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Thank you very much for being here. It is a privilege to be able to address such a large audience.

This presentation is entitled ‘La Belle France Steps in’: International co-operation and European presence in Pathe cinemagazines’ and I would like to begin by showing you a single story from a Pathe cinemagazine.
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This story was released as part of Eve’s Film Review No. 575 on 9th June 1932. It is a story bought from Pathe Cinema in France, originally part of either Pathe Revue or the newly launched Actualites feminines, France’s version of Eve. It has then been adapted to be shown in Britain, and it is introduced with no hint that the film comes from the French company at all.

What is striking about this film, when it is viewed alongside other stories in Eve and indeed in its brother cinemagazine, Pathe Pictorial, is the similarities between French and English content. The story is treated with the same jocular tone and its entire purpose seems to be to show how similar modern young women are across the channel. The trends that they are embracing, which the cinemagazine faithfully reports, are universal. The tones of surprise and jocular disapproval may seem to our modern eyes to be evidence of a suspicion or xenophobia towards the French, however, they are the same sentiments expressed when the cinemagazines explore any form of modern entertainment or trend. This humour and suspicion is directed not at the French, as we might assume, but at modernity itself (perhaps the subject of a future paper). The French, instead, are portrayed as very much like their English cousins.

In this presentation, I will explore how this French story and many others came to be seen in British cinemas, and what possible effect they had on cinemagazine content, and their audience.
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I will begin this exploration with a brief history of the changing structure of the Pathe companies.

By the 1920s, the various Pathe production companies around the world had formally parted company, as you can see form this slide. Each national organisation had begun to strike out on its own, creating an identity separate from the original French parent company.

At this stage, the European film market, which had been the most innovative and successful in the world, was collapsing. As Gerben Bakker states, I quote, ‘The larger European film companies often survived by abandoning film production and focusing exclusively on distribution of (mainly American) films. In France, the two largest film companies, Pathe and Gaumont, did just that. They sold international business, left filmmaking and focused on distribution in France. Their major competitor, Éclair, went bankrupt.’ End quote. However, this is only part of the truth. The Pathe companies, including the remnants of the French parent company, retained their periodical filmmaking, and maintained their links as the only way to continue to make money. 

The brief points in this slide are by no means the full story. The history of the Pathe companies is incredibly complicated and made more so because of the numerous names used. In 1928, Pathe Consortium became Pathe Consortium Cinema and Pathe Cinema a separate entity. They then became Kodak Pathe in 1931. Pathe in Britain became First-National Pathe and Pathe-Natan at different times during this period. I am still trying to untangle this mess as part of my research.

For ease, during this presentation, I will call the French company Pathe Cinema, the American, Pathe Exchange, and British, Pathe Ltd.
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The sharing network in this slide illustrates what I have been able to piece together from the surviving Pathe paperwork – mainly a box of Pathe Ltd correspondence from two months in late 1928. Of course, this is not an exhaustive source of information, but it is at least a start, at finding out how the Pathe companies shared material.

Pathe Ltd during this period received a good deal of material from Pathe Cinema and Pathe Exchange and sent copies of their cinemagazines back in return.

It was the editor of the periodicals department himself, Fred Watts, who requested stories from his counterparts at the other companies. It seems that the production process worked as follows – 

Pathe Ltd received a print of each issue (with accompanying paperwork – title and composition sheets) of Pathe Revue from Pathe Cinema, and Pathe Review and Pathe News from Pathe Exchange when the prints were distributed. If Watts saw a story that he thought would be useful, his team cut the print into an approximation of what they would like to show and then requested a negative to be cut by the other company to match. Once this editing work had been done, in the case of the French stories, the text was translated for new intertitles and the whole story was included in an issue of either Eve and Pathe Pictorial. Pathe Exchange had a slightly different policy from Pathe Cinema, in that they would only forward negatives two months after their national release date. However, this does not seem to have delayed their use in Britain by much more than the French films, as there was no translation necessary.

It seems likely that the reciprocal arrangement worked as a mirror image of this. Certainly, requests were put in by the editors of Pathe Cinema and Pathe Exchange’s cinemagazines, and Pathe Ltd sent sample copies of all their periodicals to France and America. In the case of Pathecolor stories, which were coloured by the Pathecolor laboratories in France, they went straight to Pathe Cinema and Exchange as soon as they were ready.

Because of the frequency and casual nature of these dealings, I had first assumed that no money was involved in these transactions. However, correspondence between Pathe Exchange and Pathe Ltd reveals that charges were made between the companies for both the negatives and the viewing prints. In a letter form First National Pathe Ltd (Pathe Ltd’s new name) to Pathe Exchange clarifying their financial position, it is revealed that sample positive prints of Pathe Gazette, Pictorial and Review were sent to America for one and a quarter pence per foot and all copies from the US were charged at two and a half cents per foot. Unfortunately, so far I have not yet uncovered any records from the Accounts department of Pathe Ltd. so I am unable, as yet, to trace any Pathe Cinema charges though it is reasonable to presume that Pathe Ltd charged them the same price for positives. There is no information at all for negatives from any of the companies.
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How this affected the London periodical department’s editorial policies is clear when we look at a typical cinemagazine programme.

As you can see, this is the running order for Issue Number 460 of Eve’s Film Review, taken from the production documents. Through clever use of old British film , part of an outsourced series and stories from both Pathe Cinema and Pathe Exchange, Watts and his team have successfully produced an issue without having to do a sing day’s filming. This was essential to the regular running of the magazine because of the way that the periodical department was structured. The same cameramen seem to have worked on urgent Pathe News and Gazette stories and the more frivolous items for Eve and Pictorial. In weeks such as this, when the cameramen would be busy filming flooding in France and the run up to the University Boat race, both ideal newsreel topics, it was essential that there was plenty of stock fodder available for the cinemagazines to keep them ticking over. This also meant, of course, that they could be put together several months in advance, in anticipation of major events, such as the Derby, when it would be necessary to free up personnel for filming.

Sadly, I have not so far been able to find two surviving stories that match to see how they were adapted for their new audience in Britain. However, as they were constructed form the positive stories that Pathe Ltd received, and they ran for a similar length, it is likely that the foreign stories were cut to change the order of the shots, rather than to remove large parts of the story and change their meaning completely.
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As the previous slides have proved, this arrangement was a long-standing one, which greatly affected the content of British Pathe cinemagazines during the 1920s.

This table quantifies the origins of stories in Pathe Pictorial between April and October 1923.

The figures were taken from production documents salvaged from Pathe’s discarded business records. The unfortunate thing about these records is that they are incomplete, and in some cases it is very difficult to trace the origins of the footage used for some stories. Thus the table contains a substantial area of unknown source. The Unknown Purchased area refers to film which is obviously part of a series made by an outside company (such as the Curiosities series in an earlier slide) but whose identity is not traceable. The likelihood is that these stories were American ,as I only have records of whole series being bought from American companies, and these transactions obviously avoided the extra cost and effort of translation attendant on a French production.

The simply unknown stories are more of a puzzle. This refers to those stories about which little is known in terms of productions, and whose titles and intertitles give no hint as to who filmed the piece, or even in some cases, which it is set.

Laying aside these issues, it is clear from the chart that the exchange of French and American footage must have had a large impact on the content and style of British Pathe cinemagazines. Exchanged footage made up on average two fifths of each issue, whereas identifiably British footage was only a fifth.

British viewers were consuming a constant stream of French (and American) images alongside their British experience.
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This frequent and unchallenged use of French and American footage went a long way to contribute to what I have called the ‘cosmopolitan’ atmosphere of Pathe's cinemagazine, which I think was a symptom of the ideas of the 1920s themselves.

These films emphasized the similarities between Britain and her neighbours, as the film I showed at the beginning did, in a way that is rarely seen today. This reinforced the knowledge of the ‘ordinary’ Frenchman that many British men and women had acquired through their experiences of the recent First World War, but also allayed the fears of the foreign, which are natural to Island dwellers.

Yet, at the same time, the British public has always had a healthy interest in the exotic, which was easily fed by the range of subjects touched upon in Eve and Pathe Pictorial. As well as their own coverage of foreign lands, Pathe London used several of French Pathe's travel features, for example, exploring such riches as the temples of Angkor.

This fascination was in turn, part of an outward looking worldview which is characteristic of twenties culture. Influences from Russia, America, Egypt, the Empire and Europe informed much of popular culture during the 1920s, from French fashions to American architecture. Pathe's cinemagazines are a window into this eclectic atmosphere, and one in which Anglo-French co-operation was instrumental.

