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RECONSTRUCTING
RECORD OF WAR
 
Brighid Lowe 
University College London
Henry K. Miller 
University College London

Brighid Lowe and Henry K. Miller describe 
Thorold Dickinson’s journey from political en-
gagement to pedagogy, through the story of Re-
cord of War, his ‘confrontation of two films’.

In March 1938 Thorold Dickinson was in 
Spain, making films to support the Repub-
lican side, while back in London his friends 
celebrated the 100th performance of the 
Film Society, founded in 1925.1 In an arti-
cle for Cine-Technician, written in his hotel 
room in Barcelona, he told of how the Film 
Society had been responsible for the British 
premieres of such notable films as Mädchen 
in Uniform/Girls in Uniform (Leontine Sagan, 
1931), and ‘many of the Soviet masterpieces’, 
including Бронено́сец Потёмкин/Battleship 
Potemkin (Sergei Eisenstein, 1925). But for 
Dickinson, one of the Film Society’s leading 
figures, the ‘most startling (and sobering)’ 
programme was Record of War, staged four 
months earlier, in December 1937 (Dickinson 
1938b). ‘The Abyssinian War, seen from either 
side alternately, was too much for the audi-
ence’, he said. ‘After two hours of relentless 
demonstration, they left the theatre, shocked 
and shamed into uneasy silence.’

What Dickinson had done on that December 
afternoon was to take an Italian film, Il cam-
mino degli eroi/The Path of the Heroes (1936), 
and a Soviet film, Abyssinia (1936), and project 
them ‘not successively, but dovetailed’, al-
ternating sections from each.2 ‘The winning 
side’, Dickinson continued, had ‘decreed that 
this presentation must not occur again.’

Within a few years, the winning side had 

lost, and in June 1969 Dickinson restaged Re-
cord of War in a new context, as Britain’s first 
professor of film, in Britain’s first university 
film department, at the Slade School of Fine 
Art, part of University College London. 

In the intervening three decades Dickin-
son had seen his feature film career come 
and go, peaking with Gaslight (1940) and The 
Queen of Spades (1949) in the 1940s. Before 
joining the Slade in 1960, he had had a stint 
running a public information film unit at the 
United Nations. The Slade Film Department 
began as a small experiment, reliant on ex-
ternal funding, with just two postgraduate 
students. Supported by the Slade’s director 
William Coldstream, himself a former doc-
umentary filmmaker, Dickinson had pushed 
beyond what UCL had in mind for the depart-
ment by turning the art school into a cine-
matheque. The screenings he put on in UCL’s 
physics theatre attracted capacity audiences 
from across the university, as well as sympa-
thetic outsiders, and included films that were 
out of distribution – or never before distrib-
uted in Britain. By the mid-1960s it was a vital 
centre of film culture, inspiring filmmakers, 
critics, artists, and others. 

Dickinson’s major pedagogical innovation, 
following the example of Eisenstein’s teacher 
Esther Shub, was to teach by going through 
films on an editing machine, shot by shot, 
for the benefit of a select group of Slade stu-
dents who would gather in his office. ‘Taking 
a sequence from Touch of Evil [Orson Welles, 
1958],’ Raymond Durgnat recalled of his time 
at the Slade, Dickinson ‘repeatedly froze the 
frame, precisely to trace the camera move-
ments, the focus-splittings, the odd conti-
nuities, the dramatic pauses and the “beats” 
continuing through them. After only one such 

1 Dickinson described this at the time (Dickinson 1938a, among 
other publications); and in retrospect (Dickinson 1984).

2 A brief history of the event is given by Henry K. Miller 
(2017a).
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class it was crystal-clear that film was an art 
of suggestion, of rhetoric, or graphic-seman-
tic construction, rather than operating along 
Bazinian lines whereby photography was the 
holy Shroud of Turin’ (Durgnat 1981).

The idea of reconstructing Record of War 
grew out of Dickinson’s special interest in the 
representation of history on film, pursued in 
particular by his research students Lisa Pon-
tecorvo and Lutz Becker.3 After the arduous 
work of obtaining new copies of the films, the 
first reconstruction came in June 1969.4 Lat-
er that year he did it again, as part of a series 
called ‘Britain’s Involvement in Europe in the 
20th Century’, programmed in conjunction 
with a series of lectures by the leading histo-
rian A. J. P. Taylor.5 

Almost 50 years later, in 2017, at Birkbeck 
Institute for the Moving Image (BIMI), we set 
out to reconstruct Record of War once again 
as part of our continuing research into the 
history of film at the Slade – a centrifugal 
project that illuminates myriad aspects of 
twentieth-century visual culture from un-
expected angles. As a form of ‘live editing’, 
we believed that Record of War epitomized the 
Slade Film Department in the 1960s, bringing 
together Dickinson’s seminar-room pedago-
gy and big-screen curation into one extraor-
dinary event, both historically engaged and 
aesthetically fascinating.

BL As a practising artist and lecturer, I 
think that a different understanding comes 
from ‘showing’ rather ‘telling’. I couldn’t 
stop thinking about how Thorold Dickin-
son first conceived of Record of War. He once 
called it a ‘confrontation of two films’, which 
to me meant that he was editing two films in 
his head to make a third film, a sort of reverse 
process of filmmaking: making through un-
making. I wanted actually to encounter that 
third film, not just imagine it, which is why I 
suggested we recreate it.

We are not part of a large, funded pro-
gramme, which brings many disadvantages 
– lack of money, most obviously – but some 
more important benefits. Funding bodies 
provide false incentives, impose unwelcome 
hierarchies, and generally distort the means 
and ends of research for spurious purposes. 
We pursue small grants for specific purpos-
es, and for Record of War we were primarily 
supported by BIMI, a small centre at Birk-
beck College, University of London, run by 
Michael Temple and Matthew Barrington. 
Their criterion seems to be something like ‘Is 
it interesting?’ They gave us the green light 
in mid-2016, a year before the event, and be-
fore we comprehended all of the challenges 
it posed.

HKM Brighid is an artist and I’m a writ-

3 This line of research and its connection with Record of War is 
described by Henry K. Miller (2017b). 

4 London College of Communication, Thorold Dickinson 
Archive, TD/4/1/34: schedule for ‘Documentary Cinema’ 
screenings, Summer 1969.

5 London College of Communication, Thorold Dickinson Archi-
ve, TD/4/1/37: schedule for ‘Britain’s Involvement in Europe 
in the 20th Century’, Autumn 1969. Famed as a contro-
versialist, Taylor had argued in his 1957 book The Trouble 
Makers that ‘Italy’s attack on Abyssinia produced the most 
savage controversy ever known within the ranks of the Left.’ 

Photo courtesy of David Tett.
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er, but there are no absolute demarcations 
between roles – it’s a true collaboration. 
I had read about the 1937 Record of War in 
the course of researching my PhD thesis, 
which was a history of British film culture 
in the 1920s and ’30s, and learned that it had 
been reconstructed at the Slade from Lutz 
Becker’s contribution to Philip Horne and 
Peter Swaab’s book about Thorold Dickin-
son (Becker 2008, 122-8). In 2013–14, with a 
grant from the Paul Mellon Centre for Stud-
ies in British Art, I had been able to research 
Dickinson’s history programmes at the 
Slade, including Record of War.

But Brighid’s idea of reconstructing it gener-
ated questions I’d never asked before, and the 
process of organizing the event led us to con-
clusions neither of us would have predicted. 
Processes that we would have imagined were 
new found us unexpectedly retracing steps 
Dickinson must have taken all those years ago; 
whereas when we thought we were merely re-
constructing, we were in fact creating.

BL It’s one thing to say, ‘Thorold Dickinson 
took two films and dovetailed the reels’, an-
other to understand how he did it. We start-
ed with the assumption that since Dickinson 
would not have been able to cut up the two 
films, he must have edited them while they 
were running, flipping between two projec-
tors – an idea which appealed to us. The key 
question was precisely where he made the 
‘cuts’, or reel changes. But before anything 
else, we had to see the two films for our-
selves, and this was not much easier than it 
had been in 1937, or 1969. 

The Slade’s copies of the two films had been 
donated to the BFI National Film Archive in the 
1970s, but these were counted as ‘master’ ma-
terial, and no digital copies had been made, so 
at first we were told we could not see the films 
at all. For us to be permitted to show them, we 
had to prove that there were copies preserved 
in their countries of origin, i.e. make enquir-

ies at LUCE in Rome, and – with help from 
Natalie Ryabchikova – RGAKFD, the Russian 
State Documentary Film and Photo Archive at 
Krasnogorsk. This was in the relatively placid 
climate of 2016, and no obstacles were pre-
sented to us, but I wonder whether the event 
would be possible now.

HKM We first watched the films one after 
the other, in the BFI’s screening rooms in 
central London, in January 2017. Like Dick-
inson’s Slade students, we saw them on an 
editing machine, not projected. We returned 
to them a few months later, this time to try 
to make sense of what we knew about the 
reel changes. The original Film Society pro-
gramme note gives a basic idea of these, but 
I had found material in the BFI’s paper ar-
chives that gave us more. Shortly after the 
original Record of War, Ivor Montagu’s Pro-
gressive Film Institute (PFI) had prepared a 
version of Abyssinia for British release under 
the title Birth of an Empire. Montagu was one 
of the Film Society’s founders, and it was 
under the auspices of the PFI that Dickinson 
went to Spain. Montagu was present at one 
of the Slade screenings in 1969. The BFI’s file 
on Birth of an Empire, in the Ivor Montagu ar-
chive, includes a typed and annotated docu-
ment that is clearly the ‘script’ for Record of 
War.6 We needed to see the films with this in-
formation to hand, and afterwards – having 
decided where the cuts had gone – produce 
a comprehensible set of instructions for the 
projectionists, Kelly Warman and Sebastian 
Buerkner, who we had not at that time met.

During this second viewing, we photo-
graphed or filmed the screen at the points 
where we had identified the cuts, and put 
these images into an instruction document 
for the projectionists. As it turned out, what 

6 BFI Special Collections, Ivor Montagu collection, Item 188: 
Birth of an Empire papers.
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we were asking them to do was far more 
complicated than cutting from reel to reel. 
To give an example, they would have to cut 
halfway through a reel, then return to the 
same place, which meant rewinding the film 
and spooling forward, very quickly, before 
the other reel ended. We rehearsed on the day 
before the event, which meant revising some 
of the instructions as theory met practice.

BL Even as an organizer, the effect of see-
ing these films ‘dovetailed’ was very powerful 
– there is a calculated, visceral shock when 
Dickinson cuts from the opening of the Sovi-
et film, which portrays Abyssinia as a kind of 
Garden of Eden, to the bombast of The Path of 
the Heroes, with its focus on the machinery of 
war and the regime’s ‘civilizing’ mission. 

Neither film presents an Abyssinian per-
spective; they were both made by outsiders. 
To try to put the event in perspective we in-
vited Neelam Srivastava, Senior Lecturer in 
Post-Colonial History at Newcastle Univer-
sity, to be one of our guest discussants, and 
I’m pleased to say that the event inspired a 
significant piece of funded research by Elisa 

Adami, ‘Decolonial Dovetailing’, for Univer-
sity of the Arts London’s Decolonising Arts 
Institute (Adami 2021).

Our other discussant was Lutz Becker, 
who had made a film inspired by the 1969 
Record of War reconstructions, Lion of Judah 
(1981). Among other things, Lutz revealed 
something that we had begun to suspect in 
the months before the event, which was that 
Thorold Dickinson had not put his projec-
tionists through the ordeal through which 
we had put Kelly and Sebastian. He had made 
a new print, presumably by ‘duping’ the 
films, and it was probably the same in 1937.

HKM One clue that had aroused our suspi-
cions was that the paper archive showed that 
there were different numbers of reels in 1937 
and 1969. So far as we could tell, the films ‘as 
such’ remained the same, but from our un-
usual point of view they had fundamentally 
changed. If the films had been digitized, our 
task would have been easier but less inter-
esting: digitization smooths out problems, 
but can efface important questions. It is frus-
trating that film archives provide so little 
detailed information about their holdings’ 
provenance and circulation, because there 
is a history behind the change in reel num-
bers – and many other aspects of the films 
– that remains mysterious to us even now. It 
is curious, to give another example, that the 
‘dupe’ films do not seem to have survived.

What we had done was a total anachronism, 
it seems, and not a reconstruction at all, but 
instead a tribute to the projectionist’s usually 
invisible art, against the corrosive digital tide.

Sebastian Buerkner and Kelly Warman with their modified ver-
sions of our instructions. Photo courtesy of David Tett.
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Photo courtesy of David Tett.
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APPENDIX

This page from Brighid Lowe’s notebook documents the early stages of the research process for our 2017 reconstruction of Record 
of War.
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These pages constitute part of the ‘script’ for the original Record of War event from 1937. Source: Ivor Montagu Archive, BFI Special 
Collections.
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This schedule for the Slade Film Department’s course on ‘Documentary Cinema’, mounted in the summer of 1969, situates the first 
Record of War reconstruction among more recent work by the likes of Chris Marker and Peter Watkins. The planning document puts it 
in context among Thorold Dickinson’s other programmes for the same term. The Tuesday screenings came under the rubric ‘Narrative 
Film’; Thursdays under ‘Subjective Film’. Source: Thorold Dickinson Archive at the UAL Archives and Special Collections Centre.
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A subsequent reconstruction of Record of War from 1969 was staged as part of a season of films intended to complement a lecture 
series by the historian A. J. P. Taylor. Source: Thorold Dickinson Archive at the UAL Archives and Special Collections Centre.
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These pages are from the later planning stages of the 2017 reconstruction. To decide where to change reels, we rewatched the films 
on an editing machine, with a typed transcription of the 1937 ‘script’ to hand. The handwritten notes were made by Brighid Lowe while 
the films were running. 
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We prepared ten pages of instructions for the projectionists, Kelly Warman and Sebastian Buerkner, showing where to change reels 
with screenshots. They then made revisions on the pages, which they pinned up in the projection booth.
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