. He also adds the 

subtitle The Domestic Jottings of a City Clerk to the original title, anchoring the narrative 

within the Pooter household. While heightening the insularity of Pooter, the move also 

excises any scene in which Pooter attends social engagements, a decision which, although 

most likely related to the production’s low budget, increases the sense of wilful seclusion 

created by the suburbs. The only sequence in which Mr. Pooter and his wife are invited to a 

party occurs at Witney Lodge, which is clearly a redressed version of the set for Brickfield 

Lane. 

 

Equally evocative of the suburban humdrum is Russell’s focus on the passages of the novel 

which discuss the kitsch items littering Pooter’s home. The reification exhibited in the novel 

 
56 Ibid, p. 277.  
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is here replaced by Russell’s use of mise-en-scène. The interior of Pooter’s home teems with 

furniture, including a grand piano, a chaise longue and a fireplace. But most of these items 

are ornamental, from a giant moose head that hangs on the living room wall to an artificial 

potted plant which Pooter regularly polishes. Pooter’s dressing table, upon which Russell 

shows him writing a variety of letters throughout the film, is similarly packed with ornamental 

trinkets. His complete collection of William Shakespeare’s plays receives similar treatment, as 

his only interaction with them involves painting their spines to freshen them up, calling to 

mind the lines on Shakespeare from Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party (1977): ‘Our nation's culture. 

Not something you can actually read, of course.’ Much like the novel, Pooter’s valorisation of 

DIY remains but is nonetheless shown to be further evidence of how the suburbs have 

disconnected him from reality. This ‘man about the house’ is unlikely to leave it in case he 

experiences minor discomfort. 

 

While the novel’s initial description of the house’s architecture remains, Russell focuses his 

attention on the home’s many objects and utilises the additional visual dimension of film to 

create a slapstick atmosphere, one not dissimilar to the single camera sitcoms for which 

Grossmith’s novel is a progenitor, in which every object Pooter purchases appears to be 

plotting against his success. Shot in the style of a Mack Sennett silent comedy, Russell adds to 

Pooter’s hapless persona with a series of pratfalls which deflate his pretensions whenever he 

takes pride in his interior design skills.  

 

Interior spaces do, however, represent a safe space in which Pooter is allowed to express his 

desires and passions, no matter how mediocre they might be. By contrast, exterior spaces are 

shown to be hazardous, causing him both physical injury and, worse for him, social 

embarrassment. He rarely ventures outdoors in Russell’s film but endures mental and physical 

agony almost the moment he does. The first instance of this sees Pooter, in the voiceover 

which he delivers for the duration of the film, describe his home. Like the archetypal 

Englishman and his castle, he opens his window to look at the world outside, only for the 

smoke of a passing train to cover him in soot. He is unable to escape the urban grime of 

Central London, no matter his pretensions towards gentility. In his next venture outside, he 

stubs his toe on a boot scraper located directly outside his front door. Variations of these 

mishaps occur throughout the film. The lower-middle class lifestyle of ultimate comfort, then, 
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works nowhere except in interior spaces. Moreover, the choice of a boot scraper to expose 

Pooter is telling; much like the train soot which covered him in the film’s opening, Russell 

implies that Pooter is unable to alleviate himself of what he perceives as the disgrace of his 

class origins.  

 

Pooter’s social climbing is less clear in Russell’s adaptation of the book, in part because the 

parties which litter Pooter’s social life in the source material are largely excised for this 

adaptation. The single scene in which Pooter visits someone else’s home occurs at Mr. 

Finsworth’s, a well-to-do character whose taste and sense of decorum are as archetypically 

upper class as Pooter’s are middle class. The home is similarly over-furnished with trinkets, 

but this time with Victorian-era portraits and expensive vases. Finsworth claims that the 

paintings are worth some ‘hundreds of pounds,’ although Pooter notes colloquially ‘he had 

paid a few shillings for them, frames included.’ The portraits are typical of the Victorian era – 

almost photorealistic and illustrating a wealthy family lineage – and each painting is of a 

deceased relative of Finsworth, a lineage which Pooter lacks. Here, the interior space acts as 

a counterpoint to the Pooter household. Where Pooter’s house is cramped, Finsworth’s is 

spacious. Where Pooter’s house is chaotic, Finsworth’s is quiet.  

 

What Russell decides to remove from his adaptation of Diary of a Nobody is as relevant as the 

elements he retains. His use of a voiceover for the film’s entirety comes at the expense of all 

other characters, underscoring Pooter’s isolation but removing any speeches near the end of 

the source material focusing on the mediocrity of the middle classes. As a result, Pooter’s 

reluctance to join in with middle class parlour games and inability to fit into the upper classes 

he aspires to paints him as an individualist in the typical Russell vein. His steadfast 

commitment to his hobbies and job, although dull, is so markedly different to those around 

him that he ceases to be the satirical target of the Grossmiths and becomes an idiosyncratic, 

and somewhat laudable, homebody instead.  

 

Whether this reframing was deliberate or not from Russell, it decontextualizes the 

Grossmiths’ work and in doing so looks at the middle classes from a 1960s perspective rather 

than the snobbish mentality of the late nineteenth century. It also marks the first instance in 

this chapter when Russell imposes his own creative vision on a film’s narrative. While his 
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collaborations with Betjeman and Hawkes showed Russell ceding to the views and opinions 

of its writers, Diary of a Nobody alters enough elements of the book to remove explicit 

judgement of the lower-middle class lifestyle and aesthetic. Given a greater degree of control 

(this was his first film outside of Monitor, where the strict editorial guidance of Wheldon 

informed many of his creative decisions) Russell’s attempts to defang the novel may point to 

an ambivalence of the treatment about the lower-middle-classes from his peers.  

 

As has been discussed, Free Cinema and British Social Realism as a whole tended to fetishise 

the working classes while savagely attacking the mediocrity of the middle classes, painting 

broad caricatures of hopelessly inept and stuffy middle managers and clerks. While the novel 

of The Diary of a Nobody is arguably a progenitor of this tendency, Russell refuses to take the 

many opportunities given to him by the source material to puncture middle class pretensions. 

Although shown to be trivial, the pleasures of the home in Russell’s adaptation are given some 

validity, and Pooter’s steadfast lack of ambition is viewed with a sympathetic eye.  

 

The book ends almost entirely differently to the film. The Grossmiths’ version provides Pooter 

with a happy ending of sorts after a series of contrivances land him with a promotion in his 

job and the respect of his boss. Russell’s adaptation ends on a more ambiguous note. After 

receiving word from his boss that a position has become available for his son, Pooter lies in 

bed and dreams of a newfound domestic bliss in his household. But on-screen Russell shows 

William stumbling drunkenly into the house, breaking items in each room and falling asleep 

outside his bedroom door, too inebriated to move any further. The home Pooter has toiled 

over is wrecked by the vagaries of the young. While the Grossmiths finally validate Pooter’s 

way of living by giving him a glimmer of success, Russell instead shows that Pooter’s idea of 

happiness is harmless in comparison with the decadent chaos created by those around him. 

When Russell’s peers were denigrating the perceived fecklessness of the middle classes on 

The Wednesday Play, he used Pooter as a vehicle to mount a defence of the banality of 

suburban living. Russell’s Diary of a Nobody acts as a rare illustration of the middle classes 

enjoying the comforts of home and gives a number of reasons why that might be the case; 

when Britain’s class system assures aggression and mishap on every adventure outside, home 

is the best place for a lower-middle-class which believes itself under siege. 
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2.3.2 Women in Love 

 

Russell’s adaptation of D.H. Lawrence’s Women in Love, which will feature prominently in the 

upper-class chapter of this thesis, also uses the dichotomy of home and urban environments 

to emphasise the views of its characters but takes a very different approach. For its central 

female protagonists, the sisters Ursula and Gudrun Brangwen, the home represents a prison 

while the dirt and grime of the coal miner’s towns hold a sexually charged danger which is 

both frightening and appealing. In many ways, this remains faithful to Lawrence’s original 

vision of the sisters, who represent the first generation of the Brangwen clan to attempt to 

break free of their lives in a small mining town in Women in Love (1920) and the novel which 

preceded it, The Rainbow (1915) (which Russell would adapt to moderate success in 1989). 

While their parents and grandparents allowed the prejudices and mentality of small town 

living to limit their aspirations, Ursula and Gudrun attempt to bend the world to their 

individual will.  

 

The Brangwens enter the male world of work and take multiple lovers, but they also remove 

themselves from the slow climb up the social ladder which defined their elders (as depicted 

in the first half of The Rainbow). ‘Young as she was,’ writes Lawrence in Women in Love, 

‘Gudrun had touched the whole pulse of social England. She had no ideas of rising in the world 

[…] Rich and poor, she despised both alike.’57 In their own ways, they grasp onto the benefits 

of individualism over collectivism, with one quote from the sculptor Loerke, who Gudrun 

meets near the end of the novel, stating, ‘What one does in one’s art, that is the breath of 

one’s being. What one does in one’s life, that is a bagatelle for the outsiders to fuss about.’58 

These bohemian elements may have led to the resurgence in interest in Lawrence’s work 

during the late fifties and throughout the sixties, at which point a fully uncensored version of 

Lady Chatterley’s Lover was finally published in 1960 (heavily censored editions had 

previously been available since Lawrence’s death in 1932).59 When Russell was offered the 

chance to adapt the work from production company MGM, he claimed to have never heard 

 
57 Lawrence, Women in Love, pp. 511-512. 
58 Ibid, p. 546.  
59 Laura Zornosa, ‘Why Lady Chatterley's Lover Was Censored For Decades—And How It Finally Reached the 
Masses’, Time, https://time.com/6238284/lady-chatterleys-lover-history-censorship/ [Accessed 17/05/2023]. 



160 
 

of D.H. Lawrence, mistaking him for T.E. Lawrence, and took on the project on the strength 

of his erstwhile collaborator Melvyn Bragg’s recommendation.60  

 

His process of adapting the script involved, according to his own account, reading the novel 

and including what he and Bragg regarded as its best and most pertinent elements to create 

a coherent feature-length narrative. By the time the script was finished by Russell and Bragg, 

the original draft which Russell was given, penned by Larry Kramer, apparently had very little 

of Kramer’s material left. Kramer himself disputes this and retains the sole writing credit on 

the film (Bragg goes uncredited entirely), but the point stands that Russell considered the film 

to be his creation in both the adaptation process and the direction. However, the mise-en-

scène, alongside the performances, is the film’s most frequently praised element, and is the 

one where Russell wields his authorial control, and where the intersection between 

architecture and social class is clearest. The film has the largest budget of any which has been 

covered in this thesis so far ($1.6 million), marking Russell’s first real foray into international 

cinema, and as such more attention has been paid to the buildings, ornaments and paintings 

in middle class and upper-middle class homes. Ursula and Gudrun mark the first time in the 

thesis in which Russell has looked at a reasonably affluent middle class experience, and their 

home represents this. Although rarely shown in the film – the sisters seem to do anything to 

stay away from the boredom of their family home – the Brangwen home is clearly an affluent, 

though not grand, residence. The Brangwen sisters also have a consistently changing 

wardrobe of colourful clothes (which contrast starkly with the grey northern English town of 

the setting) and, in both The Rainbow and Women in Love, are able to travel without financial 

impediment to London, Paris and the Swiss Alps, perhaps reflecting Lawrence’s own globe-

trotting lifestyle.  

 

In an audio commentary for the film, however, Russell claims that the Brangwens are lower-

middle-class and that their family home is ‘no great shakes,’61 a perception which perhaps 

shows one of the weaknesses of the film and the book which, as the scriptwriter of Women 

in Love Larry Kramer claims, contains images of poverty without ever truly engaging with 

 
60 ‘45-Minute interview with director Ken Russell on his filmmaking career (2002)’, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mjEjJWNeVZc [Accessed 15/05/2022]. 
61 Larry Kramer, audio commentary, Women in Love, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016). 
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them.62  The impoverished miners of the film, although afforded broad sympathy, are little 

more than scenery, used as a contrast to the lavish lifestyles of the Brangwens and their 

wealthy friends rather than as characters in their own right. Instead, both book and film are 

fixated on the wealth of the upper classes, which Russell speculates stems from Lawrence’s 

desire ‘to emulate the rich.’63 Although the examination of the financial strain placed on the 

class system is negligible in Russell’s Women in Love, the mental stranglehold which holds the 

classes in their place is meticulously studied and discussed. ‘The class barriers are breaking 

down,’ claims Rupert Birkin in the film, seemingly amazed that a schoolteacher could consort 

with the upper classes. Within that breakdown, the Brangwens seldom inhabit the same class 

structure as their parents. Instead, they behave in a similar regard to the working-class holiday 

resort observed in the working-class chapter, using the locations of differing classes as liminal 

spaces to break free from social and sexual norms. Gudrun sees working class areas of the 

town as a place where she can express herself sexually because, mistakenly, she believes 

working class men are more sexually liberated than their middle- and upper-class 

counterparts. 

 

Her attempts at sexual freedom within working class environments are made clear in one 

particularly evocative scene. Gudrun walks through the dark back alleys of the back-to-back 

houses typical in the north of England, her mustard yellow outfit contrasting starkly with the 

dark red brick of the housing. She holds an umbrella over her head to protect her from the 

rain and stops for a moment. This is an unfamiliar area to her. She presses on. In the first back 

garden she walks past two miners washing the day’s soot and grime from their naked chests. 

‘What a prize is that, eh?’ says one. ‘Oh aye, I’d give a week’s wages for five minutes with her. 

Just five minutes,’ says the other. They continue to talk about her as though she is unable to 

hear them, before one shouts, ‘Eh, you’re first class you are.’ They continue fantasising out 

loud about her as she walks away with a faint smile, visibly appreciating the attention. From 

this point on, working class spaces appear filled with sexual opportunity. In the very next 

scene, she walks through a tunnel thronged with couples embracing and kissing, implicitly 

connecting this sight with the cat-calling miners. 

 

 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ken Russell, audio commentary, Women in Love, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016).  
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Next, she is walking through a busy street at night. Prostitutes loiter outside, heckling her. 

Two men tumble out of a pub door and begin brawling. Gudrun looks shocked at the sight 

until another man staggers out. He approaches her and asks, ‘You wanting company?’ She 

walks away from him looking flattered but shy, and he follows and puts his arm around her. 

‘Sure you do, you’ll be wanting company,’ he says. ‘Who are you then?’ she asks. ‘A man,’ he 

replies. ‘What work?’ she asks. ‘Miner; good enough for you?’ he says. Although his reply is 

delivered without malice, the gulf created by class is already opening up between them. ‘How 

are your thighs?’ she continues. By now, in one fluid camera movement with no cutting, the 

pair have walked into a market. Flames burn around them, meat and flesh hangs from the 

stalls, two unsubtle symbols of lust. ‘My thighs?’ asks the man. ‘How are they?’ she continues. 

‘Are they strong? Because I want to drown in flesh. Hot, physical, naked flesh.’ He walks into 

a pile of the hanging flesh, looking perturbed by her candour. She laughs and, laughing too, 

he pushes her up against a nearby bar door and tries to kiss her. From there she kicks him and 

pushes him off her. He tries again until Gerald Crich, the son of a wealthy mining family, 

appears and defuses the situation. She ends her confrontation with the miner by saying, 

‘You’re hideous and ridiculous, like all the rest.’ It is an ambiguous phrasing. She may mean 

all men, all miners, or all working class people. However, it confirms that Gudrun’s attempts 

to break free of her class remain an impossibility in a working-class setting. She is either 

disgusted by working class people in the manner Orwell describes in The Road to Wigan Pier, 

or else she has built a fantasy of earthy working-class culture that reality cannot sustain. Her 

latent hostility is also, it should be noted, reciprocated by the working-class characters, who 

either heckle her or look at her as an unattainable sexual object.  

 

The working-class figures in Women in Love are effectively caricatures, an exaggerated 

version of the great unwashed as Gudrun sees them, a mental projection of her confused 

repulsion made flesh. Either way, they are a culmination on the view stated earlier in this 

chapter that the working classes are mainly perceived as intruders on the middle-class way of 

life. Gerald’s appearance at the end of the scene, breaking up what has deteriorated from a 

sexual advance to a sexual assault, marks the place of upper-class people in the British 

socioeconomic ladder, driving a wedge between working- and middle-class people to allow 

resentment and repulsion to continue. The environment in which working class people are 

shown to live is consistently narrow, from the boxed-in back-to-back houses to the meat-
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covered street outside the pub to the long narrow alley teeming with subterranean lovers. 

Russell has used the meagre street size of the working-class spaces to imply a narrow set of 

options for both Gudrun and the people who live there. As with the market in Shelagh 

Delaney’s Salford (in that film, which came from a working-class perspective, the marketplace 

is the core of the community), the ruleset of the meat market is unclear to an outsider like 

Gudrun but rigidly defined by those within the community.  

 

Gudrun’s sexual fantasies about working class life have been foiled, and her and her sister’s 

route from the perceived mediocrity of the middle-classes is to move up the social ladder, not 

down. Infiltrating the upper class set of the North of England comes with its own unique 

problems, however, and leads to a greater sense of exclusion from another caricature of the 

extreme end of the class spectrum, Hermione Roddice. Although Russell’s portrayal of the 

upper classes will be discussed more fully in the next chapter, Hermione’s position in 

opposition to Ursula and Gudrun makes her a character more relevant to the middle classes 

than her own uniquely aristocratic social stratum. She is arguably the wealthiest of the 

characters seen in Women in Love and, while her bitterness mainly stems from Birkin’s fading 

love for her, she clearly feels threatened by Ursula and Gudrun’s ascent up the social ladder.  

 

Russell represents this in a scene which, in a rarity for this adaptation, is not in the original 

novel, in which Hermione, Ursula and Gudrun perform a work of interpretive dance together. 

The scene has been acknowledged as inspired by Russell’s love for Isadora Duncan, whom he 

had filmed a biopic of three years earlier, and shows a Russian-style of dancing fashionable at 

the time but clearly perceived as foolish and pretentious by onlookers Birkin and Crich. As 

observed by Marina Ragachewskaya,’For Lawrence, the language of dance represents much 

more than the conventional description of organized structural movements, as 

predetermined by an artistic genre. Lawrence resorts to dancing scenes when seeking a 

means to express the inexpressible, to show the fleeting and ungraspable fluidity of subtle 

emotion.’64 Here, the subtext is far easier to discern. It exists both to lampoon Hermione and 

 
64 Marina Ragachewskaya, ‘No Dancing Matter: The Language of Dance and Sublimation in D.H. 
Lawrence’, Études Lawrenciennes, 44 (2013),  https://journals.openedition.org/lawrence/196 [Accessed 
27/04/2022]. 
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to show how, as stated by Ragachewskaya, ‘Social dance is clearly a metaphor for the 

intellectual and social sophistication of an elite coterie.’65 

 

The scene begins with the men relaxing and drinking brandy, before being roused from their 

rest by Hermione clapping her hands. Russell frames her in the centre of the next shot and in 

the extreme foreground, Ursula and Gudrun flanking her in the background. ‘We have devised 

an entertainment for you in the style of the Russian ballet,’ she states. The men approach the 

performance and discuss Ursula and Gudrun and their class origins, largely ignoring Hermione 

and her self-appointed place as mistress of ceremonies. ‘I shall be Oprah,’ she says. ‘A vivid, 

sensational widow. I’m only just a widow, and I slowly dance the death of my husband, before 

returning to my former life.’ She motions to Gudrun, who steps forward as if controlled. ‘And 

Gudrun will be the beautiful Ruth. Her husband, too, has just now died. And she weeps with 

me and laments. And Ursula will be the mother-in-law, Naomi. Our husbands were her sons. 

Her own husband died years ago. Thus, all her men are dead. She stands alone. Demanding 

nothing. And the Contessa will be the wheat fields, rippling in the evening air. And Birkin will 

turn the pages for the maestro.’ She claps her hands again to start the dance. Her choice of 

dance, a story of three women left inconsolable by the death of their husbands, signals the 

threat she feels from Ursula, who seems set to begin a relationship with her lover Birkin. 

However, her attitude towards either of the sisters is never less than superior, viewing them 

as lesser beings because of their class. Her patronising attitude continues when the dance 

begins. 

 

As the dramatic chords of the piano boom, Hermione remains at the centre of the action, 

Gudrun and Ursula revolving around her like satellites around an indifferent planet. The mood 

shifts when Hermione makes a costume change, forcing the pianist to repeat the same bar 

until she returns. The sombre tone of the dance alters into an obvious satire of Hermione. 

After her costume change from the black dress of a widow into a glittering chic gown, she 

dances flamboyantly from pillar to pillar in the grand room. Birkin then whispers into the 

pianist’s ear and the tempo changes to ragtime, puncturing Hermione’s pomposity and 

leaving her furious. The rest of the party make their way to the dance floor and begin dancing 

 
65 Ibid.  
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with each other while Hermione seethes. By the end of the sequence the pianist begins 

playing ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles,’ one of the biggest hits of the 1920s. The dancing has 

similarly transitioned into the kind of moves which would have been in vogue at the time. The 

mood has shifted from the austere highbrow tastes of Hermione to the supposedly lowbrow 

tastes of Gudrun and Ursula. As class distinctions break down, so too do high- and lowbrow 

distinctions. More pertinently, the space in which the scene takes place is a grand hall in the 

neoclassical style, an open room quite unlike the cramped conditions of the working-class 

areas depicted previously. To play ragtime in the space shows class boundaries breaking down 

but, with Hermione storming out at the end of the scene, it also shows the upper-class 

rejection of iconoclasm. Much like Rousseau and Jarry in Always on Sunday, class integration 

can never be fully realised, leaving the impression that spaces are sullied by a diversity of 

classes rather than improved by them. Socioeconomic integration is viewed by Russell as an 

impossibility. Instead, one class must dominate or eliminate the other.  

 

The middle classes, then, appear unable to exist comfortably within any exterior space when 

they mix with people from other classes. The bridge cannot be crossed. However, Gudrun 

eventually discovers a third way through the intractable class system, namely to extricate 

herself from it altogether and become an artist. Although she has already lived the life of a 

bohemian artist in London in the source material, no reference is made to this in the film. 

Instead, she makes her decision after escaping to the French Alps and, by extension, outruns 

the repressive attitudes of the British class system. The financial realities of the trip, much like 

in the rest of the film, go unexamined, and at no point is it clear how Gudrun and Ursula can 

afford an extravagant journey. Removing oneself from the class system is as easy as fleeing 

England and embarking on a nomadic life (much like how Lawrence himself lived).  

 

The scenes in the French Alps are notable for the almost complete lack of architecture. In the 

pastoral lies freedom not only from buildings, but from the mentality which those buildings 

create. The only way to comfortably exist as a middle-class person, then, is to extricate oneself 

from the class system entirely. The paradox within the French Alps sequence, particularly 

considering it is adapted from a book published in 1920, is how readily it reflects one of the 

aspirations of the middle classes of the 1960s, namely to take a foreign holiday. As seen in 

the previous chapter, the working classes by necessity holidayed at either resorts like Butlins 



166 
 

or favoured seaside towns like Blackpool or Brighton. As the living standards of the working 

classes increased, so too did their ability to travel to the holiday locations of the middle 

classes, particularly the countryside. The growing affluence of the working classes caused a 

need for the middle classes to differentiate themselves in financial terms, and as such a 

holiday in the countryside was replaced by trips abroad. Ursula and Gudrun are, then, 

conforming to a middle-class ideal without realising it. The cityscape which they refuse to 

conform to has subconsciously shaped their priorities. As a lifelong reader of Colin Wilson, 

whose work foregrounded the religious outsider who consciously extricated themselves from 

society, Russell’s passions and sympathies lie with those who transcend their surroundings, 

who utilise the means of the city to fulfil their desire rather than allow themselves to become 

a prisoner within it. For the most part, however, the middle classes are portrayed as 

consumers who power the economy with their garish purchases, or else are forced to escape 

the shackles of England and move elsewhere in the world. Most of the middle classes are 

trapped in their milieu, paying their mortgages as they wait to die, to paraphrase Logue. Their 

lives are atrophied by uneventfulness, as in Diary of a Nobody, and the symptom of this 

uneventfulness is in part due to the comfort they cling to. Furthermore, the middle-class 

spaces are never in flux in the same way as the working classes, and so comfort is a relatively 

easy proposition.  

In many senses, then, the middle and working classes suffer the same problem; both are held 

back by their surroundings, either by suffocating poverty or the meagre comfort which they 

feel compelled to protect. Both understand the ruleset created by the city and reach different 

conclusions; the working classes realise that they will have to create a sense of community to 

survive, while the middle classes fence off their space and use the family unit to prop 

themselves up. Both interpretations are, however, indicative of a broader mentality imposed 

on the class system by cultural establishments which, whether he was conscious of it or not, 

Russell was a part of. The interpretations above and in the previous chapter have been 

informed by the views of the upper classes and their prejudices.  

As his filmmaking matured throughout the long 1960s, Russell’s deference towards the upper 

classes waned and a broadly iconoclastic attitude emerged. The next chapter will partly chart 

that progress, examining the varying ways in which Russell conforms to and deviates from the 

Establishment-set perceptions of the upper classes, and how his use of architecture reflects 
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the privilege and freedom enjoyed by this cossetted social class, as well as how their privilege 

may be perceived as a trap of its own. 
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Chapter Three: the upper class, design and architecture 

 

In an echo of the previous chapter’s opening sentence, the number of films made by Russell 

concerning upper-class life during the long sixties is meagre when compared with his films on 

working-class culture. Yet they would become a more prominent part of his filmography from 

the 1970s onwards, perhaps in part because of the success of the Oscar-winning Women in 

Love. The Music Lovers contrasts the palatial but secluded surroundings of the upper-class 

lifestyle with the teeming environs of Tchaikovsky’s home city of Moscow. In Savage Messiah, 

released one year later, the blind nationalism of the Establishment is examined and 

contrasted with sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska’s idealistic pursuit of individualism. And as 

Russell’s career progressed into the 1980s, films like Gothic (1986), The Lair of the White 

Worm and Salome’s Last Dance revelled in moneyed decadence, mirroring the 

contemporaneous yuppiedom associated with Thatcherite politics.1 However, perhaps 

conforming to the phenomenon of British Social Realism and media’s broader fascination with 

working class culture throughout the sixties, only five of Russell’s films from the period 

covered in this project can be said to examine the British upper classes in detail: Old Battersea 

House (1961), The Debussy Film, Dante’s Inferno, Billion Dollar Brain and Women in Love. 

Each of these films places the surroundings and buildings of the upper classes at its centre, 

whether that means the invaluable art gallery of the Old Battersea House, the shabby 

bureaucracy of Whitehall in Billion Dollar Brain or the traditional notion of the country house 

in Women in Love. In doing so, they also show the main sources which have kept the upper 

classes in power since the turn of the Industrial Revolution, namely ownership of land, 

political influence, cultural cachet and financial hegemony in industry. More than in any other 

chapter, it should also be noted that these four films explicitly concern the relationship 

between upper classes and space, using country houses and the Establishment’s centre of 

political power as a shorthand for near-complete financial autonomy, decadence and social 

control. 

 
1 Lisi Tribble and Matt Melia, audio commentary, The Lair of the White Worm, Blu-ray (Vestron, 2018). 
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From chapter to chapter this thesis has travelled up the social ladder, illustrating the various 

ways in which the buildings and spaces inhabited by working and middle classes have 

inculcated a sense of class insecurity and exclusion in Russell’s work. Whether the discussion 

has concerned Shelagh Delaney’s Salford or The Diary of a Nobody, alienation has been a key 

factor, in part because of a rigid ruleset enforced by the class system and reinforced by 

buildings and the cities which define what is and is not deemed acceptable in society. This 

chapter differs greatly, examining a socioeconomic group which wields the majority of power 

in British society, and has managed to create a closed system to maintain its grip on power 

for, in some cases, several centuries.  

As observed by Anita Biressi and Heather Nunn, ‘There are few sociologists who doubt the 

presence of a separate and distinctive upper class, and this category is characterised not only 

by its exceptional wealth but also by its ability to both consolidate and also to renew itself as 

a social group.’2 By the 1960s this process of renewal and redefinition had taken on many 

permutations, as will be examined in section 3.1 of this chapter. But unlike the working classes 

and middle classes, the consolidation of power was never produced by the feeling of a class 

under threat in the strictest sense. 

While the working classes gained ground on the social mobility front throughout the 

twentieth century and the middle classes felt increasingly under siege, this chapter will 

illustrate that, to Russell, even though the extravagant expenditure of the nineteenth century 

had to be curtailed in the twentieth because of increases in taxation, the position and social 

prestige of the upper classes has never significantly diminished. In terms of power and 

influence, the upper classes remain robust. Concerning Russell himself, it has been 

established in this thesis that he was one of the few legitimately working-class filmmakers at 

the BBC in the 1960s. Nevertheless, As observed by Andrew Crisell, the staff at the BBC 

maintained values which were ‘consistent with its conservative and elitist cultural 

perspective,’3 and as such the BBC held and propagated many of the values held most closely 

by the upper classes.  

 
2 Anita Biressi and Heather Nunn, Class and Contemporary British culture (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 
p. 119.  
3 Crisell, p. 44.  
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As with any institution with as long and complex a history as the BBC, there are exceptions to 

this statement. David Hendy states, ‘the BBC’s embrace of popular – even explicitly working-

class – culture, was not always motivated by purely instrumental concerns: there were many 

on the payroll who long believed that the national broadcaster had a duty to reflect the 

country in all its social diversity.’4 Although this was a statement made in reference to the 

Corporation’s early days, it would hold true throughout its existence. However, working class 

programming was also more likely to be subject to government interference or to be unduly 

cancelled, as happened when J.B. Priestley5 was removed from the radio show Postscript in 

1941 after complaints from the Conservative 1922 Committee for his left-wing leanings.6 This, 

coupled with Reith’s many personal ties to the Establishment, left critical stances on the upper 

class difficult until the culture began to shift in 1960s, when a wellspring of new producers 

pushed for greater representation onscreen. But even with the move towards progressive 

values in the sixties, the Corporation continued to err towards conservatism.7 This may 

explain why Russell’s discussion of the upper classes during his tenure at the BBC is infrequent 

(his examination of them later in his career is, by contrast, frequent, scabrous and parodic).   

It would be fair to speculate that the respect afforded to the elite way of life at the 

Corporation could have prevented Russell from making any pointed comments against, or 

even general examinations of, the upper classes. Although these sympathies held less weight 

by the 1960s – when shows like The Frost Report and The Wednesday Play were openly critical 

of authority figures – many programmes, as will be seen, remained deferential to the 

Establishment. If true, this points to the considerable soft power that this socioeconomic 

group had gained when they established the BBC in 1922. In exerting cultural influence over 

the largest broadcasting medium in the country, it could also dictate how, and if, the upper 

classes were represented. Even to this day, the owners of the media all move in elite social 

groups, although few could claim any kind of roots in aristocracy, giving them greater control 

than any other class in how they are portrayed in popular media.8 

 
4 Hendy, p. 198. 
5 Incidentally, Priestley was also the partner of Jacquetta Hawkes, writer of The Lonely Shore.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid, p. 447. 
8 Biressi and Nunn, p. 119 
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The opening section of this chapter will historicise the upper class gained its power and helped 

define its own image, as well as the image of the middle and working classes, from the early 

nineteenth century until the 1960s. The second section will examine the architecture built by 

the upper classes, expanding on the notion that land ownership helped consolidate its power. 

The third section will then begin a fuller close analysis of Russell’s films of the 1960s which 

concern the upper classes, beginning with the relationship between the upper classes and 

interior spaces. The final section will then look at the relationship between the upper classes 

and exterior spaces. The sections are: 

3.1 Defining the upper classes: a process of self-definition 

3.2 Architecture and the upper classes 

3.3 Interiors and the upper classes 

3.4 Exteriors and the upper classes 
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3.1 Defining the upper classes: a process of self-definition 

 

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the upper classes differ greatly from the working 

classes and middle classes for one main reason. While the working classes were largely 

defined by middle and upper class attempts to both ‘civilise’ and ‘subdue’ them, and the 

middle classes felt acute pressure to emulate the wealthy, the upper classes have largely, at 

least until the 1960s, had the autonomy to define themselves in culture.  

As with the working and middle classes, the traditional definition of the upper classes stems 

from the post-feudal era created at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. As observed 

by David Cannadine, ‘Between the 1780s and the 1820s the structure of landownership in the 

British Isles changed significantly, and those lucky enough to consolidate, to possess or to 

acquire broad acres found themselves enjoying unprecedented prosperity.’9 This was the 

creation of a new landed class, the same class which Russell would critique in Savage Messiah, 

The Music Lovers, The Devils and The Lair of the White Worm. As illustrated in these films, this 

prosperity allowed the wealthy to create self-serving myths of grandeur, as seen when Savage 

Messiah’s Gaudier-Brzeska paints grand portraits of a wealthy patron to romanticise heroism 

in war, or when The Music Lover’s Tchaikovsky accepts money from a wealthy patron and 

inflates her sense of ownership over his compositions.  

To protect its wealth and social standing, many of the families who had accumulated power 

married within their social group, creating ‘super-rich grandees’.10 While this kept land within 

a set number of families, there were opportunities for those who had accumulated wealth by 

other means to buy land. When the owners of estates died with no discernible bloodline to 

pass the land onto, many men of new wealth purchased ‘their way in as estates went on 

sale’.11 This land was also not reserved solely for the building of country estates. Men of 

industry, similar to the Crich family in Women in Love, purchased land for their value in terms 

of resources like coal. The products of coal mines, farmland and other industrial spaces 

needed to be transported, leading ‘many British patricians to play a prominent part in 

 
9 David Cannadine, Aspects of Aristocracy: Grandeur and Decline in Modern Britain (London; Yale University 
Press, 1994), p. 10.  
10 Ibid, p. 11. 
11 Ibid, p. 12.  
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transport innovation and investment’.12 Similarly, the moneyed classes were purchasing land 

in cities and towns, reaping profits from the building of residential accommodation for the 

working and middle classes. Most investments like this were made by those who already 

owned land. 13 

Within this history of the upper classes, it can already be seen how this minority social group 

effectively shaped Britain in the industrial age, literally dictating the style of accommodation 

suitable for each social stratum. As the first true beneficiaries of the capitalist era, the upper 

classes created an age of innovation borne out of self-interest and the increasing 

accumulation of capital. As Cannadine succinctly states, ‘land was not only wealth: it was also 

power.’14 The upper-class experience, then, can most usefully be described as proportionally 

inverse to that of the working classes. Where the working classes have no autonomy because 

the landscape they live in can be changed without their permission, in the nineteenth century 

the moneyed classes could alter the land to suit their exact needs. This autonomy continued 

throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century, but it also made necessary a series of 

practices to ensure wealth passed within small circles and retained an exclusivity. ‘Continuity 

is maintained and reinforced by the adherence of the upper class to established practices 

around schooling, the deployment of extensive social capital, inheritance within the family, 

in-the-know cultural practices and the exertion of influence.’15 These practices became firmly 

embedded in the upper-class way of life, ensuring that, while certain professionals could 

break into its ranks, the circle remained exclusive.  

Such exclusivity existed in Parliament, where over three-quarters of all MPs had landed 

connections in 1816,16 wielding a formidable degree of control across the country (a 

phenomenon touched upon by Russell in Billion Dollar Brain, which will be discussed in section 

3.3 of this chapter). For many wealthy elites, however, extravagant purchases proved to be a 

downfall as the nineteenth century moved into the twentieth. Bad investments, spendthrift 

habits and increases in taxation led to many formerly wealthy families searching for new 

profit initiatives, some of which succeeded and others of which failed. With so many 

 
12 Ibid, p. 15. 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid, p. 18.  
15 Biressi and Nunn, p. 122. 
16 Cannadine, Aspects of Aristocracy: Grandeur and Decline in Modern Britain, p. 19. 
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encumbrances requiring upkeep, families like the Bedfords had to sell their estates by the 

early part of the twentieth century.  

Despite living seemingly remote lives from the working classes, the upper classes also began 

to have to adjust to the meagre advances in working class social mobility that occurred in the 

interwar years. As recalled by Lady Phyllis MacRae in Merlin Waterson’s book The Country 

House Remembered: 

Between the two wars, everyone was trying to return to the old days before 1915. But 
nobody could get back; the first ‘bloodless revolution’ had taken place. Domestics 
were already difficult to get, from 1919 onwards. The estate workers, and the 
footmen, had gone to the War, and they did not want to come back. The butler, who 
had been with us from the time my parents married, was, of course, still at Ickworth, 
but those who had been there before the War had found out that the great big world 
was more amusing than being a footman.17 

While ‘domestics’ deserted country houses and reforms towards a more egalitarian voting 

system removed a certain degree of the upper-class hegemony in culture, the concomitance 

between the landed gentry and political and social power never disappeared. There were, 

however, a few additional financial pressures plaguing the landed classes that they had 

hitherto been protected from. The value of country houses, for instance, dwindled from the 

1870s onwards: 

Land prices had begun to fall steadily in the 1870s, with only the shakiest of recoveries 
in 1921 and then a continuing decline until the late 1930s. In 1914, the Estates Gazette 
had estimated that during the preceding five years, 800,000 acres, valued at about 
£20 million, had changed hands. Dwindling agricultural incomes gave many landed 
families little choice: they could either sell out to industrial or commercial interests, 
or they could marry into them.18 

Yet it could easily be argued that, as well as maintaining a degree of power in Parliament 

thanks to the House of Lords, the control exerted by the upper classes broadened in ways not 

reported by popular media or the contemporaneous press. As observed by Charlotte Erickson: 

It would be difficult to imagine an American newspaper printing an obituary of an 
important industrial leader in which the subject's horticultural interests and the visit 
of a royal party to his garden on one occasion after his retirement were discussed at 
length, but his business career was not mentioned. Yet Mark Fenwick, former banker 

 
17 Merlin Waterson, The Country House Remembered (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), p. 16. 
18 Ibid, p. 20 
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and chairman of the Consett Iron Company, Ltd, received such an obituary in the 
Gloucestershire Echo in 1945.19 

The financial success the upper classes enjoyed in business was treated with discretion by the 

media, allowing for a private life that would seem alien to, for example, the working class-

focused celebrity culture which emerged in the 1960s. As stated by Biressi and Nunn, ‘They 

[the upper classes] can also be rather oddly invisible except in their most institutionalised, 

ceremonial and archaic of forms; that is, in the shape of monarchy, those with titles and their 

social sets and through the annual publication of the Honours list, and the like.’20 As will be 

seen, the mercurial nature of the upper classes lends itself well to spy films like Russell’s Billion 

Dollar Brain.  

Simultaneously, many upper-class figures were taking more prominent public-facing positions 

in institutions like the BBC. The upper classes were no longer exclusively wealthy in land but 

could wield the soft power of cultural hegemony. In many ways the positions these people 

took in galleries and major media corporations was an extension of the many art collections 

that the upper classes amassed throughout the nineteenth century, while also marking a 

transition for the upper classes from creatures of decadence to public servants, possibly to 

distance themselves from the spendthrift nature of some of their forebears. From its 

inception in 1922 onwards, the BBC allowed the upper classes to project their cultural 

interests to the rest of Britain, bringing opera, classical music and other supposedly highbrow 

pursuits to the populace, a venture which was simultaneously inclusive and elitist. Although 

the upper classes made many great strides throughout the twentieth century, the cultural 

hegemony created by the BBC is arguably the most prominent element of both this thesis and 

how the upper classes would come to represent themselves throughout the twentieth 

century. For positions on and offscreen, the corporation hired primarily from the upper and 

upper-middle classes until the late 1950s (a problem of elitist hiring practices which persists 

to this day).21 However, in part because of a new influx of producers worried about 

maintaining their relevance against the newly opened commercial channel ITV and because 

 
19 Charlotte Erickson, British Industrialists: Steel and Hosiery 1850–1950 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), p. xiii.  
20 Biressi and Nunn, p. 118.  
21 Tom Mills, The BBC: Myth of a Public Service (London: Verso Books, 2020), p. 30. 
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the class structure in Britain had grown somewhat porous,22 a handful of directors like Russell 

broke into the fold.  

As it became clear that the Corporation would have to reform to maintain its audience share 

in the 1950s and 1960s, the BBC began to allow more subversive programming on the air. In 

an echo of the previous half a century of increased social progress, these changes were made 

reluctantly. To illustrate this point, here is John Boorman’s description of the hostility he faced 

as a lower-middle-class film director when he started a job at the BBC:  

I struggled to get facilities, film units, budgets. I had exchanged the rough and tumble 
of ITV for a remote and snobbish BBC. I was a pariah. Their systems were arcane and 
bureaucratic, I fell foul of the administration. They dragged their feet when I sought 
facilities. At my first monthly programme board, where producers assessed each 
other’s work, someone handed me a note in Greek. An assumption? Or a test?23 

A shift in cultural attitudes was leading to a more diverse talent pool at the BBC, then, leading 

to greater representation for the masses, yet it remained mired in classist rhetoric behind the 

scenes.  

One of the most pertinent examples of how the upper classes began deferring to the masses 

in the BBC’s commissioning strategy is the UK’s satire boom, which made its way onto the 

BBC with the aforementioned The Frost Report in 1966. This was a satirical show which 

skewered Establishment figures such as government ministers, religious officials, and high-

standing businessmen, in other words the very people who had close ties to institutions like 

the BBC. While most of these sketches have faded from collective memory, ‘The Class Sketch’ 

has remained a memorable critique of the British class system, being regularly discussed as a 

pithy reflection on the sociological differences in Britain at the time.24 In the sketch, John 

Cleese (a very tall man), Ronnie Barker (a man of average height), and Ronnie Corbett (a 

significantly short man) are lined up next to each other facing the camera in medium shot, 

much like an identity parade. John Cleese portrays an upper-class man, Ronnie Barker a 

middle-class man, and Ronnie Corbett a working-class man. In just under two minutes, the 

three principal characters establish that, while the upper-class man has no money and is 

 
22 Banned! The Mary Whitehouse Story, dir. by Hannah Berryman (BBC, 2022). 
23 Boorman, p. 97. 
24 ‘The Frost Report - The Class Sketch 1966’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_Q8cVmn-FU [Accessed 
05/03/2019]. 
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secretly threatened by middle-class and working-class men, he is still in control of Britain due 

to his ‘innate breeding’. The sketch encapsulates the paradox of British life in the sixties, a 

culture which seemed to find the concept of class-focused hierarchies ridiculous and yet was 

unable to break free from a deeply entrenched system. It also reinforced the notion that the 

BBC was growing more liberal in its attitudes towards the class system, despite many senior 

staff being from the very group that was being mocked.  

Sixties satire, however, usually came from an Establishment position, making jibes about the 

system itself while upholding many of its core values. Moreover, mocking those in a position 

of power reinforced the notion that the working and middle classes had in some way gained 

power over them, a common theme in media which were ‘mostly under upper-class (albeit 

non-aristocratic) ownership [and] continue to depict the upper classes as non-threatening or 

even as beneficial to British life.25 None of this was borne out by facts. The upper classes still 

retained power in Britain’s social and economic life, even if television itself had grown more 

liberal. It could easily be argued that depicting the upper classes as toothless was beneficial 

to them, leading to less scrutiny of those with a history of inherited wealth. 

The BBC was also, and remains to this day, a license-fee-funded platform and was regularly 

deferential to government ministers and other figures of authority in its programmes on 

current affairs. Conversely, thriving youth cultures like rock and roll music and pop art were 

met with bemusement, and were depicted as less legitimate forms than opera, classical art 

and literature,26 a hangover from the prejudices of Reith himself.27 Nevertheless, Huw 

Wheldon used Monitor to nurture fresh talent like Russell, John Schlesinger, and Melvyn 

Bragg. While he retained strict editorial control, he also encouraged his key talent to make 

films that interested them personally, leading Russell to remark that Monitor was ‘the only 

truly experimental film school that Britain has ever produced.’28  

However, the programme favoured what was traditionally viewed as highbrow fare, despite 

the magazine format leading to an impression of egalitarianism in the programming, with a 

 
25 The Aristocracy dir. by Rachel Bell (BBC, 1997). 
26 Ibid, p. 34.  
27 Hendy, p. 77.  
28 John C. Tibbetts, ‘“Le Phoenix Terrible:”: A Ken Russell season at the BFI, July 2007’ in Ken Russell: Re-
Viewing England's Last Mannerist edited by Kevin M. Flanagan (Plymouth: The Scarecrow Press, 2009) pp. 237-
248 (p. 237).  
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variety of different cultural art forms sharing the same broadcasting space and usually given 

equal validity. Here is a listing for the first edition of Monitor, aired on 2nd February 1958 

showing the breadth of content on offer in one episode: 

Tonight Huw Wheldon introduces: 
- Peter Brook on "Quarter Ear Music"— illustrated in the studio by a scene from the 
Stratford   Memorial Theatre production of "The Tempest", and by demonstrations of 
music concrète filmed in the Club d'Essai in Paris 
- Circus: John Schlesinger takes a film camera to Harringay 
- Kingsley Amis interviewed about his new novel I Like It Here 
- Joseph Cooper at the piano 
- Other items include: a view of Epstein's sculpture and a report on Tennessee 
Williams's play Cat on a Hot Tin Roof29 

 

The listing implies an even playing field in Monitor’s view of culture, providing a broad 

selection of differing forms that exist within the same context of a late-night arts programme. 

Wheldon, however, editorialised in between each segment of the show, making his opinions 

clear on what was and was not an acceptable form of art and contextualising the art within 

his personal frame of reference.  

The programme’s forays into youth culture, many of which were directed by Russell, illustrate 

this. His sixty-minute special episode for Monitor, Pop Goes the Easel (1962), covered the 

emergence of Pop Art in Britain, while attempting to engage a youth audience with an exciting 

editing style and youthful artists. Although this may imply an equal perception between, say, 

the sculptures of Henry Moore and the Pop Art collages of Pauline Botty, Wheldon’s 

introduction to the programme paints a different picture: 

Our programme tonight consists of one single film that we’ve made about four artists; 
four painters who turn for their subject matter to the world of Pop Art, the world of 
popular imagination, the world of film stars, “The Twist”, science fiction, pop singers. 
A world which you can dismiss, if you feel so inclined, as being tawdry and second rate, 
but a world, all the same, in which everybody to some degree lives, whether we like it 
or not. 

The ambivalence from Wheldon is palpable here and shows that, although there were earnest 

attempts to unify the arts for a broader audience, collapsing the notions of highbrow and 

lowbrow culture was resisted by the ruling class, which was interested in maintaining cultural 

 
29 BBC Genome, https://genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/search/0/20?q=monitor&after=1958-01-
01T00%3A00%3A00.000Z&before=1958-12-31T23%3A59%3A59.999Z#top [Accessed 11/04/2022]. 
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hegemony, not sharing it. It is an encapsulation of what Bourdieu describes as ‘the upper-

class propriety which treats taste as one of the surest signs of true nobility and cannot 

conceive of referring taste to anything other than itself.’30 

So, while the BBC was progressive in its depictions of working-class life and took great pains 

to be socially progressive in its arts programming, its elitist structure led either to an inevitable 

condescension towards popular culture or to a myopic view of working-class life. As social 

mobility improved throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the BBC’s conflicted attitude towards 

social change clearly exhibits both a desire for inclusion and, paradoxically, a reaction against 

it. But it could also be argued that greater forms of inclusion were simply attempts to 

modernise and therefore survive by the upper-class Establishment and, by extension, the BBC 

itself. This is one reason why Russell would prove to be a disruptive force in the BBC, 

‘channelling the contemporaneous redefinitions of what culture was by showing the arts as 

something that did not have to be patronising, bound to the ruling class, or predicated on 

prior education and force-fed cultivation of taste.’ 31 

By the 1960s, then, the upper classes were viewed as anachronistic by many, yet they still 

retained the same positions at the top that they had since The Industrial Revolution. 

Although, according to Cannadine, the period of ‘aristocratic ascendancy’32 by established 

families was over, this brief precis shows that culture allowed the upper classes to continue a 

process of self-definition, whether that has meant the flaunting of wealth in the 1800s, the 

hiding of it in the 1900s or the use of soft power to mould a specific self-image. Within this 

self-definition lies the power of the ruling class to present itself as simultaneously superior to 

other groups while also living, as will be shown later in this chapter, as harmless anachronisms 

ineffective in the cultural landscape. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the landed gentry also began receiving funding from the 

National Trust to maintain their buildings deemed to be of significant historic value, and 

allowed paying customers, and films crews like Russell’s, to visit these homes, thereby 

continuing to maintain their cultural cachet. These country houses would form the 

backbone of a specific type of British film industry, the prestige period drama, a financial 

 
30 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 11. 
31 Flanagan, p. 66. 
32 Biressi and Nunn, p. 125.  
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pull which Russell himself was not averse to, having used country houses in films including 

Women in Love, The Music Lovers, Gothic, Mahler, The Debussy Film and many others. The 

next section of this chapter will discuss the architecture of the upper classes in greater 

detail, highlighting how these houses gained their cultural prestige and their importance to 

the standing of the upper classes more generally. In doing so, the linkage between the 

socioeconomic history of the upper classes and their property will become clearer, 

informing the close analysis of Russell’s films.  

 

  



181 
 

3.2  Architecture and the upper classes 

 

The nineteenth century witnessed what Cannadine has called a ‘building mania’33 amongst 

the landed gentry which led to the building of many of the decadent country houses 

mentioned in the previous section. Although country houses were not the only types of 

buildings erected by the upper classes during that period – as has been mentioned, they also 

built many industrial and residential areas for the working- and middle-classes – the houses 

and large homes of the upper classes were clearly a point of fascination for Russell, and would 

feature in many films from every decade of his career. With this in mind, the evolution of 

Kedleston Hall, which became the location of Hermione’s country house in Women in Love, 

will be the primary focus of this section. Kedleston will be looked at as emblematic of country 

houses as a whole and, in examining some of its design elements, this section aims to paint a 

broad picture of how these buildings are created both to emphasise power and to create a 

facility for leisure, two elements which Russell focuses on in Women in Love and several other 

films covered in this chapter.  

Primarily designed by Robert Adam and built for Sir Nathaniel Curzon, a Viceroy in India, in 

1765, Kedleston House uses a combination of Palladian and neoclassical-inspired architecture 

with the intention of rivalling the Chatsworth Estate.34 According to the National Trust, the 

building was always intended to be a ‘showpiece’ rather than a residential building, with 

Curzons living in a private family wing, as was the case with many country houses.35 These 

were monuments to grandeur rather than practical living spaces, stressing wealth and 

privilege to visitors and housing many of the items Curzon collected during his Viceroyship. 

The garden party scenes of Women in Love typify this function, creating a space of decadence 

for revellers rather than a family home.  

These buildings also presented the Curzons as a traditional and idealised version of the family 

unit, as can be seen from the large double portrait which Nathaniel Curzon commissioned of 

himself and his wife ‘from the artist, Nathaniel Hone, to hang in the state dressing room at 

 
33 Cannadine, p. 28. 
34 ‘Explore Kedleston Hall - from Rome to India’, National Trust, https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/kedleston-
hall/features/the-history-of-kedleston-hall [Accessed 28/04/2022]. 
35 Ibid.  
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Kedleston Hall in Derbyshire’.36 As observed by Kate Retford, ‘Quite apart from the stream of 

family, friends and acquaintances who would have seen it, country house viewing became a 

highly popular pastime in this era and the homes of the gentry and aristocracy came to 

provide something of a rural equivalent to the London exhibitions. Kedleston was no 

exception.’37 

These homes, then, were much like a marketing arm for the landed gentry, existing in part as 

tourist attractions, albeit to very select members of the public, as well as for entertaining 

Curzon’s guests. Russell’s awareness of this can be most keenly felt in Women in Love when, 

in a bid to improve his public image, Gerald Crich hosts a lavish garden party for the local 

community at his house, openly inviting attendees to enjoy the wealth of his family. As public-

facing environments, they were rarely concerned with home comforts. Instead, they were 

how the Curzons wanted to present themselves to their peers, illustrating to their select 

audience that the family were in line with the norms and nomenclature of contemporary 

lifestyles, signifiers not dissimilar to an understanding of the ruleset within the markets in 

Shelagh Delaney’s Salford or the desire to keep up appearances in The Diary of a Nobody.  

The seemingly unending luxury of the house is, however, built in part on a mistruth. Additional 

wings were planned, but money ran out before they could be built,38 a common problem for 

the landed classes whose architectural ambitions seldom kept pace with their bank balance. 

The Curzons struggled financially for the majority of the nineteenth century because of the 

house’s cost, particularly building new wings, entertaining guests and general upkeep. Many 

of these country houses, Kedleston Hall included, were the preserve of house parties and 

weekend retreats for the upper classes and, from time to time, the artists who had fallen in 

with them. D.H. Lawrence’s portrayal of country houses in his novels stemmed from his many 

stays at the Renishaw and Garsington houses,39 viewing them as a potent symbol of all that 

was wrong with Britain’s class-focused society. 

 
36 Kate Retford, ‘Sensibility and genealogy in the eighteenth-century family portrait: the collection at Kedleston 
Hall’, The Historical Journal, 46 (3) (2003), pp. 533-560 (p. 533). 
37 Ibid, pp. 535-536. 
38 Paul Ragsdale, ‘The Great Stair at Kedleston Hall’, Journal of Architectural Conservation, 16 (1) (2010), pp. 
39-54 (p. 39). 
39 Waterson, p. 18.  
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The aimless leisure presented by the country house would come to represent much of 

Russell’s view of the upper classes, particularly in his films from the 1960s, as will be seen in 

the next section, which will examine how Russell utilises this space to illustrate the prevailing 

attitude of the 1960s, that the upper classes may have faded into irrelevance. 
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3.3 Interior spaces and the upper classes 

 

3.3.1 Old Battersea House 

 

Filmed in 1961 for Monitor, Russell’s Old Battersea House adheres to the contemporary view 

of the upper classes as largely irrelevant in the modern age, Victorian anachronisms in a 

prevailing youth culture. However, it also perpetuates the similarly Victorian notion of upper-

class industriousness and decadence. The Old Battersea House of the title is in fact 30 

Vicarage Crescent, Wandsworth, South London, a Grade-II listed building designed by 

Christopher Wren in approximately 1699 when that area of London was still countryside.40  

At the time of filming, the house was owned by Wilhelmina Stirling, whose mother was a 

granddaughter of Thomas William Coke, First Earl of Leicester.41 Stirling is presented as a true 

eccentric who Wheldon, providing voiceover for the film, describes as ‘an old lady who has 

her own crisp attitude towards life in general and towards ghosts in particular.’ Russell films 

the introduction as though the viewer is literally taking a step back in time, slowly panning his 

camera from the bustling streets and over a garden wall into the overgrown garden of the 

Battersea House, the ageing neoclassical architecture of the building sharply contrasting with 

the modern problems of traffic and pollution. The word ‘old’ is here synonymous with decay. 

The Old Battersea House needs repair, the old woman is mentally sharp but physically infirm, 

and the old paintings in her vast collection (primarily from the Pre-Raphaelite school) are 

considered unfashionable. The theme of ghosts runs through the film, mostly stressed by 

Stirling herself as she regales a small audience of visitors in her front-room with tales of the 

paranormal: 

A friend of mine was coming round one day and she saw a ghost sitting in almost every 
chair in the house. And I was going to sit on a chair in the hall, she rushed over to me, 
she said, ‘for heaven’s sake, don’t sit in that chair.’ I said, ‘But why not? It’s perfectly 
safe.’ And she said, ‘Oh but, I can see a man sitting in it with a little pointed beard and 
a big ruff, and he was holding a rapier and you were just going to sit on the rapier.’ So 
I said, ‘oh well, I don’t the least mind sitting in the lap of a spook.’ I expect I’ve sat in a 

 
40 ‘Old Battersea House’, Historic England, https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1065500 
[Accessed 28/04/2022]. 
41 A.M.W. Stirling, Coke of Norfolk and his Friends; Volume One (London: John Lane Company, 1908), p. 10. 
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good many, but I won’t risk the rapier, so I didn’t. But she saw someone sitting in the 
chair in this house, most interesting people. Shakespeare sat in that chair, and of 
course great Lord Bullingdon was here and she saw the great Duke of Marlborough 
coming down the stairs here. And he shoved her because she was a Churchill. 

Stirling seems to have an inexhaustible supply of anecdotes, and although they can be viewed 

as nothing more than an old woman adding colour to her homelife, they also indicate the 

cultural cachet of the home. The figures who haunt her home are lords, dukes or great artists. 

The importance of the home is not simply due to its grandeur, but because of prominent 

figures who inhabited it since it was built. 

Underscoring the film’s contrast between the contemporary period and the foreign country 

of the past are the tours Stirling conducts for guests in her home. In this case, the visiting 

group consists primarily of five students from the Royal Academy Schools,42 who come to 

view Stirling’s vast art collection and hear her tales. Without adequate lighting Stirling’s butler 

uses an oil lamp to illuminate the collection. Russell’s emphasis on the dark shadows of the 

home, which at this point have been given little context from Wheldon’s voiceover, are made 

to look ghostly themselves, as though the ageing interiors are something to fear. Dark 

shadows flit across paintings, statues and other paraphernalia in the house as the scene cuts 

from room to room, in a similar style to the Weimar cinema which fired Russell’s youthful 

imagination, and Citizen Kane (1941), of which he was a fan.43  

As the film was made before the Pre-Raphaelite movement came back into vogue – and, in 

fact, a part of the point of the film was to highlight the movement to an audience hitherto 

unaware of it – the shadows here may represent both the unnerving mercurial aspect of the 

home, but also the audience’s lack of awareness. The shadows are a mystery yet to be 

uncovered. More importantly, however, they also represent a space ultimately growing lost 

to the darkness of time, a motif which, as has been demonstrated, was common in 

perceptions of the upper classes, but also speaks to the unearthing of nostalgic artefacts 

found in Journey into a Lost World and A House in Bayswater. Moreover, the film pre-empts 

an archetypal theme which would grow more pertinent in the 1980s, as the enthusiasm for 

 
42 Jo George, ‘”An authentic part of the history of European painting’”: Ken Russell’s early engagement with 
the Pre-Raphaelites’ in ReFocus: The Films of Ken Russell ed. by Matthew Melia (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2022), pp. 125-144 (p. 126).  
43 Killian Fox, ‘Ken Russell, the master director’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2009/aug/30/ken-russell-film-insiders [Accessed 12/04/2021]. 
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country houses, or the ‘country house cult’44 as Cannadine calls it, grew: that of the upper-

class resident of a wealthy home in some way serving as a gatekeeper to the past.  

Despite her material wealth and relative comfort, Mrs Stirling is depicted as a woman 

abandoned to time, trapped in the past. And yet, as Wheldon’s voiceover resumes, the 

correlation between her and national heritage becomes clear, particularly when he expounds 

on her expansive art collection: 

The collection, which fills the entire house, is of the later Pre-Raphaelite artists. This 
passionate effort to capture the spirit of the early Renaissance and Victorian England 
had started as early as 1848. The movement was moving into its final period when Mrs 
Stirling was a young woman, that was a long time ago. The old lady really is old. She is 
in fact 96. She lives here, attended by a manservant and a housekeeper, and guides 
groups of people round her collection whenever asked to do so. So, this building is 
both a home and a museum in one. 

While Wheldon’s voiceover continues, Russell visually makes the shadowy home seem less 

cramped and empty with long shots instead of close-ups, while the large gathering of people 

surrounding Stirling as she sits in her a large chair seem almost familial. The haunted house 

aesthetic is stripped away in favour of Stirling’s undeniably compelling presence as she tells 

humorous ghost stories. As the sister of Pre-Raphaelite painter Evelyn De Morgan, Stirling 

has, from the BBC’s point of view, more cultural cachet than a wealthy businessperson and 

landowner, yet she is treated in a similar way as many much younger landowners were 

portrayed on the BBC at the time.  

A counterpoint to her portrayal is an episode of Alan Whicker’s BBC programme Whicker’s 

World from 1968, titled The Aristocracy Business, a collection of interviews with wealthy 

landowners who share their views on how they are perceived by the general public. It is a 

portrait of the landed gentry which, much like Old Battersea House, embraces the paradoxical 

view that they are, as a ‘breed’, both possessors of incredible wealth and power, yet victims 

of a society increasingly incompatible with their way of life. The first two dukes to appear in 

the 28-minute-long programme claim that they are outcasts; one states ‘I think some people 

regard us as a race of human dinosaurs,’ while the next goes on to complain that his life and 

wealth are ‘rather a tourist attraction.’ The general theme that these people are curious 

outsiders is emphasised throughout The Aristocracy Business. But where Russell views 

 
44 Cannadine, Aspects of Aristocracy: Grandeur and Decline in Modern Britain, p. 242.  
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outsiderness as an innate part of Stirling’s charm, Whicker paints a picture of a social group 

in terminal decline. Whicker points out that the landed gentry were an outnumbered 54,000 

when compared with other socioeconomic classes, refers to the subjects of his programme 

as ‘living in a goldfish bowl’, and highlights how ‘noble families [are] struggling with taxation.’ 

Yet this apparent alienation from the rest of society bristles with, and is contradicted by, the 

visible material wealth possessed by this supposedly put-upon minority.  

Every person interviewed studied at Eton, arguably the most prestigious public school in the 

UK, and owns thousands of acres of land, holding social, educational and material capital. As 

Whicker states in the introduction to the episode, ‘Securely above the struggle for status, the 

attitude towards inherited wealth, life and possessions is essentially casual, as well it might 

be after nine centuries of absolute prestige.’ The phrasing at the end of this short summary 

of upper-class life, ‘absolute prestige’, betrays a deep impression that, although struggling, 

centuries of material wealth does in fact make this class naturally superior. This theme runs 

through the episode, mainly emphasised by Whicker himself as he describes the lineage of 

these families as a ‘roll call of history’, or claims, with only the mildest of irony, that there is 

a ‘natural superiority of the breed.’ The victimhood of the wealthy is emphasised at the 

programme’s end, with one landowner claiming that increasing taxes is a ‘direct attack on 

wealth’ and Whicker stating ‘they’re rich but they haven’t got much money,’ a faintly 

ludicrous claim supported by the notion that most stately houses have had to reduce the 

number of servants they hire and no longer have private butlers. Simultaneously, Whicker 

mentions that these wealthy men are members of influential committees and boards, 

wielding significant power on the political stage at both local and national governmental level. 

Moreover, the aristocracy business of the title is just that; a money-making enterprise which 

welcomes thousands of paying customers to country houses every week. While Whicker 

seems enthusiastic to embrace the notion of the put-upon and ailing landed gentry, he, 

perhaps inadvertently, illustrates their continued dominance. The influence they wield far 

outstrips their size. 

Though not quite as alarming in its contradictions, Old Battersea House, presumably thanks 

to Wheldon’s editorial control rather than Russell’s directorial input, subtly reinforces the 

notion that the upper classes are penniless anachronisms despite owning incredibly valuable 

objects. Their wealth, though vast when compared to the rest of the populace, is viewed as 
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relative to that of their ancestry rather than by comparison with contemporary expectations 

of living. Old Battersea House and The Aristocracy Business show more than anything that the 

idea of lineage and ownership of property is viewed as more important than the substance of 

individual character.  

As with every social group examined within this thesis, the physical space a person inhabits is 

viewed as an extension of their essential character in Russell’s work. Unlike the landed gentry 

of Whicker’s subservient programme, Stirling is not connected explicitly with the idle rich but 

with upper class artists who made their name in the Pre-Raphaelite era. Again, her position 

in the Old Battersea House is as a keeper of treasure, as an orator of memories in much the 

same vein as those interviewed in The Aristocracy Business, or what the 1999 BBC 

documentary The Aristocracy refers to as ‘aristocrats as guardians of our architectural 

heritage.’45 In positioning Stirling as holding an intrinsic value for her material wealth while 

also emphasising the notion that she is in some way hard-up – the overarching theme of the 

programme is that Stirling is as destitute and forgotten as her art collection, an inexplicable 

notion considering she has two servants who, it is reasonable to assume, she pays – Old 

Battersea House becomes a nascent example of what John Martin Robinson calls ‘a 

camouflage attempt to downplay wealth’.46 

While the physical space of the working classes, as seen in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford, was 

being reconfigured without their consent, the interiors and homes of the upper classes were 

maintained by the National Trust at exorbitant costs. As landed gentry herself, Stirling falls 

under this bracket. After she saved the Old Battersea House from demolition, she was allowed 

to live there for a nominal rent, a situation which many landed gentry managed to negotiate 

with local councils, government bodies or organisations such as the National Trust.47 The film, 

then, exists in the same contradictory reality as many documentaries on the upper classes of 

the time, downplaying Stirling’s inherent material wealth and privileged position in relation 

to the government, though visible from the space in which she resides, and portraying her 

instead as a marginalised figure. The film, though primarily concerned with art, could be 

 
45 The Aristocracy dir. by Rachel Bell (BBC, 1997). 
46 Ibid. 
47 Vanessa Cumper, ‘Wilhelmina Stirling – Collecting De Morgan’, De Morgan Collection, 
https://www.demorgan.org.uk/wilhelmina-stirling-collecting-de-morgan-by-vanessa-cumper/ [Accessed 
13/11/2022]. 
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viewed as conforming to a portrayal of class which was commonplace at the BBC, in a manner 

like The Aristocracy Business. While Russell’s portrayal of the working classes and middle 

classes tends to emphasise the space while reducing the importance of what his subjects say 

(think of the reality of Pooter’s home undercutting his self-important statements, or the 

fantasies of the residents in A House in Bayswater being tempered by the building’s inevitable 

destruction), here the opposite is true. The luxury of the interior space is ignored in favour of 

Stirling’s reminiscences. She frames her narrative. 

3.3.2 The Debussy Film and Dante’s Inferno  

 

Russell’s tendency to omit the importance of material wealth when tackling the subject of the 

upper classes recedes as his film work matures, possibly because the BBC granted him greater 

autonomy as he moved away from the watchful eye of Wheldon. By the time he departed 

from Monitor in 1962, Russell was using the interiors of the upper classes as shorthand for 

artistic stultification in his composer and artist biopics for Omnibus. In the same way that the 

working-class decay of slum living is romanticised as artistically fertile in films such as The 

Debussy Film and Dante’s Inferno, the decadence of the country house exemplifies an artist 

out of touch with their surroundings. 

While this may sound like a simplistic dichotomy, Russell’s portrayal of the progression from 

poor to rich is more complex than many of his contemporaries. Unlike his British Social Realist 

counterparts, Russell never depicts a binary in which those with money are evil and those 

without are virtuous. Instead, the relationship between the poor artist and wealthy patron is 

viewed as mutually exploitative, the former in need of money and the latter in search of both 

personal fulfilment and new cultural capital from the artistic community. These are 

relationships fraught with a desire to obtain the unattainable, and ultimately culminate in a 

supreme dissatisfaction for both parties. Russell transposed the complex dance between art 

and commerce happening in the contemporaneous London arts scene onto long-dead 

classical composers and painters. A study of The Debussy Film and Dante’s Inferno will 

elucidate this point further, and organically highlight Russell’s use of interior spaces to 

emphasise his theme of artistic corruption, and how these spaces are viewed through a class 

paradigm.  
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In each of these films upper-class Establishment figures both help and hinder the artist in their 

work, while failing to notice that the artistic sensibility they financially support bears little 

sympathy towards their aristocratic ideology. Claude Debussy and Dante Gabriel Rossetti are 

fatally flawed, making themselves outcasts from society. Conversely, their patrons are 

members of the Establishment and usually act as gatekeepers who, against the advice of their 

peers, allow these outsider figures to gain mainstream approval. Confusing matters here is 

each artist’s real-life class background. While Debussy stems from a working-class 

background, Rossetti was resolutely upper-middle class. Indeed, a later BBC drama on the 

Pre-Raphaelites, The Love School (1975), portrays Rossetti as a privileged dilletante of the art 

world. Russell, however, largely elides discussion of Rossetti’s class background. Instead, he 

portrays him in the same manner as the other troubled, penniless artists in his oeuvre, making 

his narrative arc very similar to the working-class creatives of Russell’s other work.  

While the battlefield of the class system, as has been shown throughout this thesis, was a 

constant throughout his early work, Russell’s first fully formed discussion of the artist and the 

patron occurs in The Debussy Film. This meta-cinematic work follows a group of filmmakers 

as they shoot a biopic of Debussy, and as such allows for a dual discussion on the life of the 

artist in the early twentieth century and the contemporaneous period, and for explicit 

extemporisations on the class structure of Debussy’s time and the spaces in which he lived. 

The framing device of The Debussy Film was itself a result of Establishment ideas on what 

should and should not be included in an arts programme. As Russell was not permitted to use 

actors to depict real-life subjects, he instead used actors to play themselves preparing for 

their roles as real-life subjects. The Debussy Film makes its metatextuality clear from the 

beginning with a scene in which a film director explains the life of Debussy to a child actor. In 

doing so, it positions the film director (played by Vladek Sheybal) as The Debussy Film’s de 

facto narrator, while also portraying him as the calm centre amidst a storm of actor egos, 

financial disruptions, and location scouting difficulties. In casting a Polish actor as the film 

director, Russell makes him an outsider figure, a foreign accent which signals no specific class 

to its primarily British audience, but the director also behaves in a similar way to the 

Establishment throughout the film, dictating the rules of engagement for the actors and 

steering the making of the film towards his personal vision of Debussy.  
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The director is also as privileged as a nineteenth century aristocrat, expecting unquestioning 

loyalty from his subordinates and enjoying access to a seemingly infinite supply of props and 

locations for the production of his film. The cultural cachet of the director is, particularly as 

the arts became more valuable to the tabloids in the 1960s, akin to the wealth of the landed 

gentry, at least for the duration of a film shoot. While this is not strictly true on real film sets, 

the world of The Debussy Film eschews any financial struggle on the part of the director. The 

director casts himself in the role of Debussy’s first patron, the incredibly wealthy Pierre Louÿs. 

In voiceover preceding the scene, he is described as a ‘pornographer, novelist, photographer,’ 

and although the voiceover elucidates these key points further, Louÿs’ lasciviousness remains 

a key aspect of his personality. On-screen, the audience is introduced to Louÿs at a wild 

bohemian party he is hosting. Throughout, he is the ringmaster of proceedings.  

As the party progresses, he takes semi-nude photographs of Debussy’s then-lover, moving 

her into poses in the manner of David Bailey. Louÿs is an extension of the film director himself, 

a wealthy voyeur who exploits the appearance of others for his own artistic gain. Although a 

bon vivant in real life, Debussy’s patron was also a writer of pagan and erotic literature, but 

here he acts merely as a device to foreshadow Debussy’s fate and to establish the notion of 

the film director, and therefore all artists, as an extension of Establishment ideals. He is also 

reflective of a very particular type of landed gentry of the period, one for whom frivolity and 

decadence were a priority in life, and who believes that a ‘real job is anathema to an 

aristocratic lifestyle.’48  

Apart from Louÿs, these party sequences establish Debussy as an archetypal ‘hanger on’ of 

the elites, someone who, thanks to his talents, can spend ample time wandering the houses 

of the aristocracy. Debussy does little more than idle and think, ostensibly poor but living the 

life of a wealthy man. The stately home he finds himself in is filled with different works of art 

and sensual delight, and Debussy is seen wandering through its corridors drinking in the 

culture which surrounds him, gaining an education from Louÿs’s art collection, akin to the 

people who visit Old Battersea House and learn the history of the Pre-Raphaelites from 

Wilhelmina Stirling, or those who visited the Curzons. The space of the aristocracy is, again, 

shown to be where high culture resides, and even the pornography written by Louÿs is given 

 
48 The Aristocracy dir. by Rachel Bell (BBC, 1997). 
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a stately air with Russell’s framing, which shows Louÿs writing at a desk surrounded by busts 

in the manner of a Vermeer painting (see figure 7). In gaining access to wealth, particularly 

the seclusion afforded him by life in a country house, Debussy’s mind is seemingly shaped to 

create works of genius. 

 

Figure 7 

After the death of multiple lovers, Debussy eventually marries a rich benefactor of his music, 

providing him with financial freedom but stifling his creativity, a marked contrast to his life 

with Louÿs. Russell portrays Debussy’s final years as miserable, and does so via expressionistic 

imagery which conflates Debussy’s empty palatial home with his La Chute de la Maison Usher 

(1917), his unfinished opera based on Edgar Allen Poe’s short story of the same name. Poe’s 

story revolves around a woman returning from the dead, which Russell parallels with 

Debussy’s many fatal relationships with women. As the director, in voiceover, describes 

Debussy’s failed attempts to adapt The Fall of the House of Usher, Debussy himself can be 

seen onscreen walking through a series of empty corridors in a large country house. The 

furniture is sparse and the echoing sounds of his footsteps can be heard as La Chute de la 
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Maison Usher plays on the soundtrack. Loneliness is encapsulated in these scenes, but also 

the corruption of wealth.  

Debussy has become an Establishment figure in a sense, able to act as a gatekeeper for other 

artists and work on projects he chooses. The reconfiguration of his socioeconomic status has 

allowed for a level of introspection which has changed the perspective of his music and, 

according to the film, has left him creatively desolate. Once money and comfort have been 

attained, there is no more need for a sensualist like Debussy to be creative, and the mental 

energy required to make his art has been replaced by regretful ruminations of a life spent 

mistreating others. Debussy’s story ends, like so many other figures that Russell chronicles, 

with a melancholic stare into the camera as a Romantic visionary withers on the vine. The 

scale of space, much like in Women in Love, is again used as a visual signifier to illustrate 

disparity in the class system. While the Louÿs’ home was crammed with culture, and generally 

consisted of small rooms, Debussy’s palace is vast in scale, dwarfing the composer in a self-

conscious reference to Citizen Kane’s Xanadu. The space of the upper classes is, then, a place 

of cultural enlightenment for the artist when they are poor, giving them something to work 

towards, but becomes a corrupting force when they finally own all they could ever desire.  

Dante’s Inferno can be viewed as a companion piece to The Debussy Film in many ways, not 

least for its use of the art critic John Ruskin as the de facto Establishment figure of the art 

world who, as an upper-class public intellectual and critic, decided on the validity of artists in 

and around London. Ruskin’s views on architecture were akin to Russell’s and many British 

artists of the 1950s and 1960s in his insistence that, ‘mechanical ingenuity, […] has nothing to 

do with art’.49 His passion for architecture, sympathy for the class struggle and the 

contemporaneous artists he favoured show that, despite his upper-class upbringing and the 

abhorrence he showed towards sex, he had much in common with Russell. However, Ruskin 

was a gatekeeper in the vein of Pierre Louÿs, creating art in the relative comfort of a cosseted 

lifestyle.  

Just as many of the biopics Russell produced contain an element of autobiography, so too can 

Dante’s Inferno be viewed as analogous to an independent artist like Russell maintaining his 

 
49 John D. Rosenberg, The Darkening Glass: A Portrait of Ruskin’s Genius (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1963), p. 65. 
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unique vision when attached to the purse strings of a large commissioner like the BBC and 

may even represent the relationship between Russell and Wheldon. His use of Ruskin as a 

fusty member of the Establishment here acts as a surrogate version of the BBC which, for 

members of the sixties’ youth culture in particular, was increasingly viewed as an 

anachronism. Perhaps appropriately, then, Ruskin’s home is emblematic of a measured life, 

an austere space containing only a wooden work desk, some scientific instruments and a 

portrait of Ruskin himself, painted by John Everett Millais. For the plot, it acts as a 

counterpoint to the wealth which Rossetti accumulates towards the end of his life which, in 

a virtual mirror image of The Debussy Film, proves to be a corrupting force.  

In stark contrast to Ruskin’s house, Rossetti’s home in the latter part of his life, Tudor House, 

resembles the bleak end point of bohemianism, with paintings and a Chesterfield sofa battling 

with mess from alcohol bottles and leftover food. Instead of improving his life, Rossetti’s 

newfound riches exacerbate his alcoholism. The space he inhabits is as messy as his mental 

state. In both The Debussy Film and Dante’s Inferno, then, large rooms slowly drive these 

formerly impoverished artists to insanity, in part because of the many people they hurt to 

achieve great wealth but also because these are residences designed to keep ordinary people 

at a distance. Again, these surroundings, whether cold and clinical or rustic and messy, 

conform to a specific idea about wealth which was propagated in the 1960s, namely the 

‘popular picture of the twentieth-century aristocrat – much promoted by plays, films and 

aristocrats – a sad, impoverished man, living in a flat in a crumbling Tudor mansion.’50As in 

The Debussy Film, and to a lesser extent Old Battersea House, material wealth is conflated 

with loss and creative degradation.  

The contrast made between Ruskin and Rossetti or Debussy and Louÿs implies, perhaps 

inadvertently, that wealth corrupts only the nouveau riche, as opposed to the landed classes. 

In his admiration for the working classes, Russell’s ‘wealth corrupts’ theme inadvertently 

punishes the working classes for rising into upper class spaces while those born into wealth 

receive no such treatment. Instead, the films conform to the notion of urban depth theory 

which has informed much of this thesis; those unaware of the rules within a space are 

excluded and destroyed by it. While the upper classes have been shown to present 

 
50 Anthony Sampson, Anatomy of Britain (London; Hodder and Stoughton, 1962), p. 4.  
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themselves as victims of the changing times in the 1960s as a means of hiding their wealth, 

the nouveau riche were still depicted as in some way not worthy of the riches they had earned. 

That Russell chooses architecture and interior space to emphasise this implies that the 

buildings themselves are rejecting the working classes, maintaining the imagined order of a 

social hierarchy to accommodate the landed gentry.  

Protectionism of the landed gentry can be seen in many sectors up to the present day, from 

the National Trust’s decision to allow the gentry to continue living in houses the Trust has 

purchased, to their domination of many alliances and government bodies. As the examples 

shown above illustrate, the interiors of upper-class spaces contradicted the contemporary 

notion that they were in some way a dying breed. Although this social group’s wealth had 

diminished in comparison with previous centuries, the upper classes still lived remotely from 

the struggles of the working- and middle-class lifestyles. Those who attempted to incorporate 

themselves into such a lifestyle were, for Russell, doomed to fail.  

3.3.3 Billion Dollar Brain  

 

The only entry in Russell’s long-sixties filmography to emphasise the power of the upper 

classes in a contemporary setting is also, perhaps coincidentally, the film in which he had the 

least control of the script, Billion Dollar Brain. The third in the Harry Palmer series, after The 

Ipcress File (1965) and Funeral in Berlin (1966), this Len Deighton adaptation follows the 

working-class spy as he infiltrates a network of assassins controlled by a supercomputer. 

Palmer, now working as a private detective in London, is hired by an anonymous client to 

deliver a package to Helsinki. Soon, he finds himself drawn into a world of double crossing, 

political extremism and technological manipulation. However, as in previous films, he is 

interested in one thing, whether siding with the British government will see a raise in his 

salary. 

The Ipcress File, the first entry in the Palmer films, drained the Bond-style glamour from the 

secret service, with peeling wallpaper and underwhelming, shabby offices. It is an aesthetic 

congruent with that of the source material, written in 1967; the first description of an office 

in Billion Dollar Brain novel reads, ‘Dawlish had the only room in the building with two 

windows. It was a comfortable room, although overcrowded with pieces of not very valuable 
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antique furniture. There was a smell of wet overcoats.’51 Where the locales of Bond are 

aspirational, those of Palmer’s world are grounded and relatable, his globe-trotting tempered 

by an endless trail of paperwork, his love of fine living stymied by his meagre salary. Palmer 

is, then, an everyman trapped in the machinations of a class system waiting to devour him, a 

theme which Russell’s adaptation of Billion-Dollar Brain emphasises in the film’s opening 

scene, which uses the lower-class space of Palmer’s offices to re-establish the class disparity 

between him and his former boss. In turn, it grounds the film in a recognisable class hierarchy 

congruent with the rest of Russell’s body of work.  

Palmer, now a private detective in the vein of Sam Spade, finds a burglar in his office snooping 

through his client files in the dark. He points a gun at the mysterious man and switches on the 

light, only to find that the intruder is in fact Colonel Ross, his old boss from his time in the 

secret service. As this is the third in the series of Harry Palmer films, a viewer already familiar 

with the characters is expected to recognise Ross before he is formally identified by Palmer. 

Ross holds a packet of Corn Flakes as the gun is pointed at him, found in one of the drawers 

he was searching, and they fall to the floor as he puts his hands up, the cereal falling out of 

the packaging and piling around his feet. The reason for Ross’s appearance in Palmer’s office 

is simple; he is looking to recruit him, and in his attempt he exerts an authority strengthened 

by both his class and his governmental position, telling Palmer, ‘I could draft you in if I wanted, 

but I thought I’d do the decent thing.’ Palmer, upon realising that his burglar is in fact his old 

boss, becomes simultaneously stand-offish and subservient, insisting that he’d never re-join 

MI6 while kneeling to brush Corn Flakes from his superior’s shoes; he is against class power 

while in some way in awe of it. As with Rosetti and Ruskin in Dante’s Inferno, It is tempting to 

view this sequence as partly inspired by Russell’s relationship with Wheldon, making MI6 a 

stand-in for the elitist corporate concerns of the BBC and underscoring the director’s 

ambivalence towards the Corporation.  

The final scene behaves as a mirror to the film’s opening, establishing that Palmer’s time as a 

private detective is over, and therefore introducing the possibility of a fourth Palmer film, 

while also confirming that his allegiances lie with England. Yet the mirroring effect between 

the film’s opening and closing scenes has an unintentionally pernicious effect in terms of class 

 
51 Len Deighton, Billion-Dollar Brain (London; Jonathan Cape, 1966), p. 12. 
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relations, in part because it emphasises both characters’ working spaces. Palmer’s offices are 

pored over in detail throughout the film’s opening scene. The initial exterior shot shows it 

housed in between a chemist and a pub on a busy high street. The interiors are shabby and 

messy, covered in unwashed dishes, dirty clothes and hastily tacked posters of pin-up girls 

and Humphrey Bogart. 

This introduction to Palmer’s life, which has no precedent in the source material, is in stark 

contrast to the smooth elegance of The Ipcress File’s opening, which features a virtually 

spotless apartment, a variety of desirable consumer goods, the kind that were railed against 

in The Lonely Shore, and a svelte Michael Caine appearing to glide through this modern luxury. 

The only blemish on the apartment is an unmade bed, although even this is used as a 

shorthand for his sexual prowess. By comparison, Russell’s iteration of Palmer is a slob, and 

all that has changed from the second and third film is Palmer’s demission of duty from the 

secret service. Although his coolly detached individualism is what made Palmer, who was 

ultimately an extension of Caine’s real-life persona,52 emblematic of a swinging sixties London 

mentality that valued self-expression, Russell seems to imply that this same admirable trait 

will lead to ruin. While the character begins The Ipcress File as a comfortable agent of the 

government, he becomes a man whose career is in decline. Ipcress also implies that Palmer’s 

freedoms and cultured attitudes are cultivated despite his work, not because of it. Yet in 

leaving the civilising force of his governmental duty, in which he is used as a pawn in the 

games of the upper classes, Palmer reverts to a base and uncivilised existence.  

The class implications here are clear; left to his own devices and without the guiding hand of 

his superiors, the working-class hero of The Ipcress File is rudderless. The final scene 

emphasises this. Gone are the shabby descriptions of bureaucratic life found in The Ipcress 

File, Funeral in Berlin and other Deighton novels, and replacing them is an office overlooking 

Trafalgar Square, beige but adorned with a classical landscape painting and oak furniture. 

While by no means decadent, it is orderly and well kept. Within these two scenes, the class 

relations of previous Palmer films are merely hinted at in dialogue but are taken to polarising 

extremes in Russell’s mise-en-scène. The working-class character is unruly and disordered 

(often the trademark of a hero in Russell’s films) while the upper-class character is unruffled 

 
52 ‘Billion Dollar Brain Interview Michael Caine’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFZ-KOrjbPY [Accessed 
25/04/2022]. 
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and in control, his home and business quarters an extension of some innate inclination to 

order. As a relationship, then, the series conforms to John Snyder’s assertion that: 

The secret agent is not merely passive in an ultimate sense: he (or she) is overtly 
passive in even the most ordinary ways. After all, a spy is an employee, like most of 
us, and not an independent hero riding comfortably above daily exigencies. This 
makes him, objectively, an anti-hero – not just an existentialist ‘dangling man,’ but a 
professionally anonymous servitor carrying out a complicated sequence of 
institutional directives.53 

Palmer’s purpose in life, by virtue of his job and his social class, is to be subservient while 

members of the upper classes retain control of wider society. Colonel Ross’s office, although 

seen only briefly, encapsulates the control held by the upper classes with its view of London’s 

seat of power in the heart of Whitehall. The political control he, and by extension the upper 

classes, hold is in stark contrast to Russell’s portrayal of upper-class interior spaces in his 

earlier television work. Instead of the diminished power of country houses, Billion Dollar Brain 

shows that the positions of political import are still held by upper class figures, and that ‘the 

sordid Establishment ethic of "passing the buck" and evacuating moral responsibility for 

expedient state purposes,’54 which Snyder identifies as central to the spy movie genre,55 

continues unabated.  

Billion Dollar Brain takes Russell’s class-conscious concerns into the contemporary era, where 

the wealth of the upper class is more likely to be concealed than exhibited, as opposed to the 

nineteenth century when spendthrift estate owners routinely bankrupted themselves with 

decadent renovations and additions to their homes. While this is Ross’s office and not his 

private home, the mundanity of the location may indicate an extension of the upper classes 

increasing need to hide their wealth. It is a space which has been flattened out, providing no 

strong impression of class beyond its comparison with Palmer’s office. From a director who 

relies on evocative mise-en-scène, this can only be viewed as a deliberate choice to convey 

Ross’s inscrutability as a character, both professionally in terms of his role in international 

espionage and his life as an upper-class official obscuring the power he holds.   

 
53 John R. Snyder, ‘The Spy Story as Modern Tragedy’, Literature/Film Quarterly 5 (3) (1977), 
https://www.proquest.com/docview/226975889/fulltextPDF/F07020AA99DD4AADPQ/1?accountid=10606 
[Accessed 15/05/2022]. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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Upper class interior spaces throughout this section have illustrated a tension between a 

supposed downturn in financial wealth and a continuing stranglehold on political and social 

power, and these contradictions have been most apparent in the disparity between what 

upper class characters say and the spaces they inhabit. From Roddice’s direction of the 

Brangwens in Women in Love to the directives handed by Ross to Palmer in Billion Dollar 

Brain, Russell consistently portrays these characters as simultaneously controlling their 

narrative and the rules around them while continuing to need the support of middle- or 

working-class people, reflecting the relationship created between the classes via public 

services like the BBC. The necessity to portray themselves as somehow lacking in wealth may 

have contradicted the material possessions surrounding them but, as the controlling power 

of media, that seldom mattered.  

All these themes are exposed more fully by Russell in the exterior sequences of Women in 

Love, which show the vast stretches of land owned by the character and explicitly detail the 

power that men like Gerald Crich wield. The next section will examine this more fully, acting 

as a counterpoint to Russell’s relative reluctance to critique the upper classes head-on in his 

early career and showing that, with the benefit of a larger budget, he could create mise-en-

scène that was simultaneously critical of the upper classes, seductive to the audience and 

perceptive in its evocation of Crich’s ultimate loneliness.  
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3.4 Exterior spaces, the upper classes and Women in Love 

 

Early on in Elgar: Portrait of a Composer, the lower-class composer is seen astride a white 

horse riding the Malvern Hills. In these scenes, Elgar’s ‘Introduction and Allegro for Strings, 

Op.47’ is heard on the soundtrack, and the artistic freedom the composer strove for is 

encompassed by the seemingly infinite pastoral beauty surrounding him. These sequences 

arguably made the film one of Russell’s most popular; for years after they would be used as 

the covers on recordings of Elgar’s compositions.56 Yet Russell frequently expressed 

ambivalence towards Elgar in the years after its transmission, in part because the Romantic 

freedom of the landscape ignored the poverty of Elgar’s origins, and that it distracted from 

the less seemly elements of his life, particularly the minor scandal caused by his various 

mistresses.57 

In the 2000s, Russell spent a portion of his time attempting to correct the record of events 

presented in his original BBC biopic, making a film for the arts programme The South Bank 

Show, presented by his erstwhile collaborator Melvyn Bragg, called Elgar: Fantasy of a 

Composer on a Bicycle (2002) and penning the novella Elgar: The Erotic Variations (2007), 

both of which emphasised Elgar’s relatively impoverished upbringing, his ascension through 

the class system through marriage, and his various extramarital affairs. These projects may 

be the fruition of several failed attempts to revise his BBC film of Elgar’s life, including an 

abandoned film from 1976 called Land of Hope and Glory58 and a project called Elgar: 

Recycled,59 of which little is known. More than anything, Russell’s revised interpretations of 

Elgar, freed from the ‘speak no evil’60 restrictions placed on him by Wheldon on Monitor, 

show the composer working on compositions while under enormous financial strain. This 

short passage from Elgar: The Erotic Variations briefly summarises his difficulty in having his 

work recognised: ‘Meanwhile, the questionable genius was tramping the streets of Soho, rain 

and muck up to his spats, his worn boots just one more bloody social embarrassment he’d 

 
56 Ken Russell and Michael Kennedy, audio commentary, Elgar, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016). 
57 Ken Russell, Elgar: The Erotic Variations (London: Peter Owen Publishers, 2007), p. 8. 
58 BFI catalogue, SCR-20506. 
59 Ken Russell and Michael Kennedy, audio commentary, Elgar, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016). 
60 Ken Hanke, Ken Russell’s Films (London; The Scarecrow Press, 1984), p. 18.  
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admit to, trying to interest publishers in a variety of brief salon pieces.’61 As with many of his 

films of the 1960s, life in the city is portrayed as miserable, grimy and grinding.  

The artist class, who move fluidly through the class system, are shown in this manner 

throughout Russell’s work; people who push themselves to the margins of society to enjoy 

creative freedom and are rewarded later in life with material wealth, although usually 

punished with psychological torment. In Elgar, as well as in the ending of Isadora Duncan, the 

Biggest Dancer in the World, in which Duncan dances in a field with children; or the pastoral 

idyll of Gustav Mahler’s most fruitful years in Russell’s later work Mahler (1974); a form of 

artistic freedom and contemplation is found in nature. It is a place unfettered by societal 

norms, and Russell frequently uses it to convey moments of transcendental bliss, as when the 

titular pinball wizard in Tommy (1975) miraculously regains his hearing and vision and 

meditates on a mountaintop, or in The Devils when Father Grandier ventures into the 

countryside to commune with God. These stories all have a unifying element; their central 

figures have overcome obstacles, usually in crowded urban areas, to find the freedom they 

seek in the pastoral. These constraints are not, however, apparent in the upper-class figures 

Russell portrays in many of his films. Born into a state of near unfettered freedom, the large 

pastoral spaces they reside in are taken for granted. 

The relative notions of freedom have been discussed frequently throughout this thesis and, 

with reference to habitus and urban depth theory, have been defined as an ability to operate 

effectively within a given ruleset. However, the relationship between the upper classes and 

land provides the closest case study in freedom in its truest form, in which the ruleset of 

society is decided by those in power. Conversely, there are limitations to this power. As will 

be seen below, material wealth is unable to fill the spiritual void of Russell’s characters, or to 

untether them from the strictures of the British class system. 

Land ownership was split between only a few hundred members of a wealthy elite from time 

of the Domesday Book onward. By 1873 reforms were made to loosen the restrictions of 

having so much land in the hands of so few, although land ownership remains a contentious 

 
61 Russell, Elgar: The Erotic Variations, p. 30. 
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issue to the present day. 62 The concentration of land in the hands of a small number of 

families has ensured that the landed gentry maintain a dominant position in society. Julia A. 

Smith states: 

The explanation for the unit coefficient result must be that the richest non-business 
elite, the landowners, ensured their survival as a class by primogeniture. The custom 
by which land was held from the monarch persisted among the traditional land-
owning class. Estates were passed down undivided from father to son. Naturally, this 
reduced the opportunity for others to participate in the land market and discouraged 
commercialisation.63 

In the case of Women in Love, the one film which will be covered in any detail in this section, 

the only real upper-class member of the film’s cast of protagonists is Gerald Crich, the sole 

heir to the Crich fortune. The vast acres of land he owns form the backbone of the film’s story, 

illustrating the power of industry in the upper classes of the north of England and intricately 

connecting him to landed gentry like Hermione Roddice.  

Within the context of the film, Crich is given little character background beyond the wealth of 

his family. In the novel, however, Lawrence grandly describes Crich as ‘a soldier, and an 

explorer, and a Napoleon of industry,’64 and Birkin alludes to Crich’s time serving as a soldier 

in the Boer War. Crich stems from a tradition, particularly an upper-class tradition, which 

associated war with adventure and bravery which created men of stature (it is partly for this 

reason that a high proportion of upper-class men were killed during the First and Second 

World War, a linkage which Russell makes several times in his adaptation). As stated by Peter 

Fjågesund: 

In Gerald, Lawrence is creating a character who represents a tradition and a set of 
values that have shown themselves as not only obsolete but dangerous. Gerald is both 
old England and modern, progressive England; he represents the heroic past and the 
quasi-heroic present, and as such he represents a dying way of life, because from 
Lawrence's bleak Cornwall perspective while writing the novel, he was witnessing, 
from a distance, what he very clearly regarded as England's end.65 

 
62 Guy Shrubsole, ‘Who owns England? History of England’s land ownership and how much is privately owned 
today,’ Countryfile, https://www.countryfile.com/news/who-owns-england-history-of-englands-
landownership-and-how-much-is-privately-owned-today/ [Accessed 10/11/2021]. 
63 Julia A. Smith, ‘Land Ownership and Social Change in Late Nineteenth-Century Britain’, The Economic History 
Review, 53 (4) (2000), pp. 767-776 (p. 775).  
64 Lawrence, Women in Love, p. 93. 
65 Peter Fjågesund, ‘D. H. Lawrence's Women in Love: Gerald Crich and Captain Scott’, English Studies,  
89 (2) (2008), https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00138380701770902 [Accessed 27/04/2022]. 
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As can be seen by the continued existence of the class structure and income disparity today, 

Lawrence’s predictions about the death of the upper classes, and their place in prominent 

positions of society, was premature, and families like the Criches and Roddices would most 

likely remain wealthy today. Nonetheless, Crich is a complicated figure because, unlike the 

upper-class characters in some of Lawrence’s other work, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928) 

being the most pertinent example, he is finely attuned to the land around him. This is the 

element of Crich’s character, out of the panoply of back story created for him by Lawrence, 

Russell makes most prominent in his adaptation, using the vast land owned by Crich as a clear 

extension of his character.  

While Birkin gradually discovers the transcendental beauty of the land, as shown in the scenes 

which conflate his sexuality with the pastoral, Crich already has a mastery of it. He owns every 

rolling hill and distant field, both figuratively and literally, dominating and exploiting them for 

financial gain. The space around him is a resource to be used until it is exhausted, and this 

hegemony includes the people and animals of his domain. This is clearest in one sequence in 

which he tortures a horse, digging his heels into its flank as he rides, simultaneously using 

violent force to control it and, more pertinently, succeeding in controlling it despite an 

apparent disregard for its wellbeing. As Russell himself points out in the audio commentary 

for the film, ‘As he treats the horse badly, he treats the workers badly too.’66 Again, this is a 

case of ownership. No matter where Crich travels in Women in Love, he is in his element. Only 

when he leaves England – at which point, the film explicitly states, the class barriers and 

emotional restrictions of British life are shattered – does he falter and, betrayed by Gudrun, 

die. The space afforded to him by the British class system, particularly in Russell’s adaptation, 

is keeping him alive. 

Unlike the other upper-class subjects in Russell’s films, Crich thrives on the British land. During 

scenes indoors he is either a passive observer (as in the Isadora Duncan-style dance sequence 

analysed in the previous chapter), a despondent mourner (as when he deals with the death 

of his father) or comes to terms with the complexities of his sexuality (as in the film’s infamous 

wrestling scene and his love affair with Gudrun). When he is outdoors, however, he is 

generally untouchable, with only the untameable force of Gudrun destabilising his sense of 

 
66 Ken Russell, audio commentary, Women in Love, Blu-ray (BFI, 2016). 
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self. His mastery and his wealth are conflated, as seen near the beginning of the film at the 

large mining company owned by the Criches, when he and his ailing father leave their pit 

surrounded by a large crowd of dirt-covered miners. The pair walk through the grimy 

walkway, seemingly untouched by the mass of people surrounding them, before climbing into 

a pristine white car, their spotless wealth contrasting with the destitution of their 

surroundings. The pair discuss the treatment of the workers, as Crich is castigated by his 

father for his lack of empathy towards his employees. At no point are any of the workers 

acknowledged by the pair; they are the faceless mass discussed throughout this thesis, 

although not in the same context. Here, Russell is showing how Crich views his employees, 

rather than providing an objective visual reality. In his mind, these people are goods to be 

exploited, not individuals. A habitus, as stated by Bourdieu, ‘is something that responds 

appropriately to the solicitations of a social object,’67 so in showing both Gerald Crich and his 

father responding to the miners in a similar manner, Russell implies that their viewpoint is 

indicative of a broader class habitus.  

In owning the land, Crich exerts control in every social sphere. While the working classes in 

Women in Love are practically enslaved by the landowners, and the middle classes find little 

solace in most exterior spaces, the minority of the upper classes are free within the pastoral 

and the urban because they literally own the space. Most upper-class figures in Russell’s other 

films are defined by the opulence of their interior space, their art collections and luxurious 

furniture, but Crich’s relaxed demeanour no matter where he travels in his small mining town 

shows how exterior spaces are where the true wealth of the upper classes lies. 

But the isolation Crich feels is in no way diminished by his connection with the countryside, a 

fact emphasised by the contrasting figure of Hermione Roddice, discussed in detail in the 

previous chapter. A socialite whose wealth is wholly inherited, she appears to live alone in 

the large country house where she entertains. While the scenes which bookend the party she 

throws for her small cohort of middle class and upper-class acquaintances are drenched in 

the dirt and grime of claustrophobic streets, her garden is an unspoiled and seemingly endless 

stretch of land next to her home. 

 
67 Bourdieu, p. 33. 
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Again, the wealth of space on display in Russell’s wide-angle shots illustrates the freedom of 

the upper classes, but this freedom is stymied by a lack of social contact. The sequences of 

the working classes in small spaces teem with crowds, while Hermione’s party on this vast 

stretch of land is attended by eight people. The upper classes of Russell’s films, particularly 

the landed gentry, are materially and socially connected while remaining isolated from society 

as a whole. While its members, such as Gerald Crich, may move through the classes without 

obstruction, their adherence to British tradition leaves even open spaces psychologically 

isolating. 

As has been shown in this discussion of the upper classes and architectural space, Russell’s 

work throughout the 1960s has partly contributed to a cultural perception of the aristocratic 

class as an ailing force without examining the alternative models of wealth accumulation and 

social engineering it was participating in. As with many other documentary makers on the 

BBC at the time, his films contain the contradictory perspective of portraying individuals who 

had fallen on hard times yet continued to own vast homes and rare art collections. The 

exterior scenes in Women in Love, possibly because they were shot without the guiding hand 

of the BBC, instead lay bare the great deal of land at the disposal of the landed gentry while 

also showing the complex nature of such ownership by portraying it as both a great privilege 

and a grave responsibility. Freedom in its most expansive form is within reach for characters 

like Crich, as shown by both interior and exterior spaces, but it is tempered by a psychological 

inability to step outside of the British class system. 

So far, this thesis has looked at working class, middle class, and upper-class groups in isolation, 

examining how they exist within their individual milieu and how they respond separately to 

social classes outside of their own within particular spaces, and Russell’s response to these 

ideas. At times his views have been indicative of their time – hailing working-class people as 

heroes, middle class people as philistines or the upper classes as in terminal decline – but they 

have also, in part because of his interest in architecture and the relationship individuals form 

with it, never been reduced to the binary viewpoint driving many British Social Realist films in 

which the wealthy are evil and the poor are angelic. Instead, the landscape and interiors 

surrounding his characters form varying degrees of alienation, many of which stem from 

shifting relationships with their immediate environment. For the working classes this 

relationship has been the destruction of communal locations and their powerlessness to stop 
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it. For the middle classes, the perceived threat of the working classes has filled exterior 

environments with risk. And for the upper classes, continued land ownership has 

simultaneously brought freedom and alienation from society.  

Each chapter has also shown how buildings, interior design and cityscapes have illustrated the 

relative notions of freedom for the characters within Russell’s films, aided in particular by the 

notion of urban depth and Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, and how the design of particular 

buildings – be they museums, bars, or homes – are built to welcome those who adhere to the 

ruleset of these spaces and exclude those who do not. While these notions have been 

examined with classes in isolation, the final chapter will look at what is arguably Russell’s 

culminating achievement in the intersection between architecture, exterior space and social 

class, The Devils, and attempt to synthesise the ideas which have been explored into an 

analysis of a single film. 
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Chapter Four: The Devils: Russell’s exploration of architecture, interior 

design and social class 

 

Previous chapters in this thesis have focused on Russell’s films from the long-1960s, 

examining the varying ways in which they convey, both consciously and unconsciously, the 

intersection between architecture, interior design and class to reflect changing social mores 

during the period.  

Each social class has been examined separately, existing within a distinct milieu that is mindful 

of and impacted by other social classes, yet divided from those of a differing socioeconomic 

background, Women in Love being a prime example. In The Devils, however, Russell’s canvas 

broadens, illustrating not only how the social classes live separately from each other, but how 

they interact and are controlled by a small but powerful minority. As Russell’s costliest film 

up to that point (it cost around £2 million to produce),1 this is also one of the few times when 

he had the financial latitude to have sets created from scratch. The only instance in the film 

where this is not the case happens in King Louis XIII’s palatial gardens, which studios insisted 

he film on location near Pinewood.2 

The film’s themes of sexual abuse and religious corruption created a furore upon its release, 

and it was banned by several local authorities in the UK. Dundee, which banned the film after 

screenings for its local council, claimed it had been removed from the city’s cinemas on the 

basis that it was ‘detrimental to the morals of the public,’3 according to contemporaneous 

reports from the city’s local newspaper. The newspaper reporting on the ban, The Courier and 

Advertiser, notes that the decision was made by the city’s Police Committee. The committee 

members mentioned in the article are the ‘Right Rev. Dr William A. Hart’, ‘Roman Catholic 

Bishop of Dunkeld’, ‘Police Convener Mr J. W. Duncan’, ‘Lord Provost W. K. Fitzgerald’, ‘Mr 

 
1 Iain Fisher, ‘The Devils’, https://www.iainfisher.com/russell/ken-russell-film-the-devils.html [Accessed 
19/03/2022]. 
2 Jarman, Dancing Ledge, p. 92. 
3 Author uncredited, ‘Dundee Decides Today After Storm Over The Devils’, The Courier and Advertiser, 11 
January 1972, p. 66. 
 



208 
 

John Stewart’, ‘Bailie Moore’, ‘Mr. Ron Tosh’, ‘Bailie Ernest Vigrow’, ‘Mr Nigel Law’, ‘Mr James 

Mulholland’, ‘Allan Inglis’, ‘Bailie Bruce Mackie’, ‘R.A. Sturrock’, ‘Mrs Agnes Bell’, ‘Harry 

Vaughan’ and ‘William Hosie’.4 Five members of the committee were in favour of banning The 

Devils, three against.  

While there was some reticence to move against the judgement of the British Board of Film 

Censors (BBFC), overall opinion was encapsulated by the views of Mr James Mulholland. ‘His 

reasons for being against it were not because of religious bias or that it was wrong history, it 

just was not entertainment. People would go expecting to be entertained and they would be 

disgusted and sickened by certain scenes.’5 On the opposing side of the dispute, Bailie Tom 

Moore suggested ‘this could be a very dangerous dispute. They were suggesting that with 

every film which came to Dundee, they were to set themselves above the British Board of 

Censors [sic].’6 Whether in favour or against a ban, each member of the committee based 

their opinion on suppositions about what ordinary members of the public would think of the 

film, an approach which by its nature leads to either reductionism or a projection of personal 

views onto others.  

In essence, this was a group of officials and up-standing members of Dundee’s local 

community who watched the film and remained morally unchanged by it yet feared a mass 

public potentially too impressionable, ill-educated or religiously zealous for its themes. Within 

these assumptions is clear class bias. As an entertainment for the masses, the cinema should 

not provoke but entertain, should not disgust but placate. It is a view found in the original 

text of the Hollywood Hays Code from 1930, which states, ‘Theatrical motion pictures […] are 

primarily to be regarded as Entertainment’7 [italics are the writer’s own]. As such, it is strange 

to see in print in the UK in the 1970s, when cinema’s status as an art form was more clearly 

established and accepted. Although this committee consisted of a variety of members of the 

community, their view bears the long shadow of the intelligentsia’s unease towards the 

masses in the early twentieth century, covered extensively in the working-class section of the 

 
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Thomas Doherty, Pre-Code Hollywood (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 347. 
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thesis, and the recently abolished Lord Chamberlain’s offices, which generally censored 

politically contentious subject matter in theatre.  

Therefore, as the only work in which Russell had almost full control of the architecture, and 

as a work which uncovered class distinctions in its post-release censorship, this final chapter 

will aim to use The Devils as the apotheosis of Russell’s films on social class and architecture, 

examining it in the wider context of his work throughout the long sixties as a piece which 

synthesises many elements from his films in the preceding decade.  

Based on Aldous Huxley’s historical novel The Devils of Loudun (1953) and John Whiting’s play 

The Devils (1961), Russell’s adaptation revolves around Jesuit priest Urbain Grandier, whose 

obstinacy towards his superiors and womanising leaves him with few friends and a swelling 

rank of enemies. As the charismatic priest rises to the top of Loudun’s political sphere, 

Cardinal Richelieu plots to destroy the walls of the self-governed city to broaden the Catholic 

Church’s control over the province. Grandier, now the de facto leader of Loudun, opposes the 

move, making enemies of the Church, whose stranglehold extends to the monarchy. When a 

group of Ursuline nuns in a nearby convent begin claiming that Grandier has possessed them, 

his enemies find a way to get rid of the problematic priest, accusing him of wizardry, the 

evidence of which is bolstered by mass nun orgies orchestrated by the state. By the film’s final 

reel, Grandier is burnt at the stake in front of a jeering crowd and the walls of the once 

independent town of Loudun are destroyed. The state wins and the rebel thinker is little more 

than ashes, although he is also a martyr for his cause. 

As will be shown, the mechanics of the city and its populace are central to the film. From the 

teeming funeral procession at its beginning to the mob which crowds the city square to watch 

Grandier burn, the source material’s suspicion towards the masses and the political chicanery 

of the ruling class are reinforced via Russell’s meticulous mise-en-scène. Although never his 

focus in the wide-ranging and arguably overly diffuse novel, Huxley spends a great deal of 

time detailing the inner workings of the city in The Devils of Loudun.  

Huxley’s opening chapter details Loudun’s class structure: 

Peasants, and artisans, journeymen, and domestics – the poor were a negligible and 
anonymous majority of the city’s fourteen thousand inhabitants. A little above them 
the shopkeepers, the master craftsmen, the small officials clustered precariously on 
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the lowest rung of bourgeois respectability. Above these again – totally dependent 
upon their inferiors, but enjoying unquestioned privileges and ruling them by a divine 
right – were the rich merchants, the professional men, the people of quality in their 
hierarchical order: the petty gentry and the larger landowners, the feudal magnates 
and the lordly prelates. Here and there one could find a few small oases of culture and 
disinterested intelligence. Outside these oases the mental atmosphere was 
suffocatingly provincial. Among the rich, the concern with money and property, with 
rights and privileges, was passionate and chronic. For the two or three thousand, at 
the most, who could afford litigation or needed professional legal advice, there were, 
at Loudun, no less than twenty barristers, eighteen solicitors, eighteen bailiffs and 
eight notaries.8 

A page before, Huxley describes the streets themselves as bearing ‘the customary gamut of 

smells, from wood smoke to excrement, from geese to incense, from baking bread to horses, 

swine and unwashed humanity.’9 Repulsiveness is almost baked into the culture, in the same 

way that Bourdieu argues that habitus is way represented in the human frame. The phrase 

‘unwashed humanity’, of course, also recalls the pejorative term for the masses, ‘the great 

unwashed’, in phrasing not dissimilar to the prejudice found in Housing Problems or refuted 

in Shelagh Delaney’s Salford. The descriptions of the town and its people continue in this vein 

throughout the novel, emphasising a palpable lack of interest in intellectual discussion, 

philosophy or metaphysical thinking. Although not necessarily inaccurate, these were 

illiterate people surviving through a plague with minimal food, and were therefore 

understandably short on free time for personal development, the descriptions betray 

Huxley’s biases as an upper-class intellectual with a ceaseless appetite for reading. His use of 

architecture in relation to lower class areas is bound in similar prejudices promulgated in work 

from the early twentieth century (as shown in the discussion on John Carey’s work in section 

1.1), emphasising the importance he places on cultural capital over all else.  

This is another example of ‘the crowd’ which, as has been shown throughout this thesis, upper 

class intellectuals both feared and reviled. The only class given countenance in Huxley’s 

description are intellectuals themselves, a grouping which the writer himself is a part of (as 

seen by his valorisation of ‘free thinkers’ who emerged from Jesuit schools at the time).10 This 

is a novel, then, shaped by the Huxley’s contemporary viewpoint of the 1950s, an approach 

which is entirely deliberate, and as such it projects the same class prejudices onto the 

 
8 Aldous Huxley, The Devils of Loudun (London; Penguin, 2019), p. 5. 
9 Ibid, p. 4.  
10 Ibid, p.1. 
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residents of this seventeenth century French mediaeval city. Huxley believes the story of 

Loudun contains universal themes that a person from any era can learn from. As he states in 

the book’s Appendix: 

Without an understanding of man’s deep-seated urge to self-transcendence, of his 
natural reluctance to take the hard, ascending way, and his search for some bogus 
liberation either below or to one side of his personality, we cannot hope to make sense 
of our own particular period of history or indeed of history in general, of life as it was 
lived in the past and as it is lived today.11 

This quote, which is Huxley’s typically verbose take on the maxim that ‘history doesn’t repeat, 

but it does rhyme’, summarises his primary aim in The Devils of Loudun: to use an extreme 

era of witch burnings and political corruption to reflect the corrosion of modern political life 

which he believed pervaded the global culture in the form of McCarthyism, Communist Russia 

and a poisonous mass media. 

This is a novel discussing the issues of the time in which it was written as much as those of 

the past, conflating two eras to observe how the world has changed very little in the space of 

three centuries. In doing so, Huxley’s own prejudices are shown to be very much in step with 

the class prejudices highlighted in the working-class chapter of the thesis. Again, the Appendix 

of the book acts as an outlet for Huxley, now unmoored from his central narrative, to share 

his frustrations with the modern era: ‘A crowd is the social equivalent of a cancer. The poison 

it secretes depersonalizes its constituent members to the point where they start to behave 

with a savage violence, of which, in their normal state, they would be completely incapable.’12  

As noted in the working-class chapter of this thesis, the notion of the crowd created anxieties 

amongst vast swathes of British intellectuals, particularly as the working classes began to 

unionise in the early 1900s and improvements in education led to a rise in literacy levels. This 

was coupled with increasing frustration regarding over-population, mass media, and 

improved transport options, all of which, in Huxley’s words, ‘exploit man’s urge towards this 

most dangerous form of downward self-transcendence.’13 Mass media, particularly radio, 

movies and television, are said to have ‘made the objectification of tendentious phantasy 

 
11 Ibid, p. 361. 
12 Ibid, p. 367.  
13 Ibid.  
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absurdly easy.’14 Finally, Huxley views ‘free, compulsory education’ dimly, claiming that it puts 

‘everyone […] at the mercy of propagandists.’15  

In the hangover of the post-war decade, Huxley is perhaps justified in his railing against mass 

media. He accurately points out that Communist Russia, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany 

exploited forms of populist entertainment to instil what he calls ‘herd-poison’. However, his 

objections are nonetheless rooted in a class prejudice, in the firmly held view that increased 

social mobility will lead to education falling into the wrong hands. Knowledge is, and should 

remain, for the few. Like many intellectual authors of his era who have been discussed 

throughout this thesis, his allegorical message is coloured by his own prejudices.  

In the scant instances Huxley mentions architecture or the layout of Loudun, he falls foul of 

the same problem. While the streets of Loudun are presented in purely negative terms, the 

landed gentry of France are represented as attempting to overcome their human frailty with 

super-sized architecture: ‘In the field of domestic architecture the desire for a more than 

human grandiosity was no less conspicuously displayed.’16  

The upper classes, however, although cloistered from the deprivation of the poor, are viewed 

by Huxley as part of the crowd, albeit a different crowd: ‘If one’s blood were blue, one was 

born in a crowd, one died in a crowd, one even relieved nature in a crowd and on occasion 

one had to make love in a crowd. And the character of the circumambient architecture was 

such that one could scarcely avoid the spectacle of others being born, dying, relieving nature 

and making love.’17  

In this passage, a lack of freedom and privacy is emphasised with word choice alluding to 

seclusion; cloistered, crowd, circumambient. The circumambience of the architecture 

denotes a building style that is at turns unpleasant and claustrophobic. While the upper 

classes and the aristocracy are safe from the effects of the plague, the deficiencies of their 

buildings leaves them little in the way of genuine freedom, a situation not dissimilar to the 

sequestered and isolated upper classes found in the previous chapter. Ultimately, everyone 

is given short shrift from Huxley’s view, apart from the intellectuals, his kin, a social grouping 

 
14 Ibid, pp. 367-368.  
15 Ibid, p. 368.  
16 Ibid, p. 302.  
17 Ibid, p. 14.  
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that has gained freedom through intellect, with Grandier as their flawed but high-minded 

representative, and a group which Huxley arguably treats in the same manner as Russell does 

when representing artists; imperfect in their humanity but holding in their power something 

of genius which transcends material concerns. The book, then, is simultaneously a warning 

about succumbing to the barbarism of the contemporary era while itself existing as an 

artefact of partly unfounded intellectual anxieties in the mid-twentieth century. In 

architecture and social space, Huxley finds emblems of social class which he can use as 

shorthand to both reinforce certain ideas (the poor as inherently dirty) or refute 

commonplace notions (the rich as in some sense freed from society’s restrictions).  

The first prominent adaptation of Huxley’s work was John Whiting’s 1956 play The Devils, 

from which a considerable portion of the dialogue in Russell’s film is derived. The play itself 

is less than perfect in its attempts to condense many of the plot points from its source 

material into a brief three acts, resulting in a work which is hampered by convoluted plotting 

and a failure to elucidate Huxley’s broader analogy between the witch burnings of the 

seventeenth century and the corruption of the contemporary era. To construct a workable 

narrative, however, Whiting adds the character of the Sewerman, who acts as a device similar 

to a Greek Chorus to discuss the play’s central themes with Grandier as he roams the city, 

helping to unfold the narrative for the viewer. The Sewerman, not present in either Huxley or 

Russell’s version of the story, acts as one of the only representations of an underclass in any 

adaptation of Huxley’s work produced in the UK. Jerzy Kawalerowicz’s Polish adaptation of 

the same events, Mother Joan of the Angels (1961), although instead based on a short 

story/novella by Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz, contains many working-class characters who live on 

the outskirts of Loudun, and takes place after the burning of Grandier. 

In Whiting’s play, the Sewerman, who is arguably a variation on the ‘Common Man’ figure in 

Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons (1960), acts as a mirror image of Grandier, claiming in the 

first act, ‘I’m a man. A dirty, sinful man. And my job is the drains of the city.’18 Grandier, a 

middle-class member of the intelligentsia, holds a similar position in hearing the confessions 

of his congregation, driving sin out of Loudun while morally compromising himself. The 

underclass, then, are elevated to an exalted state by their conflation of them and religious 

 
18 John Whiting, The Devils (London: Samuel French, 1961), p. 3.  
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officials like Grandier. They also perform a palpable function in the city, one arguably more 

useful than the scheming middle classes that populate the rest of the narrative (for Russell, 

these are the antagonistic middle-class caricatures found in Always on Sunday, as opposed to 

the more sympathetic lower-middle-classes he depicted in The Diary of a Nobody). So, while 

architecture and space in Loudun are never fully explored in Whiting’s work, it facilitates a 

more egalitarian view of class within the narrative structure. 

Russell’s adaptation of The Devils synthesises myriad elements of Huxley and Whiting’s work, 

using large portions of Whiting’s dialogue and merging multiple characters from Huxley’s 

novel, while condensing the time frame of the story from several years to a few months. The 

film also makes allusions to Carl Theodor Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) in its final 

act, implying that Grandier has transitioned from lustful womaniser to saintly martyr by the 

film’s denouement. Tying the themes together is the connection between the plot, the social 

structure of the characters and the architecture of the city, created by set designer Derek 

Jarman. The film marks Jarman’s first collaboration with Russell and reinforces Russell’s 

baroque aesthetic alongside his consistent concerns with the architectural landscape of 

Britain throughout the 1960s. Jarman’s knowledge of architecture provided The Devils with 

an authentic modernist aesthetic, thanks in part to his time studying under Nikolaus Pevsner 

for three years in the late 1950s. As he wrote in his diaries regarding his first meeting with 

Russell, ‘My architectural history, the years with Pevsner, stand me in good stead.’19 Jarman 

was also deeply concerned with the aesthetic failures of period cinema, having written, ‘I have 

seen only a handful of historical films that have worked and all these have reinvented 

period.’20 

Much like Russell, then, Jarman was committed to creating contemporary depictions of 

historical eras. As such, he approached building in a similar fashion to brutalist architecture, 

favouring cheaper materials, white plaster brick, with the brickwork exposed. Unlike Russell, 

however, Jarman was seldom nostalgic for Britain’s immediate architectural past. Despite 

studying under Pevsner, who co-founded the Victorian Society to protect that era’s 

architectural accomplishments, he wrote in his diary, ‘I was brought up to loathe the 

 
19 Jarman, Dancing Ledge, p. 89.  
20 Ibid, p. 22. 
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Victorians – one thrilled as the ball and chain demolished their work.’21 The Devils allowed 

him to express that element of his iconoclastic impulse on its grandest scale. The architecture 

of the city was designed to favour artifice over realism. One of Jarman’s central remits, 

dictated to him by Russell, was to make the sets as forceful ‘as an old silent.’22 The entirety of 

his vision was, however, never fully realised. His sets for Louis XIII’s garden were cut to reduce 

the film’s ballooning budget, leading to a dramatic change in the scene’s tone. As Jarman 

recalls in Dancing Ledge, his diaries from that period:  

Later, this scene crept into the film in the garden at Pinewood. Ken dressed his 
Huguenot extras as blackbirds, which the king shot while nonchalantly talking to 
Richelieu. At one moment our Louis said camply, ‘Bye, bye blackbird.’ 

‘Marvellous,’ said Ken. ‘What do you think of that, Derek?’ 

‘Oh, I suppose it’s OK,’ I said half-heartedly. I didn’t want to be the kill-joy. The idea 
had transformed from the steely vicious concentration of a scene from The White Devil 
to a farce.  

‘Do it again,’ said Ken, and into the film it went. My sensibilities about what was 
appropriate were violated. A flip joke in a nasty little garden at Pinewood, instead of 
a great abstract topiary set with strutting peacocks.23 

His final sentence in this passage indicates that, much like Loudun itself, the sections featuring 

the monarchy were intended to be expressionistic, to represent the interior of the 

monarchical mind in the way that the sets of Loudun are intended as representative of the 

psyches of its citizens. Just as Russell treats social class and space as inextricably linked, The 

Devils projects the psychological state of the characters onto the sets themselves, in an 

inverse depiction of habitus. Instead of people behaving within a field dictated to them by 

their surroundings, their surroundings mimic their inner consciousness. 

As has been mentioned earlier in this chapter, Huxley used the city of Loudun as a 

counterpoint to Urbain Grandier’s relative learnedness, while Whiting barely mentions the 

set at all, instead bogging his interpretation of the story down in the political minutiae of the 

day. But for a director interested in the manifesting of psychological states through cutting, 

music and mise-en-scène, the architecture of Loudun becomes a driving force of Russell’s 

 
21 Ibid, p. 65. 
22 Sam Ashby, ‘Imagining Loudun: The Devils and Derek Jarman’ in The Devils DVD supplement booklet 
(London; BFI, 2012), pp. 15-18 (p. 16).  
23 Jarman, Dancing Ledge, p. 96. 
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narrative, encapsulating Huxley’s comparisons between the mediaeval and contemporary era 

in purely visual terms. Jarman’s designs, created under Russell’s supervision, are for the most 

part a brilliant white, contrasting the muck and grey of an era defined by plague and disease. 

The sets themselves, according to Russell, were intended to evoke Huxley’s description of the 

demonic possessions as tantamount to ‘a rape in a public lavatory,’24 the clinical white 

resembling the tiling of a bathroom. In his insistence that the town be pure white, as opposed 

to the mossy grey of most films depicting the seventeenth century, Russell intended to show 

a people who existed in an era which was modern to them and thus used the most modern 

architectural style of the mid-twentieth century, Brutalism, to convey this. As Russell himself 

claimed, ‘I wanted to get a feeling of this happening to a set of modern people who consider 

themselves modern. I’m sure to every person at every stage in history their town has not been 

an old-fashioned town, their town has been a modern town and they are modern people.’25  

Russell’s choice to eschew the traditional, and arguably well-worn, aesthetic of films depicting 

the mediaeval era has been met with equal parts derision and praise from critical circles, yet 

it is a design choice which was commonplace in many science fiction films throughout the 

period. Chris Marker’s La Jetée (1962) utilised images of brutalist architecture as a low-cost 

way to create a futurist landscape. J. Lee Thompson’s Conquest of the Planet of the Apes 

(1973), the third entry in the franchise, similarly used the imposing architecture of Century 

City, Los Angeles, which bore a striking resemblance to the new towns built in the United 

Kingdom in the post-war era, to depict an oppressive totalitarian dystopia. Meanwhile, 

Russell’s contemporary Stanley Kubrick took advantage of Britain’s ample supply of brutalist 

buildings to create his own bleak futuristic cityscapes in A Clockwork Orange (1971).  

Using brutalist structures as a shorthand for the future was, then, commonplace during the 

1960s and 1970s. But instead of creating speculative realities like the films listed above, 

Russell is interested in evoking a psychological linkage between the people of the present and 

those of the past, implicitly drawing parallels between the witch hunts of the seventeenth 

century and those of the modern era through set design. In doing so, he draws similar 

equivalences as Huxley and Whiting, but does so for a specifically British mindset, recalling 

 
24 Richard Crouse, Raising Hell: Ken Russell and the Unmaking of The Devils (Toronto; ECW Publishing, 2012), p. 
72. 
25 Ibid.  
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the clinical façade of New Towns Act building projects that, as shown in the working-class 

section of this thesis, was marred by corruption and dismal planning for ordinary people. This 

is emphasised further by the structure of Loudun in The Devils, a series of tight alleys and 

walkways leading to a large town square, a similar layout to many new towns developed 

throughout the 1940s and 1950s, which were regularly criticised for their labyrinthine layout, 

leading to unsafe travel routes and a high crime rate.26 Whether consciously or not, the 

incompetence of contemporaneous planning officials is mirrored by the totalitarian 

atmosphere evoked in Jarman’s designs.  

Christopher Van Eecke observes that the central square of the town acts like a main stage in 

a play with several more embedded stages helping to move the action forward.27 The main 

stage, the square, is where Grandier enacts his public life, performing ecclesiastical duties and 

becoming embroiled in political wrangles. Most pertinently in the context of his downfall, it 

is the location where he can be spied on by the men who wish to see him dead. It is, however, 

also the primary space where each social class can congregate and share a collective 

experience. While class does not quite fall by the wayside in these sections and is still 

observed, its communality stands in stark contrast to the obvious segregation in other parts 

of the city. In the first instance, that experience is the funeral of the city’s former governor, a 

procession led and orated by Grandier. In the scene, the viewer can see that Grandier, despite 

his pride and vanity, is widely admired and wholly charismatic. The hem of his garment is 

carried by choir boys to avoid getting dirty, women openly discuss sleeping with him and 

prominent figures of the city trail behind him in admiration. From here, Russell establishes 

that Grandier is a rallying figure for almost every member of Loudun’s populace, emphasised 

by the placement of the church, a symbol of power for Cardinal Richelieu that has been 

appropriated by Grandier, at the centre of the town square. 

The funeral sequence, in which the town’s former governor is buried, is as close to utopian as 

The Devils comes from the perspective of social class, placing every member of the populace 

on an even footing in the square, with no form of social, cultural or economic capital visibly 

taking precedence. No one, beyond Grandier as master of ceremonies, is given preference in 

 
26 New Town Utopia, dir. Christopher Ian Smith (Cult Modern, 2017). 
27 Christopher Van Eecke, Pandaemonium: Ken Russell’s Artist Biographies as Baroque Performance, 

(Maastricht University: unpublished doctoral thesis, 2015), p. 105. 



218 
 

the crowd for their social standing. However, other locations which emerge as the film 

continues illustrate a society strictly stratified between the working classes, which are 

generally only portrayed as a hulking mass either in thrall to Grandier or cheering on his 

execution, and the middle classes, who sequester themselves in private residences to plot 

Grandier’s downfall. They show a class system which, despite the film’s setting of seventeenth 

century France, is closer to the traditional notions of class found in contemporary Britain.  

These private homes represent some of the many substages referred to by Eecke, which 

conform to the private sphere favoured by the middle classes in a wide variety of Russell’s 

other films, as shown in the middle-class chapter. Yet, compared to the upper-class characters 

in The Devils, just like the yawning gulf between the middle and upper classes in Britain, the 

affluent residents of Loudun are, relatively poor, as Eeke observes: ‘Grandier sarcastically 

points out that the central powers in Paris want to clear the view of the poor provincials who, 

literally and metaphorically, cannot see the wider world beyond their city walls.’28 As a mirror 

image of British class relations, Loudun is not emblematic of London but, in its architecture 

and parochial mentality, a smaller town in its orbit.  

The middle classes are, as they were perceived in the Britain of the long-1960s, wedded to 

the myopic notion that their home was all that matters and, throughout the film, are unwilling 

to see the wider social and political ramifications of their actions against Grandier. The spaces 

where the provincials plot are also consistently subterranean, the basements of business 

establishments and homes, always cramped and never spatially connected with the public 

machinations of the city. This is a middle class entirely disconnected from the majority 

working class in a way that Grandier, because of his daily pastoral duties, is not. They are, like 

Pooter in The Diary of a Nobody, committed only to furthering their social status. While the 

working classes of the town die from the plague and are buried in the main ‘stage’ of the 

town, the middle classes seem largely immune to its devastating effects. This theme continues 

throughout the film: as Sister Jeanne is assaulted by witchfinders, the provincials watch 

through prison bars, as though Jeanne is quarantined from them; while Grandier is 

interrogated, they watch while shielded by masks; as he is burned at the stake, the men and 

women who set his murder in motion view the execution from their own private box, 

 
28 Eecke, pp. 91-92. 
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separated from the crowd below. The middle classes of Loudun, then, set events in motion 

but exist at a remove from the townsfolk they supposedly live alongside. 

The upper classes, in this case the aristocracy and the church, are disconnected entirely from 

Loudun, and their residences and places of work exist in the same baroque design as that 

found in Women in Love. The palaces of the monarchy are characterised by open green spaces 

in the same vein as Hermione Roddice’s home, and the plague which tears through Loudun is 

never mentioned. The headquarters of the Catholic Church, similarly, are represented by an 

exaggeration in size bordering on gigantism in the interior space, a large wide hallway with 

wall-to-wall filing cabinets on either side, so vast that it requires a mezzanine to negotiate. 

This anachronistic location bears more of a resemblance to local council headquarters in the 

contemporaneous era of the film’s release, albeit on a larger scale, and, much like the town 

of Loudun itself, is designed as an expressionistic symbol of the nature of the Catholic 

Inquisition at the time rather than a factual historic depiction. It is distant from the harsh 

reality of life in Loudun, authorising barbaric directives in a building that appears more clinical 

and cold. Its endless number of files on individuals may draw intentional parallels with East 

Germany’s Stasi, which was active at the time, another example of Russell utilising 

anachronism to conflate the horror of contemporary politics with the case of Grandier.  

The scene in question sees Cardinal Richelieu and Baron De Laubardemont walk through the 

Catholic Church headquarters discussing how they will collude to find Grandier guilty. Their 

conversation culminates as they walk through a set of gigantic doors engraved with a large 

red crucifix, a skewed and grand version of the religious symbol far removed from the humble 

nature of Jesus, showing how distant from the church’s foundational teachings the state has 

become, the regal connotations associated with red potentially symbolising the Church’s 

close relationship with the monarchy and, by extension, the state. (see Figure 8).  
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Such baroque maximalism is similarly found in the climax of the nun orgy sequence, in which 

an oversized censer swings like a hypnotist’s watch over the manic crowd, a sign that 

Laubardemont, and by extension the state and Richelieu, have managed to exert their 

influence by provocation (see Figure 9). The gigantism inherent to upper class architecture 

transfers to locations where it has considerable power. The upper classes are, then, at a 

considerable distance from the fray yet are controlling its every outcome. 

The working classes are the victims of the plague, the middle classes are obsessed with social 

status and the learned class (as in Huxley’s book) are the targets of their vitriol, and yet Russell 

adds another social class to the city of Loudun; the underclass of the nuns trapped in St. 

Ursuline’s convent, whose mania and sexual naivety is exploited by those in power. Eecke 

writes, ‘Russell [...] explains that the arched shape of many of the interior spaces in the 

convent is based on a scene in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis “where the workers run along an 

underground passage that’s a cross between the Metro and the Maginot Line, and we went 

for these arches because they have a timeless quality about them, especially when they’re 

painted white.”’29  

Metropolis, a film steeped in the dichotomy between the upper class and lower class and, 

incidentally, one of Russell’s favourite films,30 uses similar brutalist-type structures to tell the 

story of haves and have nots in a futuristic society. The nuns are characters who, much like 

the workers of Metropolis, exist in an almost subterranean state, severed of contact from all 

and forbidden from leaving their convent. They are, moreover, outcasts from society. As 

Jeanne explains, in a passage adapted directly from Huxley’s text, ‘Most of the nuns here are 

noblewomen who have embraced the monastic life because there was not enough money at 

home to provide them with dowries. Or they were unmarriageable because ugly or a burden 

to the family.’ This is a marginalised class that is very different from any social group in other 

Russell films. They are shorn of fixed social class but, in part because of their gender, are not 

granted freedom, unlike the many artists of Russell films who escape from the shackles of 

society and live the life of wanderers and outsiders. 

 
29 Ibid, p. 93. 
30 Russell, ‘Ken Russell on Metropolis’, The Times, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/ken-russell-on-
metropolis-twdwc0x70zp [Accessed 28/03/2022]. 
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The interior of the convent is, however, only different in terms of scale when compared with 

the city itself. Both are gleaming white, both are angular and devoid of any colour beyond 

white and grey, and both consist of a large meeting area and several sub-areas which seem 

purpose-built for subterfuge. The convent is not merely a gilded cage for the nuns, then, but 

the town of Loudun in microcosm, its mirror image. Sister Jeanne, the abbess of the convent, 

is a facsimile of the provincials who hope to destroy Grandier, the sisters are the working 

classes who are manipulated into believing her, and the bars which allow the sisters to stare 

out of Loudun are only marginally different to the city walls, providing a view of the world but 

unable to repel invading forces.  

Although the working classes in the film make up a large portion of the background players, 

the nuns are sharper in definition, and are given richer depth of character, disenfranchised 

and manipulated by upper class beneficiaries for political gain. In parallel with many of the 

films in the chapter on the working classes, the nuns are a distinct class provided with poor 

education and few opportunities for upward mobility. The interior spaces reflect this. Sister 

Jeanne and her cohort, unlike the working classes outside, are literally behind bars for most 

of the film, their white and featureless rooms bearing the hallmarks of a jail cell. Like the 

middle classes of the film, they are unable to see beyond very fixed boundaries, but their 

problems are exacerbated by immense strictures placed on them by a misogynistic and 

uncaring state. For most of this thesis, freedom has been loosely defined as a state in which 

an individual understands the field of the social setting they are in and therefore understands 

how they can exploit those rules to exert a certain level of autonomy. For these nuns, 

however, autonomy is not an option. Within a largely featureless building in which only 

worship is an admissible form of action, the ability to create a ruleset independent of state 

authority becomes an impossibility.  

In The Devils, then, Russell utilises architectural styles and the layout of a city to mirror the 

power structures of the long-1960s, providing an ideal examination of how class, architecture 

and interior spaces intersect within his work. It is also his most despairing and pessimistic film 

and, unlike London Moods or his artist biopics, the class system is unbending and impossible 

to escape from. The political capital wielded by those in the upper classes, while still visibly 

toxic in much of his earlier work, is here a weapon which can eliminate anyone unwilling to 

conform to its will. Authoritarian control and the desperation of plague-time have amplified 
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the differences of the social class structure which usually exist as a subtext in much of Russell’s 

earlier work. Oliver Reed, when he appeared on Parkinson to discuss the film in 1973, 

compared the despair of its most visceral scenes with the desperate violence of the Troubles 

occurring in Ireland at the time.31 However, the illustration of man’s inhumanity to man also 

assumes more outwardly benign forms in The Devils; in the buildings which its characters 

inhabit, in the streets they walk and in the social structures they remain unthinkingly tethered 

to.  

The architecture itself dominates the working and middle classes in the same way that a 

brutalist high rise towers over the London skyline of John Betjeman: A Poet in London or 

London Moods. Perhaps it is appropriate, then, that The Devils emerged after the end of the 

1960s, when many contemporary buildings were completed and the alienating impact of 

council estates was in the public spotlight, as observed earlier in the 1979 BBC documentary 

New Towns, Home Town, or the BBC’s later documentary series Architecture at the Crossroads 

(1986). The Devils is an explicit political statement, but its mise-en-scène makes the implicit 

statement that the construction of a city and the aesthetic impact of building structures can 

inculcate and reinforce the primary aims of the remote upper classes.  

Within the context of a mediaeval society, even the anachronistic one found in The Devils, 

urban depth structure continues to be an issue for all but the wealthiest individuals in each 

society, a deviation from Huxley’s novel; note how King Louis XIII comes to view the film’s 

centrepiece orgy in disguise and, while everyone else becomes embroiled in the chaos, slips 

aways undetected, having successfully hollowed out the failing heart of the community. The 

civilising force of society has broken down for all apart from those lived above the rules 

anyway. Although it tells a story of French corruption, Russell utilises the framework of the 

British class system as a shorthand and uses architecture fashionable in Britain at the time to 

create symbolic resonance for a modern audience embedded within the country’s class 

system. This curiously understudied element of The Devils, the relationship between space, 

architecture and class, lies at the heart of understanding its political and social themes.  

 
31 ‘Parkinson interviews Oliver Reed - 1973 - pt1’,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYLx7KP1ucY [Accessed 
21/11/2022]. 



224 
 

Conclusion 

 

Russell’s output has often revelled in the pairing of seemingly irreconcilable elements, 

whether that means placing the lives of classical composers within the context of Pop Art or 

conflating urban grit and grime with artists and composers deemed by conservative critics to 

have transcended squalor. As this thesis has demonstrated, these combinations work 

because, despite critiquing and challenging British society, they are built on a foundation of 

traditional assumptions about social class, cityscapes, urban structures, interior design and 

the pastoral, contradicting the traditional framing of Russell as an iconoclastic eccentric. 

In some cases, his stories run contrary to contemporaneous mentality surrounding the class 

system, particularly in framing The Diary of a Nobody as the story of a misunderstood outsider 

rather than an emblem of mediocrity or in eschewing the hardship faced by mining towns in 

The Miners’ Picnic in favour of festivity, the apolitical nature of which would have won him no 

friends in the Free Cinema movement. In other cases, Russell conforms to prejudicial notions 

of class, as in The Lonely Shore’s generalisations about mass production or the rose-tinted 

nostalgia exhibited in his collaborations with John Betjeman (although the his directional 

autonomy on these early projects may have been compromised by Wheldon). In further 

cases, the fault lines of class are more visible, as in the communal living space of A House in 

Bayswater, or the plotting and subterfuge with class underpinnings found in The Devils. In 

each of these examples, whether his films were set in the past or the present, the class-based 

assumptions were clearly based on those found in his contemporary era, and he partly used 

the British landscape and cityscape to capture a time of seismic social and architectural 

change across the country. Despite using an exuberant aesthetic more commonly associated 

with continental Europe, particularly the work of Fellini, he is never divorced from the time, 

place, traditions and concerns of where he lived.  

Many of the assumptions and observations on class formed by Russell stemmed from his 

upbringing and professional life which, unlike many working-class people of his era who were 

effectively cordoned off from other classes, brought him into contact with middle class 

children who sneered at his accent and background. And yet the social awareness he 

developed from these same associations helped him, along with his innate genius, to navigate 
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a largely successful career in film and television. His autobiography portrays his time at the 

BBC dealing with a culture in which education and personal wealth were deemed as more 

important than talent, forcing him to play the careerist game necessary while developing his 

style in much the same way as many of the artists he documents in his biopics.  

Also clear is that his time living in London, with its bricolage of architectural styles and its vast 

project of redevelopment, gave him an implicit education in how cities and people are 

affected by alterations in space, as has been most evident in early work like Shelagh Delaney’s 

Salford, John Betjeman: A Poet in London, Women in Love and The Devils. The impact of this 

clearly led to a use of architecture in his films which informed the broader social structures 

reinforced by city planning initiatives and interior design. What Russell captures within his 

films of the 1960s is a working class growing more socially mobile, the problems that this 

social mobility has caused for communities like those highlighted by Delaney, and the 

ambivalence of both the middle class and the upper classes towards this alteration of social 

mores.  

When research began, the intention was to write a thesis spanning the entirety of Russell’s 

working life, a project which could never have provided the granular detail allowed by 

focusing on a single decade of his career. However, the structure of this thesis could be 

applied to any decade of his work until the 1990s, which could politely be called a fallow 

period in Russell’s career. With films like Tommy and Lisztomania in the 1970s, he commented 

on the increasing inclination to replace God with celebrities in a secularised society. His 

American films of the 1980s, Altered States and Crimes of Passion, made explicit comment on 

the futility of the American dream, while his British films from the 1980s like The Lair of the 

White Worm, Salome’s Last Dance and Gothic contain an attack on Thatcherite politics in their 

inverse themes of the poor exploiting the rich for their own gain.1 The 2000s found his 

novellas about composers debating how society can separate the art from the artist, while his 

2005 novel Violation explored the nature of offence in the modern age via Rabelaisian 

humour. Moreover, many of these films and books were shaped by buildings, public spaces 

and interiors, from the didactic use of the suburbs and the inner-city in Crimes of Passion in a 

manner similar to F.W. Murnau’s Sunrise: A Song of Two Humans (1927) to the labyrinthine 

 
1 Lisi Tribble and Matt Melia, audio commentary, The Lair of the White Worm, Blu-ray (Vestron, 2018).  
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mansion of Gothic used to replicate the dizzying effects of a drug-fuelled nightmare. The 

research provided by this project could, then, be extended to encompass the entire span of 

Russell’s career.   

More granular approaches to his work could also have been taken, dedicating an entire 

project to Russell’s relationship with the country house, for instance, examining how this 

relationship changes throughout each decade of his career. Russell’s use of architecture in his 

films has also proven itself to be a useful indicator of his progression through the BBC and the 

increasing latitude he was allowed to filter his own attitudes into his work. The beginning of 

his career, with films like John Betjeman: A Poet in London, Shelagh Delaney’s Salford and 

Antonio Gaudi, allowed him to develop a filmmaking style which reinforced the argument of 

its subject, its visual flair clearly authored by Russell but its value system mirroring that of its 

narrator. These have led to statements like those found in The Lonely Shore, with its disgust 

towards materialism, particularly the commercial items favoured by the middle and working 

classes, seeming incongruous given Russell’s tendency to champion the working classes. 

These can be viewed as nascent works, but they illustrate that his formative career at the BBC 

shows an engagement with architecture on the same level that Ken Loach engaged with social 

politics, placing it front and centre of his films.  

After this, films like A House in Bayswater, which examines the transience of Victorian 

architecture at a time of mass urban renewal, and his composer biopics begin using buildings 

and interiors as the thematic backbone of his highly visual work, taking structures from films 

like Citizen Kane’s Xanadu as the inspiration for segments such as the palatial surroundings in 

The Debussy Film, or the subterranean sections of Metropolis to inform the Ursuline Convent 

in The Devils. Within this progression is a visible acuity towards how building structures impact 

both the context of a character and inform the habitus of an individual’s social class, one 

which is more intricate than the binary attitudes towards class adopted by many other 

filmmakers in Britain at the time, coming closer to the complexity of sociological studies than 

the political tracts of his contemporaries.  

The first part of Russell’s career is a formative experience, then, a construction of arguments 

from other sources while he builds opinions of his own. The latter half of the 1960s seem to 

more adequately summarise Russell’s opinions on the architectural landscape of the era, 
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particularly the thematic and aesthetic consistencies of Women in Love and The Devils. Here, 

the class signifiers of the interior and exteriors of buildings are prisonlike, no matter a 

character’s social background. In these films, the countryside is almost in direct opposition to 

the city and its interior spaces, which breeds conformity while the pastoral allows for freedom 

and creative expression. In relation to urban depth structure, it is no coincidence that the 

most rigidly policed town in Russell’s work, Loudun in The Devils, is also the one three-

dimensional space constituting a community that is being hollowed out thanks to an 

encroaching authoritarianism and the plague. These last works mark a conspicuous absence 

of focus on the traditional notion of the working classes, who act as either a two-dimensional 

counterpoint to the wealthy in Women in Love or exist on the peripheries in favour of the 

Ursuline Convent in The Devils. This perhaps shows that the documentary format, in which 

Russell featured the working classes more than any other social group, lends itself more 

fruitfully to a depiction of the lower classes for Russell than the decadent style which came to 

define his feature films.  

The assertions that Russell makes regarding architecture emphasise his complicated 

relationship with class, straddling the conservative and iconoclastic in equal measure. In many 

ways, this project has shown that his views on the subject remain unresolved throughout the 

long sixties, portraying many problems without illustrating a solution. Perhaps this is because, 

unlike his commitment to accessibility in the arts, the architectural types Russell focuses on 

are more effective for depicting pessimism than optimism. Every building structure in London 

Moods, for instance, is linked to a stymying version of class or mindless consumption, the 

social redevelopment of Shelagh Delaney’s Salford papers over the cracks of a battered and 

powerless community, while every structure and interior in Women in Love presents a gilded 

cage for at least one of the film’s four leading protagonists. The only option for true, 

unfettered freedom, then, is the pastoral, a theme which Russell returns to throughout his 

career in the long 1960s and beyond. Rousseau’s long walks through the countryside to and 

from the city in Always on Sunday; Rupert Birkin’s naked runs through wheat in Women in 

Love; Grandier’s communing with the holy trinity in The Devils against the backdrop of the 

Malvern Hills. If cities are dystopias in Russell’s work, which they are in many cases, then the 

countryside represents their opposite, regardless of class or gender. It is a theme which may 
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reflect Russell himself, who retreated from London to a cottage in the Malvern Hills for most 

of his life. 

Several films from Russell’s 1960s period have only been discussed in passing or not at all, in 

part because their relation to either class or architecture was deemed negligible at best 

(although none, it should be noted, contradict the observations made throughout the past 

four chapters). These films are Isadora Duncan, the Biggest Dancer in the World, arguably one 

of Russell’s strongest works from this period, as well as The Strange World of Hieronymus 

Bosch (1958), Cranks at Work (1958), Portrait of a Goon (1959), Gordon Jacob (1959), Marie 

Rambert Remembers (1960), The Light Fantastic (1960), Lotte Lenya Sings Kurt Weill (1961), 

Portrait of a Soviet Composer (1961), Preservation Man (1962), Mr. Chesher's Traction Engines 

(1962), Watch The Birdie (1963), Bartok (1964), Delius: Song of Summer (1968) and Dance of 

the Seven Veils (1970). Although significant works like The Music Lovers and The Boyfriend 

contain some material which would lend themselves well to this project, neither would 

extend the central arguments of the thesis in any direction dissimilar to Women in Love or 

The Devils.  

Beyond this is the notion of urban depth, which as elucidated by Jane Clossick: ‘Depth has a 

number of components: architecture, space and time; depth is the armature in which people 

live their social lives, and the place where local cultures emerge.’2 Russell’s work in the 1960s 

has lent itself particularly to this theory. His films have proven themselves expert at explaining 

the complexity of communities without resorting to the reductionism or condescension found 

in Free Cinema or some of Loach’s weaker works. His films capture what Clossick describes as 

the central idea behind urban depth, which is to provide ‘an account for the ethical order in 

which other areas of human life take place.’3 Urban depth, despite primarily being used as a 

term to aid the discussion of city planning and architecture, has proven itself a malleable tool 

in the relationship media portray between cityscapes and architecture, particularly when 

used in conjunction with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. Further exploration of the term and its 

logic in relation to city symphonies or other directors who rely on environmental storytelling 

could yield fascinating results, informing media studies and architectural history.  

 
2 Jane Clossick, The Depth Structure of a London High Street: A Study in Urban Order, p. 5.  
3 Ibid, p. 6.  
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One final element for further study is the social grouping which sits on the margins of this 

project but forms the backbone of Russell’s work, the artist class and their environs. From his 

earliest collaborations at Monitor to the novels on composers he wrote in his old age, Russell’s 

relationship with artists inarguably runs deeper than with any other class and a vast majority 

of his films feature artists and composers as their central protagonists. The relationship 

between buildings and artists could, given Russell’s obsessive exploration of artists and 

composers, produce a separate project of similar scope, one which would further explore how 

he represents the benefits and drawbacks of escaping the class system in favour of living on 

the margins.  

The upsurge of new research relating to Russell over the past decade shows that the potential 

for new avenues of discussion continues. By focusing on his early work at the BBC, it becomes 

clearer that the enfant terrible once considered an anomaly in the British film industry took 

his inspiration not only from Classic Hollywood and Weimar-era silent cinema, but also the 

architectural and design trends of the 1960s and the complexities of a class system in flux, 

drawing from locations and ideological stances that were not always dissimilar to those of his 

peers. His utilisation of building structures and interior spaces to convey the complex, and at 

times contradictory, value systems of his contemporary era set him apart from the British 

New Wave, while also reinforcing their central concerns that social class is ultimately a prison 

for all who participate in British society.   
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Abigail’s Party dir. by Mike Leigh (BBC, 1977). 

Always on Sunday dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1965). 

Amelia and the Angel dir. by Ken Russell (BFI, 1958). 

Antonio Gaudi dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1961). 

The Aristocracy dir. by Rachel Bell (BBC, 1997). 

Banned! The Mary Whitehouse Story, dir. by Hannah Berryman (BBC, 2022). 

A Battersea House dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1961). 

Berlin: Symphony of a Metropolis dir. by Walter Ruttmann (Fox Film Corporation, 1927). 

Billion Dollar Brain dir. by Ken Russell (United Artists, 1968).  

Billy Liar dir. by John Schlesinger (Anglo-Amalgamated, 1963). 

The Birthday Party dir. by William Friedkin (Palomar Pictures, 1968). 

Brassed Off dir. by Mark Herman (Film4, 1996). 

Brief Encounter dir. by David Lean (Universal Pictures, 1945). 

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari dir. by Robert Wiene (Decla Film, 1920). 

Carry on Camping dir. by Gerald Thomas (The Rank Organisation, 1969). 

Citizen Kane dir. by Orson Welles (RKO Pictures, 1941). 

A Clockwork Orange dir. by Stanley Kubrick (Warner Bros, 1971). 

Conquest of the Planet of the Apes dir by. J. Lee Thompson’s (20th Century Studios, 1973). 

The Damned dir. by Joseph Losey (Hammer, 1961). 

Dante’s Inferno dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1967). 

Darling dir. by John Schlesinger (Embassy Pictures, 1965). 

The Debussy Film dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1965). 

The Devils dir. by Ken Russell (Warner Bros, 1971). 

The Diary of a Nobody: The Domestic Jottings of a City Clerk dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1964). 

The Dotty World of James Lloyd dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1964). 
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Effie Gray dir. by Richard Laxton (Universal Pictures, 2014). 

Elgar dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1962). 

The End of Arthur’s Marriage dir. by Ken Loach (BBC, 1965). 

The Entertainer dir. by Tony Richardson (Bryanston Film, 1960). 

Every Day’s a Holiday dir. by James Hill (Grand National Pictures, 1965). 

French Dressing dir. by Ken Russell (Pathe, 1964). 

‘The Frost Report - The Class Sketch 1966’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_Q8cVmn-
FU [Accessed 05/03/2019]. 

Gala Day dir. by John Irvin (BFI, 1963). 

Girl with Green Eyes dir. by Desmond Davis (United Artists, 1964). 

Gosford Park dir. by Robert Altman (Focus Features, 2001). 

Gothic dir. by Ken Russell (Vestron Pictures, 1986). 

Guitar Craze dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1959). 

Hell on Earth: The Desecration and Resurrection of The Devils dir. by Paul Joyce (Lucida 
Productions, 2002). 

Hindle Wakes dir. by Arthur Crabtree (Monarch Productions, 1952). 

A House in Bayswater dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1960). 

Housing Problems dir by. Arthur Elton and Edgar Anstey (Realist Film Unit, 1935). 

The Ipcress File dir. by Sidney J. Furie (Rank, 1965). 

John Betjeman: A Poet in London dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1960). 

Journey into a Lost World dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1960). 

A Kind of Loving dir. by John Schlesinger (Anglo-Amalgamated, 1962). 

Knights on Bikes dir. by Ken Russell (BFI, 1956). 

La Jetée dir. by Chris Marker (Argos Films, 1962). 

Ladies Who Do dir. by C. M. Pennington-Richards (British Lion Films, 1963). 

The Lair of the White Worm dir. by Ken Russell (Vestron, 1988). 

The Leather Boys dir. by Sidney J. Furie (British Lion Films 1963). 

London Moods dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1961). 

The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner dir. by Tony Richardson (British Lion, 1962). 
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The Lonely Shore dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1962). 

Lourdes dir. by Ken Russell (BFI, 1959). 

Love on the Dole dir. by John Baxter (United Artists, 1941). 

The Love School dir. by Piers Haggard, John Glenister and Robert Knights (BBC, 1975). 

Mahler dir. by Ken Russell (Goodtimes Enterprise, 1974). 

Man with a Movie Camera dir. by Dziga Vertov (VUFKU, 1929). 

Manhatta dir. by Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand (National Film Registry, 1921). 

Maurice dir. by James Ivory (Merchant Ivory, 1987). 

Metropolis dir. by Fritz Lang (Paramount Pictures, 1927). 

The Miners’ Picnic dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1960). 

Mother Joan of the Angels dir. by Jerzy Kawalerowicz (Film Polski, 1961). 

Motorcycle Gang dir. by Edward L. Cahn (Anglo-Amalgamated, 1957). 

Mr. Turner dir. by Mike Leigh (Focus Features, 2014). 

The Music Lovers dir. by Ken Russell (United Artists, 1971). 

Mrs. Miniver dir. by William Wyler (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1942). 

My Generation dir. by David Batty (Gravitas Ventures, 2017). 

New Town Utopia dir. by Christopher Ian Smith (Cult Modern, 2017). 

New Town, Home Town, director uncredited (BBC, 1979). 
 
‘New York’s World Fair (1939)’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOB1yc30Llo 
[Accessed 22/05/2020]. 

O Dreamland dir. by Lindsay Anderson (BFI, 1953). 

Peepshow dir. by Ken Russell (Independent, 1956). 

Pity about the Abbey dir. by Ian Curteis (BBC, 1965). 

Play up the Band dir. by Harry Hughes (Ealing Studios, 1935). 

Poor Cow dir. by Ken Loach (Anglo-Amalgamated, 1967). 

Pop Goes the Easel dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1962). 

Pride dir. by Matthew Warchus (BBC, 2014). 

Prometheus dir. by Tony Harrison (Film4, 1998). 
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Room at the Top dir. by Jack Clayton (British Lion, 1959). 

Salome’s Last Dance dir. by Ken Russell (Vestron, 1988). 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning dir. by Karel Reisz (Bryanston Films, 1960). 

Savage Messiah dir. by Ken Russell (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1972). 

Scottish Painters dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1959). 

Shelagh Delaney’s Salford dir. by Ken Russell (BBC, 1960). 

Sing as we Go dir. by Basil Dean (Associated Talking Pictures, 1934). 

Sparrows Can’t Sing dir. by Joan Littlewood (Elstree, 1963). 

Summer Holiday dir. by Peter Yates (Associated British Picture Corporation, 1963). 
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The Punch and Judy Man dir. by Jeremy Summers (Associated British Picture Corporation, 
1962). 

The Rainbow dir. by Ken Russell (Vestron, 1989). 

The Smoke Menace dir. by John Taylor (Realist Film Unit, 1937). 

Kensal House dir. by Frank Sainsbury (The Gas Light and Coke Company, 1937). 

The Wild One dir. by László Benedek (Columbia Pictures, 1953). 

This Happy Breed dir. by David Lean (Universal Pictures, 1944). 

Those People Next Door dir. by John Harlow (Eros Films, 1951). 

Tomorrow’s Saturday dir. by Michael Grigsby (Realist Film Unit, 1962). 

Up for the Cup dir. by Jack Raymond (Woolf & Freedman Film Service, 1931). 

Whicker’s World: The Aristocracy Business dir. by Michael Blakstad (BBC, 1968). 

Women in Love dir. by Ken Russell (United Artists, 1969). 
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