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Abstract 

 

My thesis examines the intersections between railway and cinema spaces to demonstrate 

how crucial these technologies were in altering life in Britain. The project focuses on 

the period between 1895 (the birth of film) and 1948 (when the railways were 

nationalised). Access to railways and cinemas was predicated on payment rather than 

birthright: in carriages and auditoriums, consumerism wasðin theoryðinclusive. The 

two technologies were thus crucial in transforming public space from one of privilege to 

one of mass consumption. I analyse three spaces: inside carriages, the interiors of 

auditoriums and the space onscreen to demonstrate how trains and moving images 

affected in material ways peopleôs experiences of modernity in everyday life. I also 

connect the intersections between the railway and cinema to a broader narrative about 

Britainôs democracy and industrial and political change in the period.  

 

This interdisciplinary thesis draws on a variety of fields including film theory, history, 

geography and sociology to provoke a reinvestigation of the cinema and the train in 

British culture. Archival research is central to the thesis, as primary sources create a 

material history of both the railway and cinemaôs impacts on life in Britain. The 

projectôs historical narrative is also interwoven with conceptual analysis. I use moving 

images as archives, proposing that films help us access the past by releasing stored time 

and space onscreen. In exploring the connections between the two technologies and 

everyday life, the thesis also addresses transformations of public and private space, 

gender and work, domesticity, tourism, and British industry. My research is articulated 

through a series of case studies incorporating royal rail travel, ambulance carriages, 

passenger trains, and railway movie theatres.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

On a train bound for Cornwall, working-class couple Herbert and Edna sit discussing 

furniture. Further down the corridor bourgeois Miss Bourne protests at having to show 

her ticket to the guard. In First Class, Richard Winthrop, a well-spoken sportsman, 

objects to a lower class passenger intruding on his wifeôs carriage when vaudeville star 

Tommy Gander bursts into her private compartment [f igure 1]. The travellers in Walter 

Fordeôs 1941 The Ghost Train are from all walks of life: they are working, middle and 

upper class, they are detectives and comedians, men and women.
1
 Yet they all share a 

train journey. Both rich and poor had inhabited actual railway spaces from the 

passenger trainôs inception in 1825, with First, Second and Third class tickets on offer. 

And, after the cinemaôs invention 

in 1895, people from diverse 

backgrounds also inhabited 

auditoriums. Audiences for The 

Ghost Train likely occupied 

movie theatres in which factory 

owners sat (albeit in more 

comfortable seats) alongside 

their employees. All three 

spacesðon the train, in the 

cinema, and in the representative 

space onscreenðwere 

transformative.  

Inside trains and movie 

theatres, access to public space was predicated on payment rather than birthright: on the 

railway and in the cinema anyone could buy a ticket so long as payment was met.
2
 

Theatres, private horse-drawn coaches and gentlemenôs clubs were privileged arenas 

that remained inaccessible to particular groups, including the working class and women. 

However, the railways and cinema were inclusive and so revolutionised British society 

by offering space for mass consumption. Passengers and spectators were sold new ways 

of seeing and moving; indeed, the carriage and the auditorium commoditised an 

experience that made movement visual. In doing so, both the train and film materially 

transformed how people interacted with the world. I argue that as a result, the railways 

Fig 1: Gander antagonises Winthrop through the 

window of a first class carriage in The Ghost Train 

(Walter Forde, UK, 1944). 
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and cinema shaped everyday life. In order for us to understand how the technologies 

impacted on daily life it is imperative that we investigate not only the train and film, but 

also the physical and conceptual intersections between them. 

In the period between 1895 (the birth of cinema) and 1948 (when Britainôs 

railways were nationalised), rail and film were crucial to the nationôs particular 

experience of modernity. The train and cinema created actual and vicarious tourists in 

an expanding leisure industry. Both also improved social mobility and radically altered 

vision and movement. The historical intersections between locomotives and projectors 

(in both figurative and physical senses) are well documented.
3
 Particular attention has 

been paid to the railwayôs influence on cinema in film studies. The trainôs impact on 

genre, distribution, filmic language, production and representation has long informed 

the field.
4
 But so far scholarship has overlooked how crucial moving images and the 

railways were in altering the lives of ordinary people at a time when going to the 

movies and taking the train were everyday activities. Rail and cinema were the nationôs 

dominant mass media.
5
 In 1928 passenger numbers reached 1,300million, while 

moviegoers purchased 1,027million cinema tickets in 1940.
6
 Based on these figures, 

every British citizen took approximately twenty-nine train journeys and bought twenty-

one film tickets per year at peak levels.
7
 My thesis thus offers a new cultural history of 

the railways and cinema that focuses on how these technologies impacted on daily life.  

I investigate the intersections between rail and the moving image, in particular, 

because the connections between the train and film provide tangible evidence of the 

technologiesô material interventions in everyday life. Between 1895 and 1948, the 

railway and the cinema converged in three ways. First, rail stations and branch lines 

were used as film sets. The railway provided locations not only for fiction films (in The 

Ghost Train and the 1929 Flying Scotsman, among others) but also for newsreels and 

documentaries.
8
 For example, both royal carriages and wartime ambulance trains were 

filmed by newsreel companies and so became ubiquitous in popular culture. Second, 

movie theatre architecture invaded the carriage when in 1924 the London and North 

Eastern Railway Company (LNER) built an auditorium on a train.
9
 Third, the 

technologies visually intersected onscreen.  

In the fifty-three year period, at least twenty-four fiction films were produced in 

Britain that featured train journeys. A product of the second-wave industrial revolution, 

the filmic medium often referred to the first-wave locomotive as a signifier for the 

modern, machine age. Hundreds of short films made for news programmes documented 

advances in rail technology, boasting of speed (Flying Scotsman to Beat Timetable 
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(1932)) or innovation (First Streamlined Diesel Train (1932)).
10

 But the train was also a 

metaphor for fears about class, gender, and even film going. From early cinemaôs A Kiss 

in the Tunnel (1899) via silent drama The Wrecker (1928) to sound feature The Lady 

Vanishes (1939), films about crimes set on the railway reveal contemporary cultural 

anxieties about the authority of images in a world awash with new ways of seeing.
11

 In 

an era of industrial and political decline, the plethora of railway fiction, documentary 

and newsreel films is significant because the movies reveal to us now how potent the 

train was as a symbol of modernity within British culture.
12

  

In examining historical rail and cinema spaces my thesis asks three main 

questions. First, how did the technologies intervene in peopleôs everyday lives? Second, 

what does the convergence of the railway and cinema show to us about the nationôs 

specific experience of modernity? Third, in what ways are the histories of the train and 

film connected to broader discourses about class, gender and empire in the period? To 

answer these questions, I rely on archival, material evidence. I give equal weight to 

sources including films, personal testimonies, government records and the daily press, 

arguing that moving images evoke the railway spaces of the past, and so are archives 

that offer us a new approach to accessing history. In doing so, I interrogate the 

connections between specific train and cinema spaces and a wider historical narrative 

that is concerned with empire, war, gender and class. Furthermore, I offer conceptual 

analysis in order to make sense of the patterns that emerge from historical study.  

The two technologies provide a framework for a broader investigation into the 

nationôs particular experiences of both modernity and an emerging leisure economy 

predicated on mass consumption. Throughout the period, capitalism was fundamental to 

changing industrial practices that included the growth of advertising and tourism in the 

nineteenth century, and the production of mass consumables for the home in the 1920s. 

The transformations wrought on British society by capitalism were central to modernity 

because the machines and mass consumables that flowed through capitalist networks 

altered peopleôs mobility and sight.
13

 How we understand the intersections between 

modernity and capitalism is vital not only to how we access Britainôs history, but also to 

how we comprehend the rail and film industriesô material impacts on the nation.  

In brief (I expand on these issues further in the Literature Review) I identify 

modernity as a period that began with the industrial revolution, when the new industries 

of mass production commoditised space and time. One consequence of technological 

automation was that machines mediated new experiences of movement and vision, and 

so changed how people interacted with the world in material ways. Investigating how 
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technologies intervened in mobility and sight enable us now to consider how modernity 

was óexperienced by real people.ô
14

 Different nations, groups and individuals 

experienced modernity in specific ways depending on the technologies available to 

them.  

On the railways, in the cinema and onscreen we see that modernity and 

capitalism were exhibited in physical and representative spaces. Both technologies were 

products of mass production and were characteristic of the nationôs specific experience 

of modernity at two different historical moments. Locomotives, built in the first-wave 

industrial revolution, transformed the movement of goods and people and so contributed 

to the expansion of capitalist networks. The train set in motion industrial, social and 

political changes that made manifest in cinema in 1895. Film was a creation of second-

wave industrialisation (which was a revolution reliant on chemicals and electricity 

rather than coal and steam) and was conducive to a more leisure-based economy. 

Nonetheless, there were similarities between the two technologies. In both the carriage 

and the movie theatre, one submitted to the bodily experience of commoditised, 

mediated moving and looking. One also travelled on either actual, or vicarious, 

journeys.
15

 Moreover, the railway and the movie theatre depended on more and more 

people participating in the processes of economic exchange. Inside the carriage and 

inside the auditorium, all patrons ostensibly were equal, as inclusivity led to the greatest 

monetary returns for business owners.  

In order for Britainôs capitalist economy to continue it was necessary that living 

conditions and equality were improved for ordinary citizens. Trains enabled people 

from all walks of life to travel. The rail journeyôs popularisation coincided with a shift 

in political will that saw the first, albeit tentative, steps toward democratic 

enfranchisement with the Representation of the People Act in 1832. The first half of the 

twentieth century witnessed further ideological transformations that led to greater 

(although by no means full) equality for women and the working classes.
16

 And 

following the First World War (which the government presented as a fight for 

democracy), enfranchisement increased by fifty per cent.
17

 The greatest expansion of 

suffrage in the nationôs history enabled women over age thirty and the poor to 

participate in deciding elections in 1918, and culminated in 1928 when women achieved 

voting rights on parity with men.  

Visual mediaôs proliferation in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

centuriesðvariously described as óspectacle,ô ósurface culture,ô and 

óspectacularizationôðenabled ideas, as well as goods, to be commoditised.
18

 Alongside 
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films and train journeys, newspapers, photography and advertising all offered people 

new visions of the world. Posters taught spectators about the commodities on offer in 

local department stores, while newsreels gave audiences unprecedented visual access to 

subjects including royalty, war and sporting events. As the production of visual 

information increased so too did the publicôs capacity to comment on, participate in, and 

alter British culture. Thus the cinema and the train contributed to forming a more 

egalitarian society through expanding access both to new sights and to more inclusive 

public spaces.  

Yet the history of carriages and auditoriums simultaneously exposes the 

ideological conflicts that persisted between different classes, genders, races and other 

marginalised groups. In The Ghost Train, the film not only depicts an inclusive space 

shared by people from all strata of society, but also represents divisions between 

characters who exist within a social hierarchy. Professional sportsman Winthrop 

commands respect from working-class comedian Gander; Jackie defers to her husbandôs 

commands. And actual, as well as imagined, railway and cinema spaces remained 

divisive sites where the established patriarchal system was at odds with notions of 

egalitarianism. For example, the locomotiveôs success in facilitating international trade 

relied on the exploitation of subaltern subjects in Britainôs overseas dominions. 

Disparities remained between customers whose seats were arranged in different sections 

according to ticket price. Passenger segregation in trains (divided in classes ranging 

from First through Third) even coincided with, if not influenced, the widespread use of 

óclassô to signify social status.
19

 And Jeffrey Richards indicates that while the cinema 

accommodated all classes, those classes did not often come into contact with one 

another.
20

 Thus trains and movie theatres exposed tensions between the personal and 

communal, for the technologies forced private individuals to travel in public arenas.  

In doing so, rail and cinematic technologies reinforced divergences between 

both people and spaces, and simultaneously integrated disparate consumers in a 

collective. I argue that the tensions between public and private that existed in rail and 

cinema spaces prompt us to reconceptualise dualistic notions of separate óspheresô in the 

period.
21

 Instead, I contend there was fluidity between the personal and the communal, 

interior and exterior that was manifest not only in carriages and auditoriums, but also in 

diverse examples including scientific discoveries (such as the x-ray) and legislation 

concerning land ownership.  

The frictions between the public and private spheres, inclusive and hierarchical 

spaces, and even the two technologiesô success and eventual decline reflect the nationôs 
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broader history in the period. In fifty-three years, the nation witnessed five monarchsô 

reigns, two world conflicts and industrial decline that was begun in the nineteenth 

century and exacerbated after the Second World War. By 1948, Britain was in debt to 

the USA, faced wars with colonies demanding independence from empire and  ówas 

clearly a fading geopolitical force.ô
22

 The nation was transformed from a leading 

imperial power to a secondary international influence, which weakened both economic 

growth and claims of modernity. However, despite such setbacks the nation did 

experience improved quality of life and people had more opportunities to access public 

spaces with better political rights.
23

 The inclusive yet divisive spaces of trains and 

movie theatres offer material evidence that makes tangible Britainôs complicated social 

and political trajectory between the late-nineteenth and the mid-twentieth century.  

The thesis, then, traces how railways and cinemas transformed public space in 

Britain by marrying traditional notions of the public, private and social hierarchy with 

progressive conceptions of egalitarianism. Inside rail coaches and movie theatres, vision 

and mobility were mediated by technologies of mass consumption. I argue that 

carriages, auditoriums and motion pictures commoditised space. In doing so, these sites 

enabled people to experience environments that offered not only inclusivity, but also 

elitism. I also propose that the intersections between train and filmic technologies are 

connected to the social upheavals and cultural transformations that were experienced by 

the nation between the coming of cinema and the stateôs reconfiguring of the railways. 

The intertwined narrative of the train and the moving image not only provides a new 

material history of British culture, but also provokes a reinvestigation of the wider 

issues at stake in the period, including gender, class, and democratic reform. Inside past 

carriages, auditoriums and the onscreen spaces of the past, we learn today about the 

transformations wrought by modernity on everyday life in Britain.  

 

A History of Britainôs Railways 

The railways frequently were (and are) represented in popular culture from their 

inception to the present day, with novels, paintings and films representing the 

locomotive as the epitome of humansô scientific endeavours.
24

 The railway signified not 

only mankindôs domination over nature, but also the modern era, connoting a timeframe 

that took place in the here and now.
25

 Trains appeared in paintings from George 

Cruickshankôs The Railway Dragon to Eric Ravilliousôs everyday Train Landscape 

[f igures 2 and 3].
26

 Railways also featured in literature from Ford Maddox Fordôs war 

epic Paradeôs End through to T S Eliotôs comedic óSkimbleshanks: The Railway Catô.
27
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But while readers are likely familiar with mediated 

depictions of trains, the specific history of Britainôs 

rail network may be less well known. Here, I offer 

an overview of the nationôs railways, followed by a 

brief account about British cinema, to provide a 

historical framework through which to approach the 

thesis.  

 In 1825, travellers initially were enthralled 

by revelatory views from railways, when the 

worldôs first steam-powered passenger train began 

operating on the Stockton to Darlington line in the 

north of England. Despite the serviceôs irregularities, 

the railway proved successful and in 1830 a new route 

was opened to transport passengers between the larger 

cities of Manchester and Liverpool. Early 

carriages did not have inside spaces: 

passengers sat in stagecoaches and wagons 

attached to the engine by chains. Soot, 

sparks and a lack of suspension all proved 

problematic for travellers.
28

 First-class cars 

were thus enclosed and fitted with leather 

mufflers to allay complaints from those paying for more expensive tickets.
29

 However, 

third-class coaches remained open until 1834.  

 Only basic provisions were provided despite concerns about órailway traumaô (a 

neurological condition associated with travel at great speeds in uncomfortable 

conditions).
30

 Passengersô anxieties about crime were also prevalent on a railway 

network that featured enclosed carriages that afforded no means of outside 

communication.
31

 The publicôs fears about murder, kidnap and theft inside trains were 

common in the daily press and cinema even in the mid-twentieth century. 

However, rail travel improved throughout the nineteenth century, as freight, mail and 

people all routinely were transported by railway.
32

 The railways were one of Britainôs 

most successful exports, with rail networks built across North and South America, 

Europe, Africa and Asia. Trains were essential to Britainôs trade infrastructures within 

the empire and British-built railways transported goods in colonies including India, 

Kenya and Egypt. Queen Victoriaôs use of the train between Windsor and Paddington in 

Fig 2: George Cruickshank, The 

Railway Dragon (1841-1850). 

 

Fig 3: Eric Ravillious, Train 

Landscape (1939). 
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1842 encouraged the British public to venture inside carriages and passenger numbers 

rose.
33

  

Throughout the nineteenth century, rail companies expanded both on-board and 

station facilities and so improved the services on offer to travellers. In 1845, the trainôs 

crucial role in developing the tourism industry was evident when the first commercial 

Thomas Cook tour took place between Leicester and Liverpool.
34

 Britain introduced the 

sleeping car in 1873 (albeit thirty-four years after the Cumberland Valley Railroad in 

the United States) and the first dining car in 1879 (also launched after its American 

counterpart).
35

 Midland Railway abolished second-class coaches in 1875, which 

encouraged a more egalitarian travel experience by reducing the options available to 

travellers, while also creating a greater divide between those in First and Third. In the 

1890s, when passenger services began to exceed demand for goods, the rail companies 

invested in carriages with through-corridors, lavatories and more advanced heating 

systems.
36

 As demand for rail services increased, so too did competition between rail 

companies.  

Following a brief period of government control during the First World War, the 

Railways Act 1921 was passed, which reduced the total number of rail companies with 

effect from 1923. The remaining óBig Fourô operators were London, Midland and 

Scotland (LMSR), London and North Eastern, Great Western (GWR), and Southern 

(SR). The four organisations were formed from the myriad companies that existed prior 

to legislation. The government encouraged the remaining networks to further improve 

services, which brought about a ógolden ageô in British train travel as rivalries 

intensified. All four had also to contend with growing bus services and affordable motor 

vehicles, and so used both tourist destinations and technological innovation to advertise 

their services. For example, the Great Western Railway generated publicity in 1925 

with a poster campaign that encouraged holidaymakers to óSee Your Own Country 

Firstô.
37

 The advertisement sold both a holiday and a patriotic ideology via the GWRôs 

Cornish Riviera Express route. Cornwall was likened to Italy ó[i]n [s]hape, [c]limate, 

and [n]atural [b]eautiesô (referring no doubt to the women in the image, as well as the 

pictured landscape). SR promoted services with a modernist poster that enticed 

travellers óSouth for Winter Sunshine,ô while LNER invited passengers aboard the new 

óFlying Scotsmanô service [f igures 4 and 5].
38

  

In 1927, passenger returns and route mileage both peaked, and throughout the 

1930s railway technology continued to evolve.
39

 Providing luxurious services was 

paramount for the companies, with the LMS investing in prototype carriages ófor 
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experiments in the designing of seats that will ensure the 

comfort of passengers of all sizes.ô
40

 The LNER went to 

great lengths to tempt passengers onto their trains: between 

1930 and 1939, the company introduced headphones and a 

wireless service for all first-class ticket holders, as well as 

hair salons, cinemas and cocktail bars that were available to 

all travellers.
41

 In 1934, the óFlying Scotsmanô locomotive 

broke the speed record, reaching one hundred miles per 

hour for the first time. In 1935, the Great Western Railway 

devised a new system for sending telegrams from station 

platforms to accommodate last-minute communications.
42

 

On the Southern Railway, electrification of major lines led 

to quicker journey times for commuters. By the mid-

1930s, passengersô needs were central to the railway 

companiesô agendas.  

 The óBig Fourô continued to operate services 

until the outbreak of war in 1939, when government 

once again brought the railways state control. After the 

conflict, disputes between railway companies and 

collieries about freight services threatened the stability 

of the mining industry.
43

 Declining standards of 

passenger services also undermined the nationôs efforts 

to rebuild the infrastructures broken in wartime, with 

rolling stock and track in need of urgent repairs.
44

 As a 

result, the British government passed legislation in 1947 

that nationalised the railways in 1948. The age of the railway was over and buses, cars 

and airplanes offered passengers faster, more modern travel alternatives.  

 

A History of Britainôs Cinema 

The cinema in Britain initially was mobile. Short, single-reel silent films provided 

cheap entertainment at fairs for working class audiences. Bioscopes (travelling movie 

theatres) were transported around the country by railway, offering provincial crowds the 

opportunity to see the new technology.
45

 Jon Burrowôs history of Edwardian cinemas 

lists óshop fronts, workshops, houses, side rooms in amusement arcades, railway arches, 

warehouses, garages, stables, pub annexes, club-meeting rooms, and even [é an] 

Fig 4: SRôs óSouth for Winter 

Sunshineô advertisement 

(1929). 

 

Fig 5: LNERôs óTake Me by the 

Flying Scotsmanô advertisement 

(1932). 
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indoor Russian fish marketô as locations for picture shows.
46

 Between 1905 and 1915, 

Haleôs Tours exploited filmôs connections to transport in shows that were popularised 

across both North and South America, and Europe.
47

 The auditorium was designed to 

mimic the interior of a railway carriage, with the screen standing in for a window and 

steam, fans and whistles augmenting spectatorsô experiences.
48

 The attractionôs decline 

in Britain likely was exacerbated both by the 1909 Cinematograph Act (legislation that 

aimed to license film shows and so make theatres safer) and the development of 

narrative cinema. 

Narrative cinema combined linear editing and crosscutting techniques that 

enabled filmmakers to produce multi-reel stories. While motion was still inscribed on 

celluloid, cinemas became static entities as audiences watched longer pictures. By 1914, 

there were 3,800 registered movie theatres in London.
49

 Labour shortages in the First 

World War led to widespread closures and mobile cinema vans were deployed to 

disseminate information films.
50

 However, the movies were by now part of the fabric of 

British life and theatre numbers soon rose. In 1927, recorded sound accompanied 

motion pictures for the first time in the pioneering American movie The Jazz Singer, 

which added to the cinemaôs novelty.
51

 That year, the first British movie to feature 

sound (the 1927 Blackmail) was also recorded.
52

 Sound transformed not only film 

production, but also reception, altering audiencesô behaviour. For the most part, one no 

longer talked through a silent movie with intertitles, but silently listened to onscreen 

dialogue.  

In the 1930s the ópicture palaceô dominated Britainôs cinematic landscape. Vast 

auditoriums were decorated with luxurious materials that referenced styles from ancient 

Egypt through to modernism. Movie theatres housed cafés, restaurants and bars. 

Middle-class audiences grew in number and as a result cinemas sprang up in suburban 

locations.
53

 Richards argues that ó[c]inema-going was indisputably the most popular 

form of entertainment in Britain in the 1930s,ô with attendance steadily increasing 

throughout the decade.
54

 By the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, movie 

going was no longer just cheap entertainment but rather an essential activity that 

enabled people to participate in public life, and the 1940s was considered a ógolden ageô 

of British cinema.  

During the war, the government initially ordered movie theatres to close for fear 

that audiences would be targeted in bombing raids. The decision was short-lived, as 

fierce public objection forced policy-makers to back-down. Ticket sales continued to 

rise and the cinema played a vital role in the British governmentôs propaganda strategy, 
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with newsreels, information films and fiction all contributing to narratives about the 

nationôs fight. Movie theatres took on óa leading place in social and civic activities [é] 

particularly [é] in many towns which receive[d] regular notice from the Luftwaffe.ô
55

  

One commentator anticipated that as a consequence óafter the war, the kinema 

may take a more important and very different place in social life.ô
56

 However, the 

prediction proved false. In post-war Britain, the once booming film industry fell into 

decline: production was subsidised by the USA, theatres closed and audience numbers 

fell. Like rail, the cinema was a nineteenth-century relic that was superseded by newer 

technologies and was affected by changing consumer habits. Television, which offered 

viewers entertainment within the home, contributed to (although was by no means 

solely responsible for) waning cinema attendance throughout the 1950s. 

 

Methodology 

In order to outline my methodology, I first turn to Michel de Certeauôs The Practice of 

Everyday Life, which examines how people appropriate the languages, spaces and 

commodities of mass culture in their daily lives.
57

 His investigation of everyday life not 

only resonates with my own, but also provides an analogy pertinent to my overall 

approach. In the book, de Certeau problematizes the órelations between the act of 

writing and the written textô (evidence and interpretation) through a comparison 

between people traversing New Yorkôs streets and a person viewing the city from the 

top of the World Trade Centre.
58

 He argues that those on the ground óactualizeô the 

possibilities of movement and vision as they negotiate the cityôs physical interface.
59

  

But the person atop the skyscraper is óat a distanceô from the streets and so, 

óñseeing the whole,òô transforms the world into a text.
60

 I include the example because it 

articulates the duality of my approach. On one hand, I use qualitative and quantitative 

data from archival sources to establish a material history of the railway and cinema in 

Britain. I aim to create a history about how people moved and looked inside carriages 

and auditoriums. On the other hand, I use theory to contextualise peopleôs everyday 

experiences. I interpret specific evidence about railways and cinema from a historianôs 

perspective, which is necessarily one distant from the events of the past. 

I argue that through the specific we are able to make sense of the whole. My 

thesis operates both on the ground, and from a birdôs eye view, to connect trains and 

film with Britainôs particular experiences of modernity, capitalism and decline. For 

example, in Chapter Three, I examine womenôs employment on railways and in 

cinemas through filmic representation, personal testimonies and the daily press. I then 
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link tangible evidence about womenôs occupations to broader narratives about 

enfranchisement and womenôs social mobility in British culture. To do this work, I 

draw on research by scholars including Frederic Jameson, Leonore Davidoff and 

Catherine Hall, and Janet Ward.
61

 While their works cover diverse topics (nineteenth-

century life in Britain, twentieth-century mass culture, and Weimar Germany) all four 

scholars examine the connections between the material and conceptual in historical 

studies. In Davidoff and Hallôs case, personal testimonies by nineteenth-century diarists 

are used to investigate the everyday lives of middle-class British women. The authors 

frame their historical evidence within a conceptual narrative about ideological public 

and private spheres. But while Davidoff and Hallôs method informs my own, my work 

is complicated by the broad spectrum of fields that underpin my research.  

In order for a dualistic approach to make sense the thesis is interdisciplinary in 

scope. Achieving cross-disciplinarity was one of my goals when I started the project: in 

film studies the texts one analyses necessarily are contextualised by models and theories 

in different fields. My thesis does not just offer readings of films but also railways, 

everyday life and British culture. The thesis encompasses disciplines including history, 

geography, architecture, sociology and politics. I contend that interdisciplinarity is 

useful because it helps us make sense of a past that is complex and not easily described 

within the parameters of traditional subjects. That is not to say that interdisciplinarity is 

without flaws. In encompassing a wide range of subject areas, one has to avoid taking a 

ópick ónô mixô approach that borrows theory always to support particular arguments. As 

such, my work critically engages with subject-specific theory and applies concepts in a 

logical way. For example, my conceptualising cinema as an archive is best rationalised 

by examining the intersections between filmic and historical studies. I approach 

material evidence as a historian, using archival sources including film, personal 

testimonies, the daily press and government records to chronicle what and how people 

interacted with cinemas and the railway. I then turn to moving image studies, spatial 

theory, sociological studies and archive theory to interpret that evidence, and investigate 

why cultural changes took place.  

The thesis relies on specificity in order to elucidate the general, so narrowing the 

focus of my research was crucial. While trains and cinemas offer us insights into the 

materiality of everyday life, the technologiesô histories are vast and so my approach had 

to be refined. Consequently, I use four case studies to provide tangible evidence of how 

rail and film transformed space and time in peopleôs daily lives. The studies focus on 

royal transport, ambulance trains, the female workforce in carriages and movie theatres, 
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and cinema coaches. Each case examines the material and conceptual connections 

between the two technologies and provides insights into how the lives of particular 

people were transformed. We are thus able to investigate how rail and cinema impacted 

on a variety of British citizens from different walks of life.  

The topics covered by the case studies are each crucial to the thesis for two 

reasons. First, there is extensive evidence in archives that indicates the four subjects 

were pervasive in popular culture. For example, daily óCourt Circularsô in the press, and 

regular newsreel films, allude to widespread interest in British monarchs taking trains. 

The prevalence of particular rail and cinema spaces in mass media not only makes for 

more cogent research, but also suggests people routinely interacted with those spaces in 

everyday life. Second, the case studies are connected to aspects of British culture 

including class, gender, war and the leisure industry. As a result, the four examples 

enable us to consider the impact of rail and cinema on the nationôs wider experiences of 

modernity.  

Within the case studies, I refer to four main archival sources. These are: moving 

images and other visual media, the daily press, personal testimonies and governmental 

or business records. All these resources provide material evidence of the past by 

documenting how people looked at, moved through, and interpreted space. Recognising 

how these media interpret, as well as reveal, history is fundamental to my analysis. As 

Carolyn Steedman contends, historians must address the gap between archival sources 

and how we conceptualise the past.
62

 For example, Janet Thumin reveals the gap 

between representations of women onscreen and the everyday lives of people sitting in 

cinemas.
63

 Also newspapers record history according to the political bias of each 

publication, and in doing so create variances between titles as well as between articles 

and actual events. Such differences exist between all sources and what they represent. 

Frederic Jameson explains the separation between an event and the historicising of that 

event in his theory of the ópolitical unconsciousô.
64

 He asserts history is óinaccessibleô 

except through textual forms, which are both fantasies of, and disconnected from, what 

is real. In addition, our readings of the past are always influenced by our positions in the 

present.
65

 

Historiography, which is the interpretation and writing of history, is always the 

rewriting of what went before, as every historian adds a new interpretive layer to 

narratives of the past. I contend that even personal testimonies are contributory layers 

that are distinct from what is real. Philip Rosen identifies the ó[i]deal [c]hronicleô (óthe 

perfect historical source documentô) as offering both an eyewitness account and an 
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indexical trace of historical events.
66

 We might identify personal testimonies as such, 

for they meet both criteria. However, the óideal chronicleô offers a false promise. 

Sociologist Penny Summerfield theorises that as personal testimonies rely on language 

(which is metaphor), autobiographical accounts are always ódeploying cultural 

constructions,ô formed subject to, rather than objectively of, ideological discourses.
67

 

But this does not mean archival media are not reliable, for óthese layers of meaning can 

become part of the object of studyô.
68

 I therefore read all sources (including film, 

newspapers and personal testimonies, which are limited to already-archived accounts) 

as reconstructions of the past. I rely on these sources to help make visible the invisible 

through examining their representations of lived experiences.  

Moreover, I assert that moving images are archives, and in doing so offer a film-

studies-oriented theoretical framework for using movies as primary sources in historical 

study. I argue that the images captured on celluloid store both time and space. When the 

film is projected the past is released in the present, restored, and then re-stored until the 

next screening. Motion pictures, therefore, are not just archived but also archives. 

Newsreels, documentaries, information and fiction films offer more than merely visual 

representations of the spaces they depict onscreen because they invite us into the ódeadô 

spaces of yesterday that we can no longer visit.  

For example, the 1936 documentary Night Mail romanticises the British 

Travelling Post Office through coupling stylised cinematography with W H Audenôs 

poetry.
69

 However, the film also describes everyday life for the mail train workers, as 

viewers see men sorting letters into pigeonholes, and Post Office apparatus catching 

parcels from speeding locomotives. I suggest that in re-thinking our relationship with 

the moving image and its historicity we are able to access the past in new ways. Film 

has the potential to transform historical studies through both restoration and 

preservation: the past is returned onscreen, and spaces, people and objects are 

indexically preserved on celluloid, appearing to us now as moving museums. 

 

Literature Review  

Throughout the thesis, I create connections between the specific (railways and cinema) 

and the general (British culture). However, in this section I begin at the broadest end of 

the spectrum and work my way toward the particular. The section is organised like a set 

of six Russian dolls. On the outside is everyday life, followed by a section on 

modernity. Next is mobility and then visual culture, which enable us to examine how 

people practically experienced modernity in their daily lives. Finally, I investigate 
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railways and cinema, which are tangible spaces in which vision and movement were 

transformed. My interdisciplinary research insists upon a broad knowledge of relevant 

literature about film studies; design, transport and cultural histories; geography; 

sociology; and archive studies. These subjects are here interwoven to create a 

conceptual framework through which to investigate material evidence in subsequent 

chapters. I not only define crucial topics such as modernity and everyday life, but also 

demonstrate how scholarship from disparate fields can be drawn together to offer new 

perspectives on the past.  

 

Everyday Life 

The patterns, practices and occurrences of everyday life are subject to attention in 

historical and cultural studies. Yet often the term is used without definition. Benedict 

Anderson determines that óthe imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday lifeô but 

does not describe what constitutes the everyday.
70

 Similarly, Davidoff and Hall do not 

clarify the phraseôs meaning although they investigate ówomen as well as men in the 

reality of their everyday livesô.
71

 Even when an explanation is given, a workable 

definition is hard to produce. For Michelle Perrot óeveryday lifeô is the ópolitical 

historyô of private life.
72

 Her argument implies that the everyday is distinct from public 

life, and therefore exists within the private realm of the home. If we apply theories 

about public and private spheres to Perrotôs definition, we infer that only women 

experience the everyday. We know that is not the case: the everyday is more inclusive 

and broader in scope.  

Alternatively, Henri Lefebvre offers a definition of everyday life that spans three 

volumes.
73

 He designates the everyday as órepetitive organisation,ô or a patterned 

negotiation of time and space (for example, in transport systems).
74

 However, the 

everyday is more than just a routine: it is also a system that uses commodities to 

disguise our banal interactions with capitalism. Lefebvre argues that ó[t]hings matter 

littleô because óthe thing is only a metaphorô that aims to óconceal the production of 

repetitive time and space.ô
75

 His theory supposes that people living in cultures of mass 

consumption perform everyday life, which excludes historians from applying the term 

to periods before modernity. Also Lefebvreôs assertion that óin archaic societies, the 

everyday was much less separate from culture, religion and ideologies than it is todayô 

is confounding.
76

 If the everyday is distinct from culture, religion and ideology (I argue 

ideology and religion inform and are part of culture) everyday life is but an abstraction 

with no connection to the material.  
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Lefebvre provokes more questions than he answers. Nonetheless, his work does 

articulate a link between everyday life and consumerism that also underpins de 

Certeauôs investigation of the topic. For de Certeau, everyday life is the óuseô to which 

the products of mass consumption are put by individuals.
77

 He cites television as an 

example: while analysing broadcast images tells us about representation, what viewers 

make or do with the images informs us about everyday life.
78

 His argument does not 

preclude everyday life from periods before mass consumption, but rather characterises 

everyday life in the industrial and post-industrial age as reliant on commodities. He also 

suggests that while mass culture relies on users who are ódominatedô in society, their 

status ódoes not mean that they are either passive or docileô; indeed, the everyday lives 

of the masses ócompose a ñcultureòô.
79

 De Certeauôs reasoning resonates with mine as 

he acknowledges that while capitalism is largely based on hierarchy, there also is the 

possibility for inclusivity. Furthermore, his is a simple yet broad definition of everyday 

life that is workable in the context of writing a material history. One is reminded of 

Virginia Woolfôs straightforward assertion that everyday life is what people do ófrom 

eight in the morning ótil eight at night.ô
80

 Thus everyday life encompasses what and 

how people see, and where and how people move as they interact with the world.  

 

Modernity ï the commoditisation of space and time 

Modernity, like everyday life, is also an ambiguous term. Whether one takes economic, 

political or social factors into consideration there is no single definition of modernity. 

And while modernity broadly is acknowledged to be a historical period, even the 

beginning and end dates are disputed by scholars. Roger Friedland and Deidre Boden 

assert that ó[m]odernity changed the representation of space and time and hence the way 

we experience and understand themô from the late-eighteenth through the twentieth 

centuries.
81

 However, Bernhard Rieger and Martin Daunton use modernity to refer to 

temporal and spatial transformations between 1870 and 1930.
82

 Richard Dennis, 

meanwhile, cites the period between 1840-1930, although this ówas not an unchanging 

slab of modernityô and the start and end dates óare not cast in stone.ô
83

  

Modernityôs duration is therefore negotiated according to how one defines the 

period. I argue that throughout modernity, space and time were materially, and also 

ontologically, altered by machination and commoditisation. Moving and looking were 

transformed by new technologies that were sold to consumers and changed how people 

experienced the world. I contend that the train was the first such technology to alter 

time and space; as such I take a longer view of the period than Reiger, Daunton and 
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Dennis. While the thesis takes 1895 as its starting point, I outline Britainôs particular 

modernity as beginning in 1825, when the first passenger train was introduced. I 

determine 1948 as an end point, because emphasis shifted from technological 

innovation through private enterprise to more advanced public services in attempts to 

rebuild the nationôs post-war infrastructures. 

My investigating modernity as a period of material and conceptual changes to 

moving and looking emerges from scholarship that centres on embodied experiences of 

space and time. Liz Conor, in her work on womenôs appearances in 1920s Australian 

culture, relies on a definition of modernity that óemphasises the alteration of human 

perceptionô.
84

 She stresses the importance of optical technologies (for example, cinema) 

and the interplay between seeing and being seen in public space.
85

 Her definition is 

valuable in that it draws attention to the rise of visual culture in modernity. Her 

conception, however, does not consider mobility. I argue that how one moved was 

crucial to modernity because one did not just look and exist to be looked at: oneôs whole 

body travelled through, performed in and negotiated with space. Even pictorial 

technologies like cinema were intrinsically spatial, as movement was made visual 

onscreen.  

Furthermore, Schivelbuschôs examination of the railwayôs impact on British 

culture makes frequent references to the physical, as well as the visual, alterations that 

took place in the nineteenth century. The rail network dissected landscapes with 

cuttings, embankments and viaducts, and so changed both the appearance and the 

topography of the nation.
86

 The train also affected the human body, as anxiety about 

mechanised, speeded-up travel was manifested in medical conditions like órailway 

spine.ô
87

 I therefore interpret the connections between moving and looking as 

fundamental to changes wrought on time and space throughout modernity.  

Henri Lefebvre talks about óthe spatialisation of timeô in this period, referring to 

his diagnostic model órhythmanalysisô.
88

 Railways, telephones and typewriters all 

regulated the temporality of travel, communication and writing by speeding up or 

slowing down peopleôs activities. Stephen Kern argues that haste, which was a 

characteristic of modernity, was due to óan energy crisis [é] of abundanceô.
89

 Life was 

so speeded up that people did not have time to respond to the changes taking place 

around them; for some, modernity arrived too quickly.
 90

 Richard Sennett also supports 

this rationale. He maintains that ónineteenth-century [i]ndividualism and the facts of 

speed together deaden[ed] the modern body; it [did] not connectô.
91

 The sudden speed 

of the train and the disembodied voice on the telephone was inexplicable. These were 
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technological encounters that were without referents, and so people suffered the shock 

of the new. Throughout this period, radios, machine guns, typewriters, telegraphs, 

telephones, electric light bulbs, bicycles, cars and photography all intervened in 

mechanising, and transforming, everyday life. Electric light turned night into day. Radio 

dematerialised mass communication. And cinema offered a spatial record of time that 

changed the recording of history. 

All the technologies listed above changed how people interacted with time and 

space. Whether on the railway or in the cinema, the processes of speeding up, travelling 

through or condensing time and space, were sold by operators to whomsoever could 

afford to purchase admission. Through buying access to new machines (for example, 

trains or telegraphs) or purchasing technology to use in the home (typewriters and 

telephones) users experienced new ways of moving and looking. Space and time were 

commodities, and valuable ones. Space was fast running out: Kern explores how 

ó[w]estern historians began to ponder the concept of ñempty space,ò as their nations 

discovered that none was left [éas] the dominant world powers had finished taking the 

vast ñopenò spaces of Africa and Asiaô.
92

 Time was also recoded as a product that was 

bought and sold. Workers were paid for their time and spent their earnings filling their 

holidays with leisure activities. However, unlike space, time was more abundant as 

mechanisation in the workplace increased the possibilities for leisure.
93

   

The eraôs growing leisure industry was symptomatic of modernityôs 

commoditisation of space and time. Holidays made use of private time in what were 

often public spaces. Trains provided a network for workers who were turned into 

holidaymakers. Tourist companies appropriated the shipping lines that were established 

to serve trade across the empire. John M Mackenzie explores the ways foreign holidays 

were sold to the public as both a óprofitable and culturally enlightened activityô.
94

 

Travel journalism became popular at this time, and represented the holiday as 

simultaneously exotic and a home-away-from-home. Holidaymakers were near, and yet 

far away in a modernist conceptualisation of reduced and expanded space.
 95

 The 

cinema captured space on celluloid and allowed time to be speeded up and slowed 

down. The motion picture, like the photograph, took people back in time. But films also 

showed people other, distant spaces. The movie industry was in the same business as 

the railways ï it, too, turned people into tourists. Both the cinema and the rail 

networkðwhich had changed the experience of time and space in the nineteenth 

centuryðcontinued to transform life in the twentieth by contributing to new industrial 

practices centred on leisure pursuits. Modernity radically altered not only how looking 
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and moving were conceived, but also the material ways that people spent their time and 

money on interactions with space.  

 

Public and Private 

The language used by scholars when discussing modernity alludes to disunity in the 

breaking down of boundaries between different spaces and times. There is a pervasive 

implication that time and space was fragmented in a violent way. Henri Lefebvre 

describes how óin around 1910 a certain space was shatteredô.
96

 Schivelbusch suggests 

that space and time were óñannihilatedòô.
97

 The spaces of modernity often were, and are, 

characterised by division. Benedict Anderson describes how censuses and maps charted 

space and so separated communities with national borders.
98

 Public and private times 

were distinguished between work and leisure.
99

 Conceptions of the public and privateð

a binary indicative of divisionðwere contested and revised throughout the period. 

Sparke, drawing on Walter Benjamin, asserts that the period witnessed the óemergence 

of the private individual.ô
100

 However, the expansion of visual culture suggests that 

through exhibition, life became more public. That, in Jürgen Habermasô words, ó[t]he 

usage of the words ñpublicò and ñpublic sphereò betrays a multiplicity of concurrent 

meaningsô partly explains the disjuncture, for public and private are changeable rather 

than fixed descriptors.
101

 Here, I outline some of the major social, political and 

historical interpretations of the public/private dichotomy to elucidate how classes, 

genders and cultures experienced public and private life in different ways. 

How the public and private were and are defined is central to the thesis for two 

reasons. First, issues of publicity and privacy emerge from the evidence and inform the 

historical narrative; for example, Chapter Twoôs wartime diarists wrote in secrecy, 

which alters how we interpret their now public accounts, while in Chapter Three public 

appearances defined how women were viewed as private individuals. Second, theorising 

the public and private provides a useful framework for analysing both the spaces and 

activities performed in everyday life. By focusing on the public/private binary (which 

might also be articulated as interior/exterior, social/intimate or visible/invisible), we can 

follow the shifting patterns of daily life throughout the era.
102

 In this section, I therefore 

interrogate conceptions of the public and private as proposed by scholars including 

Hannah Arendt, Habermas, and Richard Sennett. In doing so, I suggest that during 

modernity, the ideological boundaries between the public and private (which are 

delineated as separate óspheresô) were destabilised and so there was fluidity between the 

two realms.
103

 Additionally, I draw on feminist scholars such as Nancy Fraser and Erica 
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Rappaport to argue that public and private óspheresô are not fixed but are complicated 

and multiple.
104

 Then, I combine theory with material examples to demonstrate how the 

railway and the cinema reconfigured everyday experiences as more public, before 

mapping out the specific ways in which I elucidate the public and private in each 

chapter. 

Arendtôs work on the public and private surveys the two spheresô history from 

classical antiquity through to the 1950s. She argues that óat least since the rise of the 

ancient city-stateô the public and private were distinct entities, with the former 

corresponding to the ópolitical realmsô and the latter to the household.
105

 However, with 

the rise of the nation state Arendt contends that the public and private blurred to form 

one all-encompassing sphere: the social. In the social realm, the public and private óflow 

into each other,ô which suggests a porous connection between the two. Yet, it is the 

private sphere that dominates.
106

 What once were domestic concerns for individual 

families (such as a householdôs economics) became collective issues for the nation. The 

emergence of the phrase ónanny state,ô which alludes to the domestication of national 

politics, is evidence of the private sphereôs expansion into public matters. Accordingly 

Arendt refers to government as a ónationwide administration of housekeeping.ô
107

 

Although Arendt maintains that the óintimateô provides private shelter from the social 

(and in doing so offers a new binary), she complicates the simplistic notion that the 

public and private are distinct, opposite positions. The social realm contains actions that 

are both public and private and so constitutes what Alan Wolfe calls a óthird realm,ô 

which simultaneously resembles and rejects the public/private dichotomy.
108

 

 As well as challenging dualistic conceptions of the public and private, Arendt 

also discusses the spheres in the context of increasingly visually oriented Western 

culture, and so reveals one of the many paradoxes pertaining to publicity and privacy. 

Arendt emphasises that visibilityðappearing in publicðóconstitutes realityô because 

being acknowledged by others authenticates our individual actions. In modern, mass 

culture exhibition is so central to conceptions of reality that óeven the twilight which 

illuminates our private and intimate lives is ultimately derived from the much harsher 

light of the public realm.ô
109

 Thus while she posits that in the social realm the private 

sphere is dominant, Arendt also acknowledges that publicity is at the root of our 

everyday experiences. In doing so, her work reveals some of the ómultiplicity of 

concurrent meaningsô that underpins how we use the terms public and private.  

 Arendtôs ótripartiteô model emphasises the difficulty of ófitting modern civil 

society into any dichotomous public/private framework.ô
110

 Defining the period 
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according to binaries is too simplistic. Dennis proposes that the óchallenge of working 

with the concept of modernity is that it forces us to make sense of the messinessô ï in 

this case, what was public and what was private.
111

 Even Sparke, who points to the new 

distinction of the óprivate individual,ô acknowledges that there are ótensions [é] 

ambiguities [éand] paradoxes that defined the relationship between the public and 

private spheres.ô
112

 However, while Arendtôs introducing the social realm addresses the 

limitations of working with the public/private dichotomy, thinking solely about an 

amalgamated sphere belies the differences that exist between the visible and concealed, 

or the state and individual. As Jeff Weintraub acknowledges, the vocabulary of the 

public and private can neither be ósimplified nor usefully avoided.ô
113

 I therefore 

continue to use the terminology of public and private throughout the thesis because the 

two words are broadly useful even though their meanings fluctuate. 

 Another key facet of Arendtôs theorisation of the public and private is the rise of 

mass society, which she suggests undermines the power to organise people into 

collectives with common interests.
114

 Similarly, Habermas sees mass society as a 

divisive, although ultimately more damaging, phenomenon. Habermas cites the 

emergence of capitalism in the sixteenth century (when local markets and trade fairs 

began acting as stock markets and traders simultaneously turned news into a 

commodity) as the main factor in transforming the public and private spheres in modern 

times.
115

 He contends that Londonôs coffeehouse culture in the eighteenth century is a 

paradigm for the ideal, civil, public realm, as the coffeehouses presented an inclusive 

space in which bourgeois men came together as equals to engage in social discourses.
116

 

Thus ó[t]he bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all else as the sphere of 

private people come together as a public.ô
117

 However, by the nineteenth century, the 

two public and private realms merged, with the private, domestic arena dominating all 

elements of public life. As such, Habermasôs argument is congruent with that of Arendt, 

who also makes the case for the expansion of the private sphere. Habermasôs analysis 

differs, though, in that he mourns the ócollapseô and ódecompositionô of his fantasised 

conception of the eighteenth-century public realm.
118

  

There are three crucial problems which scholars including Fraser and Rappaport 

have identified in Habermasôs work. First, unlike Arendt, Habermas describes a modern 

history of the public and private sphere that does not reflect actual circumstances, and 

so he critiques a mass society that is not entirely authentic. For example, he proposes 

that ówomen [é] were factually and legally excludedô from the political public 

sphere.
119

 Yet historians such as Judith Walkowitz demonstrate that in Victorian 
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London women did visibly participate in the public sphere as, among other roles, 

philanthropists, match girls, consumers and Salvation Army workers.
120

 Furthermore, 

Habermas, like other notable scholars including Debord and Adorno (as I elucidate 

further in the next section on óVisual Cultureô), assumes that from the nineteenth 

century onward all consumers are passive. He outlines how the rise of mass media 

coincides with a decline in social discourses about what people see and hear, because 

radio, television and film ódo not require any further discussionsô and encourage 

óabstinence from literary and political debate.ô
121

 In doing so, he ignores the exchanges 

people enact by applauding in cinemas, writing about their opinions in private 

correspondence, discussing media in conversationðas so famously overheard by Mass 

Observation volunteersðand contributing to (albeit commoditised) newspaper letter 

pages. Habermas therefore fails to acknowledge that as media technologies change, so 

too do the forums in which people both publically and privately respond to those media. 

The latest film at the movie theatre might not be discussed in a coffeehouse, but 

children might talk at school, or an actorôs fans in an appropriate magazine.  

Second, Habermasôs work ignores a multiplicity of lived experiences based on 

class, race, sex and gender (which, I argue, occur even within a ómassô society) and so 

he champions bourgeois life at the expense of all other social determinants. Fraser 

surmises that it is precisely because Habermas fails to examine other public spheres that 

he idealises a singular, bourgeois and male-oriented public. She argues his view that 

women were confined to the private sphere is merely ideological, for Habermas óaccepts 

at face value the bourgeois publicôs claim to be the public.ô
122

 Moreover, in her study of 

female consumers in nineteenth-century London, Rappaport suggests that in addition to 

marginalising womenôs experiences, Habermas óinadvertently positions womenôs 

presence in any manifestation of the public as a sign of its collapse and disruption.ô
123

 

Thus Habermas not only leaves out multiple, experiential histories of the public and 

private, but also aligns an acknowledgement of other public narratives with a decline of 

the bourgeois public realm.  

Third, even as he argues that the private sphere expands so as to dominate the 

public, Habermas offers little critical insight into the private sphereôs manifestations in 

the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. As Wolfe points out, Habermasôs version of 

privacy leaves little room for friends or family, and relies on the notion that a public 

forum in which citizens engage in social discourses is preferable to any privately 

constituted sphere.
124

 Habermas describes the private as a realm of domesticity, 

household affairs and intimacy. However, his work focuses so intently on definitions of 
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the public that readers are left in the dark about formations of family life and how the 

private is affected by the rise of mass society in practice. 

Nevertheless, despite warranting criticism, Habermasôs theorisation of the public 

and private spheres is still useful in that his work references many different fields 

(including architecture, law and psychology) within which the public/private dichotomy 

emerges in everyday life. For example, he explains the contradictions between public 

and private economic interests in formulating nineteenth-century law.
125

 He addresses 

the reconfiguration of roads that do not encourage either public gatherings or private 

protection, and architectural changes to houses that feature fewer dividing walls and so 

create confusion between the private home and public street.
126

 Habermas also cites 

psychology as a new field of exploration in the nineteenth century codified by 

conceptions of public and private.
127

 His real-world examples imply multifaceted uses 

of the two terms and my own work follows in a similar vein: for instance, in Chapters 

One and Three I refer to laws that respectively determine public and private rights to 

property ownership, and to womenôs access to the public realm of work. In Chapters 

Two and Three, I discuss connections between psychology and privacy. Thus I argue 

that Habermasôs work (perhaps inadvertently) elucidates multiple arenas of public life 

(where his examples pertain to lived experiences and actions) more clearly than an 

ideological public sphere. 

As such, his work has commonalities with that of Richard Sennett, who 

explicitly examines public ólifeô rather than the public ósphereô.
128

 Sennett argues that 

public life has diminished (we witness óthe fall of public manô) in favour of private life, 

which now disproportionately influences all acts and roles that people perform. His 

work focuses on human actions in everyday life and he compares society to a theatre, in 

which all actions are performed before an audience.
129

 His concept of public life 

therefore takes place in a public sphere that is dependent on performance and visibility, 

in which even once private, domestic acts are publically displayed (what Karen Chase 

and Michael Levenson refer to as the óspectacle of intimacyô).
130

 Sennettôs attentions to 

the visible, the everyday and the historical underpin my approach to historical narratives 

about visual culture and daily life throughout the thesis. Privacy for Sennett is where we 

seek out ówhat is authentic in our feelings,ô and attempt to know the self; the private is a 

psychological realm that is invisible because it concerns thought rather than visible 

action. Yet, like Habermas, Sennett does not clearly define private life ï perhaps in part 

because the private, as opposed to the public, is necessarily invisible, and therefore 

unknowable.  
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While Sennettôs formulation lends credence to my argument that privacy can 

pertain to an interior psychological space, his focus on public life excludes a detailed 

analysis of the intimate. Michelle Perrot, whose edited volumes investigate private life 

in France and Britain, suggests that historically scholars avoided the topic because 

ópublic figures were the heroes and makers of the only history worth recounting: the 

grand history of states, economies, and societies.ô
131

 She also indicates that owing to the 

private realmôs intrinsic invisibility, private life is a difficult subject for historians to 

access. However, Perrot champions the private as a ólegitimate object of studyô.
132

 

Many feminist scholars argue that the private sphere (often equated with the domestic) 

is a domain that reveals narratives about womenôs lives.
133

 For example, Davidoff and 

Hall identify the separate spheres as ideological constructs that determined particular 

spaces as gendered for the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century middle classes.
134

 The 

private sphere represents the womanôs realm of the home, a domestic space separate 

from both business and employment. Meanwhile the public sphere is conceptualised as 

masculine, and was occupied by men who earned money and contributed to state, rather 

than just familial, affairs. The idea of óspheresô spatially organises men and womenôs 

experiences as distinct from one another: females inhabited interiors and were contained 

within the home, while males frequented the outside world and enjoyed the 

accompanying freedoms of mobility. 

However, scholars such as Walkowitz, Rendell and Rappaport articulate more 

fluid spheres. Rappaportôs work examines how peopleôs conceptions of the public realm 

(which encompasses the political, discursive, entertaining and bodily) changed between 

the mid-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries according to womenôs transforming 

shopping habits. Throughout her exploration, Rappaport emphasises two 

methodological imperatives. First is for historians to recognise that contemporary 

notions about the public and private are different from ours today. For example, she 

cites middle-class Victorian Britons, who recognised the public sphere as constituting 

any physical space outside the home.
135

 Accordingly, I trace how the public and private 

historically were conceived throughout the thesis ï particularly in Chapter One, which 

navigates through changing notions of the two spheres by way of psychoanalysis, óshell 

shockô in the First World War, notions of celebrity and press intrusion in the 1930s, and 

Second World War state secrets. Second, Rappaport advocates scholars taking a neutral 

stance on consumer culture that neither champions advertising as emancipatory, nor 

dismisses commodification as wholly negative.
136

 I take a similar approach to thinking 

about separate spheres by discussing the tensions and transferences between the two. 
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There is debate among scholars as to how useful the concept of separate spheres 

(even as changeable, rather than fixed, realms) is in helping us understand the past. On 

one hand is a historical argument (see Walkowitz or Rappaport on women in the public 

sphere); on the other hand is a theoretical reading of the spheres that argues against so 

clear-cut a division. For example, Jane Rendell proposes that the origins of an ideology 

that ódivides city from home, public from private, production from reproduction, and 

men from womenô is fundamentally patriarchal and capitalist.
137

 As such, the 

public/private dichotomy cannot accurately reflect any lived experiences except of those 

of bourgeois men. Furthermore, Miriam Glucksmann sees the public and private spheres 

not as separate but interrelated.
138

 This contention forms part of a wider argument in her 

work that historians need to move beyond ódualistic modes of theoretical analysisô: that 

is, thinking about situations as óand/bothô rather than simply óeither/or.ô
139

 

Fraser challenges the notion of binaries even further when she acknowledges not 

only the intersections between the two realms, but also a ónexus of multiple publics.ô
140

 

She argues that by rejecting the patriarchal conception of a single, bourgeois public, we 

legitimate public spheres that incorporate various cultures, genders and classes. Her 

work is particularly pertinent with regard to my own conception of publicity and 

privacy, for my chapters explicitly address how different classes (in ambulance trains) 

and genders (for instance, women travellers) experienced the tensions between 

inclusivity and hierarchy manifest in British society. Thus my analysis of both public 

and private spheres (which are ideological) and public and private life (which is 

enacted) offers a ócomplexificationô of the traditional binary.
141

 Drawing on Fraser, by 

way of Arendt and feminist scholars including Walkowitz, Rendell and Rappaport, I 

argue that the public and private are porous realms that often intersect and that publicity 

and privacy refer to multiple fields (such as architecture, law and psychology). 

Moreover, I contend that there are multifarious public spheres that are experienced in 

different ways according to oneôs class, race and gender (for example, royalty vs. the 

working class; subaltern vs. white troops in the First World War; and female vs. male 

rail passengers). As such, notions of the public and private change throughout the thesis, 

for meanings are particular to each case study and therefore to each historical ópublicô 

that the work encounters.  

 Additionally, by focusing on the tensions between the two spheres, I attempt to 

balance an analysis of the public and the private realms. For example, I acknowledge 

there were ebbs and flows between the inside and outside, such as improved lighting, 

camera flashes and portability, which enabled people to photograph and display 
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interiors at the end of the nineteenth century.
142

 The inside was also exposed to the 

outside world when the x-ray rendered the invisible visible. Kern tells us that ó[t]he 

opening up of the interior anatomical terrain of the human body by x-ray was part of a 

general reappraisal of what is properly inside and what is outside the body, the mind, 

physical objects, and nationsô.
143

 Andrew Thacker, in his study of modern literature, 

examines the expression of internal thought in contemporary stream of consciousness 

novels during a similar historical period.
144

 He contends ó[n]arrative techniques such as 

interior monologue [é] offer[ed] a method for moving between inner thoughts and 

outer realityô.
145

 Externalising internal processes also fascinated Cubists, Surrealists and 

psychoanalysts. Newspapers publicised private legal, economic and extra-marital 

affairs.
146

 Public buildings including rail stations and hotels were influenced by 

domestic design practices. And private homes borrowed aesthetics from industrial 

spaces.
147

  

In particular, cinemas and trains created spaces that were neither public nor 

private. In carriage compartments, the passenger inhabited private spaces on public 

transport; in movie theatres, the spectator individually traversed onscreen landscapes 

watched by crowds. One might argue (to borrow Arendtôs language) that the two sites 

are both intimate and social, for in compartments and darkened movie theatres, 

passengers and spectators alike are granted the illusion of intimacy in the social realm. I 

therefore conceptualise the public and private realms of modernity as liminal and 

congruent, rather than separate. Perhaps inevitably in a thesis that primarily explores 

public spaces, the emphasis tends to fall on the visible sphere. Indeed, I argue 

throughout the work that the train and the cinema enabled people in the late nineteenth 

through to mid-twentieth centuries increased access to public space, and that the two 

sites now are paradigms for experiences of mass media and consumption in an 

expanding public sphere.  

 Counter to arguments by Arendt, Habermas, and Sennett, I propose that during 

modernity it was publicity, not privacy, which exerted a greater influence on everyday 

life. In doing so, I evoke Arendtôs assertion that exhibition is the core motivation behind 

private actions, and also the óspectacle of intimacyô first alluded to by Sennett and 

revisited by Chase and Levenson.
148

 I do not seek to counter arguments about the 

extension of the private realm through the increasing publicity of once domestic 

matters. Rather, I contend that the sheer scale of the changes wrought by modernity 

enhanced possibilities for people to encounter publics outside their own. For instance, 

Rappaport, unlike Habermas (who viewed consumption as leading to the decline of the 
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public sphere), suggests that, ósome feminist entrepreneurs and activists viewed [mass 

consumption] as opening up new possibilities for engaging in, and reconfiguring 

notions of, the public sphere.ô
149

 Mass society, mass media, communication and 

consumption all necessarily enlarged the visible world and so created more 

opportunities for different publics to intersect. 

Throughout his work on the public and private, Habermasôs account of mass 

mediaôs impact on the public sphere is contradictory. On one hand, he argues that ó[t]he 

world fashioned by the mass media is a public sphere in appearance onlyô because mass 

media suppress the need for public discussion central to his conception of the 

eighteenth-century public realm.
150

 On the other hand, he asserts that the rise of the 

mass press extended the public sphere. My contention that the train and the cinema 

(both of which I consider mass media) expanded the public sphere draws more on the 

latter assertion. I take the position because Habermasôs proposition that eighteenth-

century óproducts of cultureô were available to the public in óthe reading room and the 

theatre, in museums, and at concertsô fundamentally undermines his distinction between 

eighteenth-century and mass media.
151

 The spaces he references were not publically 

accessible, but allowed only limited entry according to class, race and gender. Even in 

1928, Woolf wrote that she was denied access to the libraries at Oxford or Cambridge 

because she was a woman.
152

 Bearing in mind the historic barriers that prevented vast 

swathes of British peoples from entering ostensibly public spaces, the train and the 

cinema by contrast offered mass society greater access to the óproducts of cultureô 

housed within the carriage or auditorium.  

Habermasôs fantasy of the coffee house ónot merely made access to the relevant 

circles less formal and easier; it embraced the wider strata of the middle class, including 

craftsmen and shopkeepersô.
153

 But in both actual, as well as imagined, railway and 

movie theatre spaces a greater proportion of the population was invited to encounter 

cultural products, which were aimed at the masses, rather than just the bourgeois public. 

Rail coaches and auditoriums did not necessarily constitute an emancipatory, or even 

inclusive, public sphere ï as I elaborate throughout the thesis, the spaces frequently 

were subject to hierarchical and patriarchal tendencies. Yet trains and cinemas offered 

different classes, races and genders the possibility of sharing a space, or, vicariously, a 

route or destination. A common experience therefore united potentially disparate 

individuals: as Schivelbusch describes, the train óbrought people together both spatially 

and socially.ô
154

 Thus while both railway carriages and movie theatres are public and 
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private spaces, the train and the cinema enabled people to access an increasingly public 

space because the two sites were environments housing multiple publics. 

In the thesis, the chapters focus on different case studies, each of which 

articulates a different example of a ópublicô. The multifarious publics examined 

throughout the work comprise British subjects; medical staffs on First World War 

ambulance trains (as well as the people left behind on the home front); women rail 

travellers, railway workers, cinema spectators and movie theatre employees; and 

audiences in cinema trains. In exploring the case studies, I investigate four main 

manifestations of the public/private dichotomy. These are: spatial (configured as inside 

and outside); visual (framed as the visible or invisible); informative (that which is made 

public or kept private); and psychological (the bodily exterior vs. the cognitive interior). 

I begin in Chapter One by establishing a broad history of the public and private between 

1895 and 1948. The chapter provides an overview of the major cultural and 

technological changes that underpin the other three case studies by focusing in 

particular on spatial and visual iterations of the public and private realms. 

In Chapter One, óthe publicô refers to the British subjects before whom the royal 

family appeared in an investigation of both actual, and onscreen representations of, 

royal trains. In doing so, I demonstrate that private space was equated with domesticity 

(for example, the train was portrayed as a travelling home), and public space with the 

performance of state duties (such as military salutes enacted on railway platforms). 

Accordingly, the chapter describes distinctive óseparateô spheres. However, the chapter 

also reveals how the boundaries between the two realms became blurred. For instance, 

the transport spaces inhabited by the private, Victorian monarchy were not exposed on 

film or in print; yet in George Vôs reign, newsreels and newspapers exhibited pictures 

from inside royal trains and ships. Private space was therefore transgressed in the name 

of public interest and once invisible domestic spaces were visually exposed for national 

scrutiny. As such, journalists granted British subjects greater access to the royals by 

interrogating the sovereignôs private life in public forums. Thus I argue that concurrent 

with the royalsô increasing visibility in public, news media undermined the legitimacy 

of the monarchôs power by rendering the Windsors ordinary in the public imagination.  

In addition, Chapter One examines how the public and private had varying 

connotations for different people dependent on class, gender and ethnicity. For example, 

the chapter indicates how gender impacted on oneôs experience of the public realm by 

analysing the representation of public women. Victoria (the only queen between 1895 

and 1948) was publically depicted as the most domestic, private monarch of the period, 
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while Wallis Simpsonôs public appearances were couched in misogynistic terms. The 

chapter therefore supports Fraserôs argument that there are multiple publics by 

addressing how even within two ostensibly distinct groups (the royals and British 

subjects) people experienced the world contrarily to one another.  

Chapter Two concentrates on First World War ambulance trains, and also 

explores how two public groups were divided from one another and from within by 

notions of publicity and privacy. Here, I focus on those who served on the trains, as well 

as those who only encountered the vehicles in media on the home front, and I maintain 

my emphasis on spatial and visual experiences of the public and private. I think about 

the proximity of private individuals both to one another and to military action, and also 

investigate how depictions of the vehicles in news media influenced public responses to 

the conflict. I propose that the public/private dichotomy in a wartime context was 

differently imagined than in relation to royal trains. Inside the ambulance coaches, 

domestic space was no longer codified as private but reconfigured by news reports as a 

public sphere wherein people of all classes, backgrounds and genders lived together.  

Moreover, the chapter looks beyond spatial and visual examples of the 

communal and personal to consider how the spread of information contributed to 

forming multiple publics. To do so, I compare both public and private media (for 

example, films exhibited to British audiences on the home front, and secret diaries 

written by ambulance train staffs) and analyse how shared and concealed data impacted 

on different groupsô wartime experiences. For example, public media outlets broadcast 

only state-censored stories in Britain, which divided the public on the home front from 

the staffs on the trains by limiting one groupôs knowledge of the otherôs lives. 

Conversely, the ambulance crews wrote private testimonies that have since been 

published and now alter our perspectives about the war. As such, I argue that histories 

of shared and hidden information not only provide evidence of fluctuations between the 

public and private realms, but also reveal the crucial role of knowledge in forming 

multiple publics.  

óThe publicô investigated in Chapter Three is that of women in the interwar 

through Second World War periods, and so the case study focuses on gendered 

experiences of public and private life. Drawing on feminist scholarship, I investigate 

spatial, visual and psychological iterations of the public and private through the 

patriarchal lens of the óseparate spheres.ô My work both acknowledges, and challenges, 

the notion that the public realm (a space for work) was entirely masculine while the 

private realm was domestic and feminine. I contend that women entered public space 
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through employment at rail firms, film factories and cinemas (among other industries), 

and that the gendered distinction between the spheres was ideological, rather than 

actual. Consequently, my investigation channels earlier scholarship by Walkowitz and 

Rappaport that examines how both moving through communal space, and appearing 

before others, had negative connotations for female participants in the public sphere. 

My research also demonstrates that throughout the period, women passengers and 

spectators who entered employment in the public realm faced danger. In train wrecks or 

celluloid-incited factory fires, women were represented onscreen and in the daily press 

as publically vulnerable. Female passengers and spectators onscreen (who often 

appeared in the role of an amateur detective) faced ridiculeðand even deathðas 

punishment for their public actions.  

Even though in both legal and employment terms women in the interwar and 

Second World War period won growing political support for equality, visual culture 

continued to objectify the female body. Onscreen, women who looked faced dangerous 

consequences and only were saved when consigned to domesticity and marriage. In 

films including Seven Sinners (1936) and The Lady Vanishes (1939), female detectives 

simultaneously end their train journeys and their public lives when they marry their 

respective partners and so return to the private sphere.
155

 However, I make the case that 

by the end of the Second World War, onscreen women occupied a position that 

increasingly was independent of patriarchal concerns about public appearance. 

Ironically, female characters asserted their freedom in the psychological, and thus 

private, realm. Chapter Three therefore explores the public and private through 

cognition, and so builds on allusions to psychology in Chapter Two (which briefly 

discusses the internalisation of wartime experiences through shell shock). I investigate 

how characters such as Alison in A Canterbury Tale (1943) and Joan in I Know Where 

Iôm Going! (1945) think for themselves and refuse to change their opinions despite 

challenges from their male counterparts.
156

 By occupying an invisible, interior space 

inside the mind, onscreen women subvert patriarchal ideology that frames females as 

domesticated.  

 Finally, Chapter Four considers all four iterations of the public and privateð

spatial, visual, informative and psychologicalðand examines how people experienced 

interactions between the public and private in a particular space: the cinema train. Inside 

the movie coach, spectators visited an ostensibly public arena (any person on the train 

could visit the cinema) that was also private, in that the auditorium was closed off to 

members of the public not travelling on the train. On the screen, the filmed world was 
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rendered visible, yet the actual landscape passing by the windows of the carriage was 

invisible. Newsreels commoditised information that appeared to the public in the 

cinema, but the films were screened privately so that not everyone in the train could 

view the news simultaneously (indeed, given the cinemaôs forty-four person capacity, 

not all passengers on a given train could attend the cinema even with multiple 

screenings). And the movies screened inside the coach opened up an imaginary, 

psychological realm that led to audiences (comprised of individuals) experiencing a 

public screening in multifarious, private ways. Thus the chapter attempts to ómake sense 

of the messinessô not only of modernity, but also the public/private dichotomy. The 

fluctuating connections between different manifestations of the public and private 

demonstrate that there is not one simple definition that describes how the terms are 

related. Instead, there are numerous intersections between the public and private that 

exist congruently even within a specific space, and for a particular public.  

 

Visual Culture 

Modernity was a period in which transformations to vision, as well as space, took place. 

The nineteenth century was overflowing with new optical technologies including 

photographic cameras, zoetropes, praxinoscopes, Kinetoscopes and at the turn of the 

twentieth century, cinema. Ward, in her work on Weimar Germany, contends that 

modernity gave rise to ósurface cultureô as ócontent yielded to form, text to image, depth 

to faadeô.
157

 Surface culture valued aesthetics as the primary means of communication 

in a world increasingly filled by mechanically reproduced images. Neon signs, 

billboards and department store window displays commoditised the visual. Scholars 

including Theodor Adorno, Max Horkeimer and Guy Debord contend that mass visual 

culture was pervasive across the globe, and was a means by which people were 

controlled in capitalist economies.
158

 But while this thesis supports the suggestion that 

ósurface cultureô was endemic in cultures beyond Weimer Germany (for example, in 

Britain), I propose that the connections between power and vision is more complex than 

Adorno, Horkeimer or Debord assert. I argue that while people might have succumbed 

to the power of the image as imposed from above, it also is possible that people were 

granted more cultural authority as their access to images increased.  

Adorno and Horkheimerôs work on ómass cultureô suggests that all mass media 

(for examples, film, radio and print) were products designed to influence mass 

populations.
159

 In a later essay, Adorno returned to the topic and made one correction to 

the original text: he insisted that the term óculture industryô replace ómass culture.ô
160
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The change was to ensure readers did not infer that mass culture was something arising 

from óthe masses themselves,ô but was instead imposed top-down by a ruling elite.
161

 

Debordôs theory of the ósociety of the spectacleô draws on Adorno and Horkheimerôs 

work but articulates a more extreme conclusion. He asserts that surface culture was 

comprehensive because all capitalist economies become societies of óspectacleô 

whereby actual, lived things are reduced to representation.
162

 His analysis of visual 

culture finds that the imageôs power is absolute because the spectacle óis the image of 

the ruling economyô and is thus órooted in power which bans other forms of 

expression.ô
163

 Spectacle is universal and insists on selling the masses the idea behind 

spectacle itself: capitalism.
164

 The visual fragments the world so that people are unable 

to distinguish between life and illusion in a system that locates total power within the 

image.
165

 

However, Debord, and Adorno and Horkheimer, fail to acknowledge that the 

masses are implicated in producing images, spectacle and culture. Adorno in particular 

separates ordinary people from modes of production and perpetuates elitist stereotypes 

in his distinction between óhighô and ólow,ô or mass art.
166

 Furthermore, in Debordôs 

assertion that spectacle creates an absolute illusion of power (ófalse consciousnessô) he 

undermines his argument that óman himself produces all the details of his world.ô
167

 The 

systems described by these scholars do not give voice to ordinary people and their daily 

interactions with vision and power. As de Certeau indicates, individualsô appropriations 

of the products of mass culture are unique: films are watched, newspapers read and 

streets traversed in a variety of ways.
168

 By extension, I contend that spectacle is 

representation, and so is open to multiple interpretations that alter the signifying image. 

Michel Foucaultôs work on power relations within society also challenges the notion 

that power is imposed upon the masses. He argues that power ópasses through 

individualsô and is ónot applied to themô.
169

 His contention implies that the connection 

between power and the image is more complex than Debord supposes. 

Wardôs investigation of surface culture offers a more nuanced interpretation of 

visual culture and the locus of power. She asserts that ó[f]or over a hundred years, mass 

cultural phenomena have been growing in importance, taking over from elite structures 

of cultural expression to become sites where real power resides.ô
170

 Her argument 

contradicts Adorno and Debord, for she insists that mass culture gives authority to the 

masses rather than the elite. Conor goes even further by insisting that being looked at, as 

well as looking, was empowering. She argues that within the visually rich environments 

of modern cultures, images of womenôs bodies were commoditised and so rendered into 



 

33 

 

the topographies of urban spaces by patriarchal forces. However, she also considers 

modernity as a period in which ówomen began to negotiate the [é] terms of self-

presentation, prising open their object status to subvert inhibiting effects and exhibit 

themselvesô.
171

 She argues that a newfound self-reflective gaze altered womenôs 

spectatorial practices because the womanôs mirrored look created an illusion of 

femininity, while simultaneously establishing the woman as active in public space.
172

 

Women were able to occupy their own images and in doing so óappear within 

the visual and cultural domain they created.ô
173

 Conorôs assertions demonstrate that 

even in a culture predicated on patriarchal authority over women (which is akin to elite 

manipulation of the masses), power still passed through the female subject who 

contributed to the production of culture. Conor therefore uses theory to outline the 

connections between vision and power, while Ward establishes why visual culture is 

important to historians. My work expands on Ward and Conorôs interpretations by 

offering material, as well as conceptual, evidence that Britainôs increasingly visual 

culture offered ordinary people greater authority within society. Throughout the thesis, I 

articulate the connections between vision, visual culture and power as complicated, yet 

ultimately inclusive.  

 

The Railway 

Vision is central to Schivelbuschôs interrogation of the nineteenth-century railway 

journey.
174

 His cultural history of train travel is rare in a field dominated by scholarship 

on rail engineering, technology and economics. Railway histories fall into two broad 

categories: those concerned with the physicality of building and using railways, and 

those focused on representations of trains in popular culture. A K B Evans and J V 

Gough fall into the first group. They offer an account about the railwayôs genesis from 

seventeenth-century wooden carts on tracks, to the innovative design practices 

implemented by British Rail in the 1960s.
175

 The authors primarily focus on political 

decisions that affected railway geography and travellersô comfort. They use archival 

documentsðincluding government commissioned reports and passengersô lettersðto 

create a comprehensive narrative about how train travel was shaped by outside 

influences including politics, commuting and design.  

Christian Wolmarôs work similarly positions the railway as subject to socio-

political forces, but does not consider the possible impacts of the train on peopleôs 

experiences of everyday life.
176

 His study also begins with seventeenth-century trams 

but ends with the rail networkôs privatisation in 1993. He investigates passengersô 
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experiences through the daily press and advertising and examines how and why rail 

design evolved. Both Evans and Gough and Wolmarôs histories are informative and 

useful. Yet neither of their works recognises the reciprocity between trains on the one 

hand, and British culture on the other.  

Amy Richter infuses her work on the history of womenôs rail travel in the USA 

with an attentiveness to design and gender studies that separates her work from more 

traditional histories.
177

 Richter contends the American railroads were advertised for 

women to challenge the monstrous mechanical image the locomotive had garnered. As 

train travel became more appealing to women, the designs used to furnish the carriages 

did also. She repositions the railwayôs industrial significance in relation to womenôs 

mobility, arguing coach-makers began mimicking domestic design in order to appeal to 

women consumers at the turn of the nineteenth century. Her work thus offers a more 

nuanced railway history that acknowledges the interactions between technology and 

culture.  

In the second category are scholars including Ian Carter, Matthew Beaumont 

and Michael Freeman, and Lynne Kirby.
178

 Carter seeks to redress the mechanically and 

economically weighted balance of rail-related literature in his cultural study. He 

explores the railwayôs depiction in painting, literature and motion pictures. He 

assimilates words and images concerning tracks and trains with a focus on their cultural 

significance: this is a history that avoids obsessing about the technological. But the 

trainôs representation in the dystopian future (for example, the 1965 Fahrenheit 451) 

also evades Carter.
179

 The omission makes for a romanticised view of British railway 

culture that, through Carterôs selectivity, favours a chocolate-box view of the imaginary 

past.  

Kirby also offers a study of represented railway journeys, in her exploration of 

trains and cinema in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries in the USA and 

France.
180

 Her work establishes aesthetic and mechanical connections between film and 

railway histories, proposing that early cinema should be seen in relation to other 

óapparatuses of modernityô.
181

  She also contends that the onscreen train is metonymic 

for wider cultural issues because railways and cinema are conceived as óvehicles for 

national identityô based on consumption.
182

 However, despite arguing the intersections 

between the locomotive and the cinema are socio-politically significant, Kirbyôs 

argument is predicated entirely on representation. She reads the train on the screen as 

metaphor: for her the space of representation does not inform us about, or connect to, 

the materiality of the past. While she offers a comprehensive account of the 
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technologiesô intersecting histories, her psychoanalytic interpretations of railway films 

are disconnected from physical experience. Her work is foremost interested in images, 

and so she does not consider what (evoking de Certeau) people made or did with those 

images in everyday life.  

The railwayôs impact on life in Britain is crucial to Schivelbuschôs exploration 

of train travel. He establishes connections between the train and broader transformations 

to British life (and, to a lesser extent, countries including the USA). In doing so, 

Schivelbusch discusses diverse areas including medicine (with the advent of conditions 

such as órailway spineô and órailway traumaô), glass and steel architecture and the 

distribution of goods and people. His work is therefore concerned with the material 

connections between the train and industry, and the carriage and the body, in a study of 

the railwayôs impact on culture. His argument that the railway óboth diminished and 

expandedô space and also mediated passengersô experiences of the world is concerned 

not only with the technologyôs physical impact, but also with how passengers 

experienced rail journeys.
183

  

Furthermore, Schivelbusch investigates the conceptual changes to time and 

space wrought by the train. For example, he alludes to the visual intersections between 

looking out from a carriage window and looking at a cinema screen. He does so by 

suggesting that montage offers the óclearest expressionô of the óannihilated in-between 

spacesô first created by the train.
184

 Schivelbuschôs work thus provides a crucial 

framework for my own. However, while Schivelbusch examines the railway as a 

singular entity that impacted on the nation, I investigate the specific, everyday 

transformations that train travel created by intervening in peopleôs daily lives. 

 

Cinema and Moving Images 

Just as railway historians are fascinated by visual representation, so, too, film scholars 

are interested in technology, space and time. Both the cinemaôs material and conceptual 

spaces are subject to analysis in publications on subjects as varied as architecture, 

machines and film noir. My work draws on investigations into filmôs materiality (for 

example, celluloid capturing space or the projector controlling time), as I explore how 

cameras exposed interiors in Chapter One, the connections between reality and 

indexicality in Chapter Two, and cinematic architecture in Chapter Four. Furthermore, I 

interrogate cinemaôs spatiality and temporality in my conceptualisation of moving 

images as archives. 
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Giuliana Bruno maps inhabited cinematic spaces in her work on the intersections 

between architecture, cinema and gender.
185

 Bruno argues the need to find new 

perspectives on film. Taking her cues from geography and the visual arts, she expands 

the possibilities for thinking about the medium through interdisciplinarity. Her corpus 

extends from a 1654 novel through to twentieth-century films, and draws on works from 

the United States, Europe and Asia. She contends that motion pictures are both 

architectural and emotive, and so are embodied experiences. The movie is a map both 

real and imagined that enables visitors to travel as tourists through projected onscreen 

spaces. Evoking Schivelbusch, Bruno determines that moving images are ósitesô as well 

as an inhabited ósightsô.
186

 Edward Dimendberg also contributes to the spatial study of 

cinema in his work on film noir in the USA.
187

 He theorises that the film noir cycle 

evokes historic urban spaces through which we can re-live past experiences and practice 

cultural remembrance. Dimendberg, too, attests that we óinhabitô filmic spaces. But 

whereas Bruno explores the spaces beyond the screen as extensions of actual, lived 

spaces, Dimendberg adopts a different approach. He examines the relationship between 

the three-dimensional built environment and its two-dimensional representation on 

screen, maintaining a clear distinction between the two throughout his book.  

Bruno has the viewer assimilated by the moving picture: the viewer is Alice 

throughðeven beyondðthe looking glass. Dimendberg, in line with de Certeauôs 

tactic, encourages viewers to make less interpolative journeys through filmic space, 

inviting them instead to plot real and imagined space on the same map. Both Bruno and 

Dimendberg stake out ways we can move through, and inhabit, filmic spaces. These two 

scholars help define my workôs parameters through making connections between 

moving images, architecture and geography. However, I visualise my research as the 

third circle in a Venn diagram where Bruno and Dimendberg overlap. On the left are 

Bruno and her work on spaces beyond the screen. On the right sits Dimendberg and his 

exploration of historic environments and cinematic memory. Connecting us all is a 

fascination with movies, spatiality and everyday life. But I occupy another space still. 

My work is defined by my reliance on archival sources to help us inhabit the past, as I 

argue that moving images not only have a spatiality of their own, but also open up to us 

historic spaces.  

Mary Anne Doane, like Schivelbusch, contends that technologies in the 

nineteenth century wrought dramatic change on how people experienced both space and 

time.
188

 Photography stopped time dead in its tracks: film speeded it back up again. 

Trains and telephones condensed spaces while light bulbs reconfigured the working 
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day. Doane contends that temporal and spatial fragmentation led to social contingency 

and a dependence on archives to restore continuation (what Derrida calls óarchival 

traumaô).
189

 She argues that cinephilia is an instinctive archival response to the decay of 

celluloid in the onslaught of digital technologies. Her work ultimately considers both 

how films archive time and why we archive film, acknowledging that cinema plays a 

vital role in the processes of collection and preservation. My research, concerned with 

moving images as archives, responds to Doaneôs theory by exploring how cinema 

archives time, spaces and things.  

Films are full of things. The screen is a museum cataloguing objects from 

modernity to the present day: trains, tables, typewriters and airplanes are all scrutinised 

by the camera. Cinema, then, shows us the stuff of everyday life. Bill Brown analyses 

materiality in his work on óthing theoryô.
190

 He contends that we learn to understand our 

cultures and histories through objects, and he problematizes products and forces us to 

question our reliance upon material culture in understanding the world. Friedrich Kittler 

also traces the histories of objects from modernity through to the present day.
191

 He 

incorporates mechanics, economics, critical and cultural theory into a work that archives 

time and human endeavours to temper its rhythm. Kittler argues that each object 

disrupts time and reduces the sensory to a series of patterns, codes or chemical 

processes. His work deconstructs the gramophone, the typewriter and film to lay bare 

our dependence on sensory technologies and their impacts on our cultures. I similarly 

historicise products (for example, carriages or advertisements) and use them to 

understand everyday life on the railway and in cinemas. Moreover, I also engage with 

objects and things through their representations onscreen.  

  

Chapters 

The thesis is structured by four case studies, which organise the chapters. Each chapter 

focuses on different railway spaces that include royal, ambulance and cinema trains. 

The case studies interrogate how particular railway and cinema sites altered everyday 

life for people in Britain, and also how the spaces are connected to broader 

transformations of British culture. Chapters One and Four (royal and cinema trains) 

provide overarching histories of the entire period between 1895 and 1948 ï with my 

work on movie coaches extending into the 1950s. Chapters Two and Three (ambulance 

and passenger trains) investigate more specific timeframes. The ambulance train case 

study concentrates on the First World War (1914-1919), while the passenger chapter 

encompasses both the inter and Second World War periods (1918-1945). The thesis 
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does not take an entirely linear approach to history, but instead offers multiple 

perspectives on the age. 

I propose that readers consider the work as akin to a railway timetable. The 

journey between 1895 and 1948 may at first glance appear straightforward, yet on 

closer inspection there are various routes that enable one to travel from A to B. There 

are junctions, connections and intersections between the chapters that provide readers 

with alternate routes to the Conclusion. For example, the first chapter examines royal 

train travel on film in order to investigate the thresholds between public and private, 

interior and exterior in British media, architecture and ideology. But the royal familyôs 

story does not end with Chapter One: the monarchy appears again in Chapter Two 

inspecting wartime battlefields, and also in Four as newsreel-watching passengers in 

cinema carriages. Similarly, womenôs occupations of rail and cinema spaces are 

explored in Chapter Three. Yet gendered experiences of trains and auditoriums are first 

addressed in Chapters One (Queen Victoria helped popularise rail travel) and Two (Red 

Cross nurses lived in ambulance coaches). The chaptersô arrangement is designed to 

reveal the convergences of, and tensions between, diverse groups of people who all 

experienced and formed British culture.  

óAn Inside Story: Exposing the Royals in British Cultureô not only provides a 

historical overview of the period, but also establishes the main themes that resonate 

throughout the thesis. From early actualités including A Royal Train (1896) through to 

newsreel films including His Majestyôs Tour (1920) and Babies, George V and Mary on 

Train (1920-1930), images of the royal family travelling by rail were pervasive in 

British visual culture.
192

 Throughout the corpus, the sovereigns are represented in 

motion. The films emphasised the monarchsô mobility, as well as the royalsô patriotic 

use of the train, in order to depict the nationôs energy and technological innovation. 

However, at particular historical moments (including George Vôs illness and Edward 

VIIIôs abdication) the sovereigns were portrayed as static figures that were rendered 

obsolete as Britainôs representatives. The films therefore bring to light connections 

between moving, looking and conceptions of modernity. 

The intersections between royal trains and cinema also document the changing 

attitudes toward conventional social hierarchies that once underpinned British culture. 

Over the course of fifty years, the monarchsô trains were transformed from luxurious 

vehicles to ones that reflected wartime austerity. Simultaneously the films made about 

sovereigns were altered as the camera zoomed in from respectful long shots at train 

stations to close-ups that revealed the intimate spaces the royals inhabited. Royal 
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transport increasingly became normalised and after Edward VIIIôs abdication in 1936, 

the familyôs image became ubiquitous. I propose that as media made the royals banal, 

the nation was reconfigured as more equal. The public was given the right to look at 

those who traditionally were privileged surveyors. Furthermore, the chapter is framed 

by an investigation of looking and appearing on thresholds that examines broader 

cultural and ideological transformations to public and private space. 

óñA Train Full of Tragediesò: First World War Ambulance Trains on Filmô 

interrogates the tensions between inclusivity and hierarchy evident in wartime 

formations of national identity. Throughout the war, ambulance trains were described in 

the trade press (for example, Railway Gazette), daily national newspapers and 

newsreels. Films including Behind the Lines with Our French Ally (1917), Care of Our 

Wounded (1918) and The Wonderful Organisation of the RAMC (1916) encouraged 

viewers on the Home Front to focus on the care provided for wounded soldiers.
193

 In a 

period before the British government fully recognised the potential for cinematic 

propaganda, the ambulance train newsreels offered positive narratives about salvation 

and egalitarian treatment on the Western Front. Amid the sepia hues of the celluloid, the 

white coach interiors, Red Cross uniforms and beds inside the trains all represented the 

nationôs superior, sanitary medical services.  

The chapter examines how both public and private discourses exaggerated 

classlessness and inclusivity, while simultaneously maintaining divisions between those 

at the front and those at home. Moreover, an investigation of the personal testimonies 

written on board the trains, and the films made about the caregiving vehicles, exposes 

that whiteness was a topos shared by both media. On one hand, the films depict female 

nurses, working class privates and upper-class officers all inhabiting carriages together. 

On the other, a visual motif of whiteness erases subaltern troops from wartime 

narratives. Together, cinematic and written representations of ambulance trains reveal 

not only that propagandistic movies are valuable archives of everyday life, but also the 

significance of the war in transforming social hierarchies.  

While suffrage was expanded following the First World War to include females, 

women still were not given the same voting rights as men. As consumers, womenôs 

participation in public life was essential both to the economy, yet females were treated 

by society as inferiors to their male counterparts. Chapter Three (óPorters, 

Projectionettes and Private Investigators: Womenôs Occupations of Railways, Cinemas 

and Screensô) investigates the opposition between the controlled female body and the 

emancipated woman consumer in British culture between 1919 and 1945. The chapter 
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connects womenôs access to work with their ability to purchase commodities such as 

travel and visual entertainment, arguing that women and men differently experienced 

modernity because mobility and vision were gendered activities. I contend that carriages 

and auditoriums were crucial in opening up new possibilities for female consumers to 

travel. However, cultural anxieties persisted about women accessing rail and cinema 

spaces, revealing the frictions between capitalist inclusivity and patriarchal 

exclusiveness.  

The chapter examines three case studies: female workers on railways, women 

employed as projectionists, and female train passengers represented onscreen in order to 

examine how gender ideology was altered by the leisure industryôs mobile and visual 

technologies. This transformation to womenôs status is registered in an extensive canon 

of fiction films in the period, from The Wrecker through to I Know Where Iôm Going!, 

which document female travellersô increasing control over their destinies.
194

 The 

collectionôs overarching narrative about womenôs independence is also linked to 

broader historical debates about female participation in society as a result of political 

intervention, and transformations in capitalism and war. Using mail trains as an 

analogy, I argue that on railways, in cinemas and onscreen women were changed from 

parcels carried by rail to autonomous passengers who determined where they went and 

what they saw. In doing so, I propose that working on, and entering, carriages and 

auditoriums changed not only how women moved and looked, but also how females 

were perceived in public space.  

In Chapter Four, óInside the Cinema Train: Archiving Modernity and Everyday 

Life,ô I rediscover the architectural intersection between the railway and the movie 

theatre that made literal the much theorised connections between passengers and 

spectators. The chapter frames the history of the film carriage in a narrative about 

mobile cinemas and spectatorship, from early Bioscopes, via Russian agit-trains in the 

1920s, through to film carriages in the 1950s. I argue the British movie coach was built 

not only to increase the LNERôs profits amid competition for fares, but also to 

contribute to the nationôs self-projected modernity. As such, the chapter pays particular 

attention to the cinema trainôs role in promoting Britainôs technological innovation for 

an international audience. I do this by analysing the newsreel pictures shown on the 

movie coach, for example New Berth for Bananas (1938) and Their Majesties Tour in 

Lanarkshire (1938), which are connected to empire, industry and foreign trade.
195

  

I also use an extant British Pathé film, and articles in the daily press, to 

reconstruct the space inside the railway auditorium, examining who visited it and how 
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people inhabited the space. I argue that while the cinema train was an inclusive, modern 

technology, the space commoditised moving and looking in complex ways. Consumers 

were positioned as passengers and spectators and so were divorced from, rather than 

integrated into, their journeys, rendering the technology redundant. As a result, the 

movie coach now enables us to investigate the nationôs experiences of modernity as 

well as Britainôs industrial and political decline at an international level.  

Throughout the thesis, I contend that films shape archival practices by offering 

us alternative perspectives on the past. I propose that old technologies let us see in new 

ways the world as it used to be, as we are able to reinvestigate modernity through the 

periodôs defining machines. The railways and cinema are not only connected, but also 

connect us now to the times and spaces from which the technologies emerged. The 

thesis thus offers a cultural history of the train and filmôs impacts on everyday life that 

is crucial to our understanding formations of British culture that resonate still in our 

lives today.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

AN INSIDE STORY:  

EXPOSING THE ROYALS IN BRITISH CULTURE  

 

 

The 1896 film Royal Train exposed the arrival of the monarch at a rail station in Britain 

on celluloid for the first time.
1
 The movie only now exists as an eleven-second fragment 

and the camera frustratingly remains distant from its subject; it is thus impossible to see 

a royal person emerging from the train. The locomotive bears the Prince of Walesôs 

three-feather insignia and expectant crowds bustle around the platform, suggesting the 

appearance of a high-ranking royal. However, while the film reveals the stationôs 

exterior spaces and the waiting spectators, the footage conceals the carriageôs interior 

and the travelling royal from view. Although Royal Train is incomplete, the cameraôs 

position on the threshold between the outside and in, the visible and the invisible, set a 

precedent for royal newsreel footage in which kings, queens and their retinues arriving 

and departing from train stations became a staple feature in British cinemas. Emerging 

from and disappearing inside carriages, Queen Alexandra (the wife of Edward VII) and 

subsequent royals always appeared between interior and exterior realms; royal bodies 

were visible just at the moment the figures were lost from sight, seamlessly moving 

between communal and personal sites.  

 Films about royal train travel make tangible the fluid boundaries between the 

public and private spheres. Moreover, newsreel clips about royal trains reveal how 

imperative transport technologies were in shaping perceptions of the monarchy, and by 

proxy the nationôs, modernity. While by the late-nineteenth century the British royal 

family formed a óconstitutional monarchyô that wielded little actual power in terms of 

policy-making, the sovereign still was a vital figurehead that represented the state.
2
 As 

such, the royalsô onscreen representation was connected to that of the nation. 

Throughout the corpus (which consists of both actualités and newsreel footage), the 

monarchsô occupations of space, and the sites that they inhabited, were imperative in 

determining public discourses about Britainôs self-projected modernity. Depictions of 

how the royals moved, where they travelled and whom they looked at, all in turn 

influenced how the monarchy, and by the proxy the country, were perceived both at 

home and throughout the empire.  

 Sovereigns from Alexandra to George V frequently were represented in popular 

culture journeying by train. The locomotive, a quintessentially British invention, 
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delineated the royal family as a national institution while simultaneously positioning the 

head of state in an everyday space. During George VIôs reign, cameras crept ever closer 

to the monarchs while the royals inhabited ostensibly inclusive railway carriages, 

suggesting that the illusion of shared experience was essential to the sovereignôs public 

image. Audiences visually were able to access, and also vicariously move through, the 

same carriages as the monarch. However, Edward VIIIôs reign was characterised by 

stasis: the royal who had travelled by train, ship, airplane and car was confined to a 

remote estate during the 1936 abdication scandal. And, during the Second World War, 

George VI was concealed on board his train from public view amid heightened security, 

resulting in the personification of the state shifting from the royal family to the Prime 

Minister, Winston Churchill. As such, the royal train newsreel items not only register 

intersections between moving and looking, but also how crucial motion and visual 

appearances were in shaping conceptions of the nationôs technological advancement. 

Between 1896 (when Queen Victoria first appeared on film) and the end of the 

Second World War in 1945, cameras revealed ever more intimate details about the 

private railway spaces occupied by the royal family. The British monarchy had long 

inhabited the visible, public realm. Ann Clark describes how, in the eighteenth century, 

royal gossip was disseminated among the middle and upper classes in newspapers, 

pamphlets and caricatures, and reached the working class via satirical ballads.
3
 Hence 

the monarchyôs public image undermined the institutionôs authority. Indeed, Michel 

Foucault asserts that between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, juridical systems 

lead to the ódemocratisation of sovereigntyô.
4
 During the middle years of Victoriaôs 

reign, the Queen retreated into a private arena; she travelled incognito and inhabited 

peripheral homes rather than crown estates. However, there was a public appetite for 

visual stimuli, which was exacerbated throughout the nineteenth century by new optical 

apparatus, such as the zoetrope and the camera. Visual technologies emphasised the 

importance of appearing in public, and by 1898 the British royal family reportedly were 

the most photographed in Europe.
5
 

The increasing visibility of the royal family in the first three decades of the 

twentieth century was, therefore, a cultural rediscovery of a public monarchy and a 

reaction to the privately configured sovereignty of the Victorian era. I propose that 

between 1896 and 1945, the balance of visual authority shifted from sovereigns to the 

British people, who not only were able to gaze back at the royal family in the daily 

press, but also in movie theatres. The nineteenth century was, according to Karen Chase 

and Michael Levenson, óthe first great age of information [é] awash in text, imagery 
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and insinuation.ô
6
 The commodification of communications through newspapers and 

newsreels excited a public interest in private lives. What once went on behind closed 

doors was now exposed in print and on celluloid. Britainôs free press and almost 

uncensored newsreels were at liberty to push the boundaries of private exposure in the 

public domain.
7
  

There are three reasons why the history of royal train journeys onscreen is vital 

to our understanding how public and private spaces were both materially and 

conceptually experienced in Britain. First, there is a vast canon of films that depict royal 

personages entering and exiting train carriages. The royalsô daily lives were performed 

in public spaces, and therefore made ideal subject matter for filmmakers who did not 

have to find actors or script scenes. Films from the 1911 Queen Alexandra to the 1939 

Her Majesty Inspects Casualty Train numbered in the hundreds.
8
 The recurring railway 

motif served not only to portray the royals as sympathetic characters who were in touch 

with ordinary people, but also reinforced the monarchyôs authority by alluding to the 

trainôs speed and mechanical superiority. The locomotive was in turn connected to the 

nationôs self-projected international image, as stories about the royalsô movements on 

the railways often were incorporated into broader narratives about the familyôs travels 

within the empire. Consequently, the train was an important trope in films about the 

monarchyðthe nationôs embodied representativesðthat signified Britainôs supremacy 

on a global stage.  

Second, the monarch not only was subject to public discourses in film and print, 

but also ruled over subjects. Hence an examination of the royal family enables us to 

articulate the tensions between seeing and being seen that underpinned a growing 

market for commoditised images. On one hand, the body was visually reproduced in 

photographs and on film, inviting others to look upon the self. On the other, as Janet 

Ward illustrates in her work on ósurface culture,ô modernity made the visual available 

for mass consumption through media including advertising, movies and department 

store displays, so those who were looked at were also engaged in looking back.
9
 With 

the cinemaôs advent in 1895, the royal family was bound in this reciprocal act of 

spectatorship. For example, in 1919, Edward (the Prince of Wales) inspected troops 

during public engagements in Canada.
10

  In cinemas, the audience for Prince of Wales 

in Canada, Part One inspected Edward, too, and the reflective nature of the gaze 

between the Prince and the public altered how the monarchy was perceived.  

Media representations were vital to the royalsô survival because public 

appearance and mobility were tangible and therefore órealô to spectators.
11

 Indeed, the 
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royal familyôs decline in popularity following Edward VIIIôs abdication coincided with 

the monarchyôs stasis and invisibility. However, mechanically reproduced images also 

exposed the familyôs private lives. Richard Sennett contends that owing to óbehavioural 

and ideological confusions between the two realmsô political figures only appear 

credible when óthe superimposition of private upon public imageryô occurs.
12

 Thus in 

George Vôs reign, the King was represented in a domestic role (for example, sitting 

aboard a toy train among children in Royal Tourists at Wembley) in order to assert his 

authority as the nationôs fatherly ruler.
13

 Yet during Edward VIIIôs short tenure as 

monarch, the Kingôs private life was revealed in the public domain in unprecedented 

detail, as the abdication story engulfed British media. The more ordinary people saw 

behind the façade of royal duty, the less credible Edward appeared. The monarchyôs 

trajectory throughout the period therefore coincided with that of rail and cinema, in that 

popularity was followed by relative decline. 

Third, because royal trains onscreen register transformations taking place in 

society, the films are vital to a broader history of British culture. Newsreels about the 

monarchôs rail journeys reveal the frictions between hierarchy and democracy, tradition 

and modernity, which were prevalent throughout the period. The royals represented a 

patriarchal system that predated the machine age, yet the train and the cinema were 

new. While the family, and so the nation, were modernised through association with the 

technologies, there remained a palpable tension between the usually inclusive space of 

the train and the elitism customary to royal travel. Similarly, the tensions between the 

public and private were manifest in the films. Throughout the period, the camera 

advanced ever closer to the royal subjects, opening up interior spaces to the outside 

world and exposing more intimate details about the familyôs life. The thresholds 

between inside and out were not only made visible by the monarchs who crossed back 

and forth from station to carriage, onscreen to off-screen, but also by the British mediaôs 

insistence on revealing private information in the public realm. 

The chapter is divided into four sections framed by monarchsô reigns. The first 

focuses on Victoria (1837-1901, with a post-1895 bias) and Edward (1901-1911). I 

situate the monarchs on the threshold between public and private, as the royals enjoyed 

a deified status as aspirational domestic figures in British media. I explore the royalsô 

representations in a both a pre- and post-cinematic world, and show how these private 

individuals were represented in public life. Furthermore, I discuss congruent 

technological changes in Britain that altered both motion and vision, and conceptions of 

the public and private. The second section examines the reign of George V (1911-1936), 
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and the third concentrates on Edward, the Prince of Wales and Britainôs óAmbassador of 

Empireô. George V and his sons were filmed travelling across Britain and the empire, as 

mass media increasingly blurred the boundaries between private life and public duty.   

New technologies transformed how people perceived the monarchy, as George 

and his heir embraced onscreen appearances. However, the Princeôs mobility was 

greater than that of his father and so Edwardôs public appearances eclipsed those of the 

King. The fourth section refers both to Edward VIII (1936) and George VI (1936-1952). 

Edwardôs status was transformed by his abdication, and the royal familyôs onscreen 

representation was altered by the Kingôs sudden immobility. I investigate how the 

familyôs image was changed by public revelations of intimate details in the abdication 

scandal, and how a wartime politician usurped the Kingôs symbolic status as leader. 

Finally, I conclude by interrogating how power was configured through spectatorship. I 

contend the authority of the inspecting gaze was linked to films about royal trains, in 

which rail and cinematic technologies converged to make the nation more inclusive. 

  

Victoria and Edward  

In 1842, Victoria travelled for the first time by train. At this time, the railway was 

associated with dirt, the destruction of homes, and danger. Some passengers were said 

to experience nervous conditions caused by travelling at high speed, while others 

suffered physical complaints (for example, órailway spineô) brought about by jolting 

carriages.
14

 The locomotive was the ófiery Devil,ô a machine that ate up humans and 

ócast [étheir] mutilated fragments in the air.ô
15

 Yet, at her husbandôs behest, the 

monarch journeyed from Windsor to Paddington in a train driven by Isambard Kingdom 

Brunel.
16

 Victoriaôs rail journey established the railway as accepted transportation for 

ordinary passengers in Britain. A retrospective article in The Illustrated London News 

determined that ó[t]he Queenôs patronage did much to popularise the new mode of 

travel.ô
17

 If the railway was safe for Victoria, it was safe for the people, too. Through 

her privileged status, the Queen (with a hint of irony) helped democratise the train. 

Throughout her reign, the Queen used trains to travel across Britain and Europe 

on private, as well as public, business. Victoria was the head of an expanding empire 

with colonies extending around the globe, and as Britainôs national representative she 

was central to conceptions of British identity. Yet her seclusion from public lifeð

following the death of her husband Albert in 1861ðearned her the nickname óThe 

Great Unseenô.
18

 The Queen seldom inhabited official royal residences (for example, 

Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle), choosing instead her privately owned, remote 
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properties at Balmoral in Scotland, and Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. She 

existed on both the geographical and social peripheries, inhabiting marginal territories 

instead of Crown Estates, and eschewing public life. 

Other members of the royal family engaged with the British public in Victoriaôs 

absence; for example, the Duke and Duchess of York (Victoriaôs grandson, who was 

later George V, and his wife Mary) appeared in the daily press on a trip to Salford in 

1896. The Manchester Guardian recounted the coupleôs popularity and the crowdôs 

ógeneral movement to ñclose-upò around the Royal [road] carriage.ô
19

 People wanted 

not only to catch a glimpse of the Duke and Duchess, but also to get close to the royal 

persons. Proximity made for a better story to share with family and friends, while 

simultaneously connecting the public to the nationôs figureheads. The Duke and 

Duchess were óvisiblyô pleased by the crowdôs response. As performers, the royals 

ensured their private feelings were externalised for the public. Moreover, the couple 

reportedly travelled in an open-top carriage. This removed them from the people by 

enclosing the royals in a private, mobile space, while also enabling George and Mary to 

remain in public sight. That was, until the Duchess raised her umbrella in the rain. The 

newspaper describes how a supporter begged Mary to óput it down, please!ô so as to ólet 

the people see [her].ô
20

 She reportedly obliged and sat in the drizzle without cover. 

Whatever her private feelings about the situation, her duty was to the public gaze.  

As their trip ended, the Duke paid tribute to the mayor while óstanding at the 

door of the royal saloon.ô
21

 The public were given a glimpse of the royals on a 

threshold, with the article suggesting that George and Mary had come, but also were 

going. The couple were separated from the crowd by the train, and so remained 

peripheral, and their implied movement distinguished them from the static crowd. 

Furthermore the royalsô representation in vehicles connected them to technologies that 

produced speed, an important association for the representatives of modern Britain. That 

the royals were only seen in glimpses, even by newspaper journalists, also attested to 

the familyôs social standing. The monarchôs partial availability turned witnesses into 

honoured spectators, reinforcing the notion that while the monarch performed as a 

public servant, the royals also were privileged, private individuals whose lives always 

were in motion.  

Royal train carriages offered a balance in the dichotomy of looking and being 

looked at. The train traditionally was looked out from, not stared into. For example, 

while ó[a] few of the privileged spectators were enabled to peep into th[e] sumptuous 

saloonô used to convey Princess Maud on her honeymoon in 1896, the general 
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population were not able to access the space.
22

 Rail transportation was an experience 

shared by many but the specially designed royal carriages were inhabited only by a few. 

Nevertheless, that same year the coming of cinema was to offer spectators more 

opportunities to view the monarchsô coaches. Royal Train featured the Prince of 

Walesôs insignia, so makes an unlikely candidate as the first film to feature Victoria 

using the railway. But she was recorded on camera in her Highland home at Balmoral 

on October 3, her diary entry for that day suggesting she had previous experience of the 

filmmaking process, ówhich makes moving pictures by winding off a reel of films.ô
23

 

Within a year of filmôs birth, the royal family already was performing for the camera, 

evidence of how crucial appearing in moving images was in establishing the sovereignôs 

(and the nationôs) modernity. 

The royalsô movements between public and private spaces courted media 

attention. And, while Victoria shied away from performing civic duties, she still 

extensively travelled, and her journeys were recorded in British media. The Queen 

remained unseen, but through articles in the daily press she was seen to be in motion. 

On holidays, Victoria travelled incognito: with an assumed name and minus the 

formality of state involvement, her privacy was maintained through emulating 

behaviours exhibited by the ordinary public. On incognito trips Victoria was 

represented on the margins between monarch and subject, exemplified by her first visit 

to Nice. While Victoria desired óto avoid unnecessary display,ô óevery eye was eagerly 

turnedô to watch her incoming train.
24

 The pressôs portrayal of the Queen as a royal 

commoner was as much a spectacle as her usual progress, for she still travelled in the 

sovereignôs train with attendant staff. 

The Queenôs visit to France in 1897 further reveals the intersections between 

public and private that characterised her depiction in the daily press. On March 12, 

Victoria travelled to Noisy-le-Sec as the Countess of Balmoral.
25

 Her chosen moniker 

concealed her identity while simultaneously exposing it, suggesting that although she 

was on private business, Victoria still was to be treated as a public leader. Her train 

stopped in an unremarkable rail junction to facilitate a meeting with the French 

President, Felix Faure, who wore plain, rather than ceremonial, clothes to acknowledge 

the Queenôs incognito status.
26

 Because the meeting was a private one, no spectators 

(save journalists, but no filmmakers or photographers) were admitted to the station 

platform.
27

 And yet, to greet the Countess of Balmoral, a band was at the ready to 

perform óGod Save the Queenô.
28

 The President was invited inside the Queenôs royal 
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saloon for a private conversation, which a journalist at The Daily Telegraph reported 

was held in French, with the subject remaining a secret.
29

  

In her journal, Victoria wrote that she remarked to Faure óthat the present was a 

very anxious time, and that political affairs seemed very difficultô.
30

 The conference 

between the two leaders ostensibly was private. But the Queenôs diary shows public 

matters were discussed. The train, which shielded Victoria from public view on her trips 

around Britain, also concealed the monarchôs personal involvement in public affairs. 

The Telegraph reporter wrote that ó[a] more interesting spectacle could scarce be 

imagined.ô
31

 The exhibition so vital to royal mobility was exacerbated by the congruent 

display and masking of the carriage. Interiorityðwhat was imagined, and what 

happened inside spaces that were not seenðoffered an alternative kind of spectacle. 

Also in 1897, public displays took centre stage when Victoria celebrated her  

Diamond jubilee. The jubilee events were expected to attract larger numbers to London 

than any public holiday held before.
32

 Tourists travelled by train to see the royal 

procession, but how and where people watched from became problematic amid the 

crowds. As a result, landlords in the capital commoditised their buildingsô interiors to 

visitors wanting a good view. In a letter to a national newspaper, W H Ryan of Borough 

described how he was asked by his landlord to vacate a rented property over the jubilee 

weekend. As a goodwill gesture, Ryanôs proprietor offered to share any money made óin 

the event of the windows [of the house] being let.ô
33

 As the British leisure industry 

expanded, even public spectacle was for sale. The sight of the royals was commoditised 

and afforded those with a view economic power over those without. Yet on film (British 

Pathé filmed the jubilee procession), the Queen barely was visible, as a parasol, and the 

traditional pageantry of horse-drawn carriages and bunting, shielded her from view.
34

  

The Great Western Railway (GWR) presented Victoria with a new train to mark 

her sixtieth year on the throne. There were six carriages to the vehicle, of which five 

were specially constructed. The sixth, which sat fourth from the engine, was the 

Queenôs royal saloon. Victoria insisted that her old coach be retained and unaltered, 

even as the other rolling stock was made anew.
35

 Victoria did allow electric light to be 

installed in her carriage. But she drew the line at the ócovered gangwaysô that were 

introduced to connect the remaining coaches.
36

 The advanced corridor design enabled 

passengers on the royal train to pass from one carriage to another without stepping 

outside ï a new device that improved interiority.  

However, Victoria disliked this amendment, so attendants visiting her carriage 

from any other part of the train were forced to wait until the vehicle was stationary 
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before climbing down from their coaches and entering the Queenôs. A report claimed 

that expenditure on this royal train had been ólavish,ô with óunderframes and buffers 

lined with goldô and interiors decorated with ólaces, trimmings, tasselsô and silks.
37

 Yet 

for all the visible, material wealth on display, the new royal train was a relic from an 

earlier time. Victoriaôs demands about maintaining both traditional styles inside the 

saloon, and inefficient thresholds, rendered her transport inferior to the technologically 

advanced trains belonging to her counterparts in Europe.
38

 

Throughout Victoriaôs reign exchanges between inside and outside, and 

connections between interior and exterior, were emphasised by new technologies and 

design practices. In public, the Queen embraced technological change (the train, the 

telegram, the lift).
39

 She attended private meetings with heads of state to discuss public 

matters, and public, government-drafted legislation was written in Victoriaôs name that 

favoured the rights of the individual over the many.
40

 For example, in 1898, the 

óCommons and Open Spaces Billô that referred to land used ófor the benefit of the 

neighbourhoodô defended the rights of the private over the public.
41

 The legislation 

(which drew attention to the complexities of public and private space) coincided with 

the Queenôs own preferences. Victoria favoured privacy rather than publicity, familial 

rather than state-owned homes and carriages that were not connected by corridors to the 

rest of the train.  

Elsewhere in British culture, what designated inside and outside space also 

changed. Industrial arenas infiltrated the domestic: toy trains became popular in the 

mid-1890s, and a homeôs proximity to a rail station was a selling point on the rental 

market.
42

 The natural world was also invading the man-made: William Morrisôs arts-

and-crafts plant designs were superseded by the floral patterns of art nouveau in the 

óNew Interiorô.
43

 Chase and Levenson, meanwhile, describe the periodôs architectural 

fashions for brick-built houses with óprotrudingô doorways that óstretch[ed] toward 

public space,ô while simultaneously enclosing people in private.
44

 Traditional 

boundaries demarking space were being redrawn. In February 1896, the press excitedly 

reported on two new means through which interior spaces were revealed. In an x-ray 

experiment at St Thomasôs Hospital in London, the ónewô photography showed doctors 

the position of a fracture within a manôs finger.
45

  In New York, a Dr Carleton Simon 

claimed to have exposed the ówhole internal chamber of the brainô using an inexplicable 

mix of sound, electric light and propulsion.
46

 Design and technology were forcing once 

private spaces beyond the realms of the visible into the public domain. 
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 For example, companies ran newspaper adverts offering customers 

ó[p]hotographs of the invisible!ô
47

 Technology even revolutionised how the everyday 

realm of the home was seen: without sufficient artificial light, interior spaces in the 

nineteenth century were difficult to capture on camera. The canny photographer might 

óexpose for [the] shadowsô.
48

 But even the shadows moved too quickly for depiction on 

film: in 1898 an exposure in a cathedralôs interior took ninety minutes.
 49

 In that time, 

the sun had moved through twenty-two degrees. Trains, telegraphs and typewriters 

proved that humans had overcome the natural orders of time and space ï although as the 

nineteenth century ended, the photographer inside the cathedral was still at the mercy of 

the elements. In a mechanised world the ninety-minute exposure was too slow. For 

filmmakersðwhose frame-rates split seconds into fractionsðon-location interior shots 

were impossible without expensive (and toxic) mercury lighting systems. However, by 

the mid-twentieth century electric lights and portable flashbulbs showed inside spaces 

with ease.
50

 

 The ontological status of both 

photography and film was to 

fundamentally make visible the 

imperceptible through exposing the 

world as images. For example, 

Eadweard Muybridgeôs earlier 

sequential shots of a galloping horse 

proved that when in motion, the animal 

was lifted from the ground [figure 1].
51

 By 

1899, films such as A Kiss In the Tunnel 

(in which a couple share a passionate 

embrace inside a rail compartment as the 

train enters a tunnel) revealed intimacy 

to a public audience [figure 2].
52

 

According to Penny Sparke, the interior 

emerged as an architectural concept in 

the late-nineteenth century.
53

 The 

interior defined closed-off, inside spaces 

within both public and private buildings, 

ranging from intimate drawing rooms to 

communal hotel lobbies.  

Fig 1: Eadweard Muybridgeôs proto-

cinematic images (Horses in Motion, 1878). 

 

 

Fig 2: A still from George Albert Smithôs A 

Kiss in The Tunnel, 1899. 
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The concept of the interior was also applied to both the physical and figurative 

spaces inside the body, with advances in medical science investigating the enclosed 

space within the human frame. Stephen Kern asserts that technologies like the x-ray led 

to a ógeneral reappraisal of what is properly inside and what is outside the body, the 

mind, physical objects, and nationsô.
54

 Moreover, Sigmund Freudôs 1900 publication 

The Interpretation of Dreams posited that there was a connection between oneôs 

internal, private thoughts and oneôs waking, public life.
55

 He thus established links 

between interior and exterior realms that were also manifest in transport, medicine and 

media.  

Victoriaôs own reliance on the medical profession was reported when she was 

taken ill at Osborne House in January 1901, and there was great public demand for 

information about her health. óThe eyes of the world are fixed upon Osborne,ô wrote 

one newspaper, whose reporter mourned that ógreat reticence [was] being maintainedô 

by the royalsô staff.
56

 Victoriaôs privacy was balanced with what was described as the 

óempireôs public sorrowô.
57

 The daily press mediated public grief through text, making 

visible with words the internal emotions people were expected to share. News reports 

guided the publicôs outward response to the Queenôs illness. With no news on Victoriaôs 

health, and with the Queenôs sickness imposing stasis on her household, the newspapers 

turned instead to her eldest son Edward, particularly focusing on his travels. While his 

mother remained concealed in her personally owned property, Edward moved between 

official royal residences in the capital. His mobility was juxtaposed with Victoriaôs 

inertia; while she was hidden from sight, he was visibly the symbol of the nationôs 

future. He was a tangible figure in uncertain times ï although the heir to the throne did 

not adhere to timetables.  

During his motherôs illness, the Prince displayed the private power he wielded 

over public services. At his request a London, Brighton and South Coast Railway 

special train was placed on constant standby, and scheduled trains were re-scheduled to 

wait for errant royal travellers.
58

 Edward, along with the visiting German Kaiser, 

changed their plans without notice, leaving locomotives waiting throughout the night at 

Victoria station.
59

 A ówatchful and expectant crowdô followed the Princeôs movements, 

eager to see this public figure in his private grief.
60

 Newspaper reports delved inside 

Edwardôs inhabited spaces, describing how, on the Kaiserôs arrival by train, the Prince 

óstepped briskly into the saloon [é] the Emperor and his Royal Highness saluting each 

other on both cheeks.ô
61

 The detail crossed from the public realm into the private, 

stepping over the threshold between the Princeôs personal and civic spaces. It is unlikely 
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that a journalist was present at this meeting: the anecdote was probably heard second-

hand from a witness, or else embellished for effect. Either way, the newspaperôs 

decision to publish the article was a public revelation of an intimate moment in a private 

space. 

The Queenôs death materially affected the daily press, entertainment industries 

and public spaces across the nation. Newspapers were printed with black columns 

demarcating articles, delineating the divided spaces on the page and making visible the 

usually indistinct margins between stories. In an article entitled óThe Closing Scene,ô 

The Daily Telegraph used metaphor to report the temporary shutting down of theatres, 

law courts and public admission to royal palaces.
62

 Even clothing was affected, with 

rules determining the colours and styles allowed at the royal court.
63

 For six months, 

ladies were to wear óblack dresses [é] black shoes and gloves, black fans, feathers and 

ornaments.ô
64

 After six months, women could choose either coloured ornaments, or 

white or grey dresses lined with black.
65

 The nation exhibited what Charity Scribner 

calls ócollective sorrowô; that is, a type of communal mourning brought about by social 

upheaval.
66

 Internalised grief was made visible, publically exposing an affection that 

some individuals may not have felt. This external display prescribed what óprivateô 

feelings were adopted in the public domain.  

Edwardôs short tenure as King was not markedly different from Victoriaôs: the 

royals were still accorded privacy by the British media and existed on the peripheries of 

public life. Edward occupied a vital role as head of empire, but was only glimpsed in 

public between engagements, always in motion as he travelled from a train station to a 

palace, or in a car on official duty. His reign, though, was itself a threshold between the 

traditional, privately orientated Victorian rule, and the more modern, publically 

positioned monarchy that followed. Edward occupied both spatial and political territory 

central to British culture. He stayed at Buckingham Palace when in London, inhabiting 

the official royal residence Victoria sought to avoid.
67

 In 1902, he gifted her private 

residence Osborne House to the nation, the propertyôs remote location unsuitable for 

óadequate use [é] as a [r]oyal [r]esidenceô.
68

 He was also involved in politics, taking a 

particular interest in foreign affairs.
69

 However, Edwardôs engagement in public matters 

was carried out behind closed doors; the King guarded his privileged position and 

continued royal work without the publicôs knowledge.
70

 For example, before the state 

opening of parliament in 1903, Edward expressed annoyance at the protocol for briefing 

the press about the Kingôs Speech in advance.
71
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Another boundary between personal and communal life was blurred in the daily 

óCourt Circularsô published by national newspapers. The columns (carried regularly in 

both The Times and The Daily Telegraph) reported information about both royal 

movements and social events. During Edwardôs reign the stories shifted in scope from 

after-the-fact (the Queen travelled, the Princess took a train) to before it. The column 

acted as an early celebrity-spotting guide, informing the public when, and where, people 

might go to see the royals. óThe Princess [é] will arrive at Victoria at 4.30 this 

afternoon from Dover, and will drive direct to Marlborough House,ô supplied three 

locations and an approximate timetable for curious spectators to see the mobile royals.
72

 

In a similar vein, The Times announced that ó[t]he King returns to Buckingham Palace 

tomorrow from Newmarket [é] by special train, which is timed to leave Newmarket at 

4.10 and to arrive at St. Pancras at 5.55 pm.ô
73

 The information supplied about royal 

travel carried risk, jeopardising the security of royal persons by giving notices to the 

public.
74

 That the newspapers were printing official intelligence supplied by the 

monarchy suggests the risk was outweighed by the vital need for public attention. 

Advance notices enabled the public to mobilise and form crowds to watch the royals. 

The intersections between public and private, seeing and being seen, were evolving, 

with motion at all times inscribed in the monarchyôs appearance. 

Conceptions about what constituted the personal and communal also were 

transforming British life in other ways. The 1889 óCommons and Open Spaces Billô 

sided with the rights of the individual. But between 1875 and 1905, public property 

(land or structures owned by government) increased from five to fifteen per cent of 

national wealth.
75

 Historian Jose Harris argues that by 1911, the distinctions between 

public and private-owned property were so confused by debt that it was difficult to 

decide where wealth resided.
76

 The public and private spheres were not separate but 

amorphous, their definitions relative and in flux. A 1906 guide to home decorating 

espoused a similar view, stating not only that architects should ócontrolô interior design, 

but also that homes stuffed with furniture and ornaments ódegenerat[ed] into a private 

museum.ô
77

 Private domestic spaces were so filled with items on public display that 

dwellings resembled personal collections in a communal space, demonstrating that there 

were increasingly intricate connections between what was inside and out, concealed or 

on display. 

New technologies also continued to challenge concepts of visibilit y and 

invisibility. In 1909, The Illustrated London News featured two gadgets that opened up 

interior spaces to the exterior world. The first was a device using electric light and 
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mirrors that enabled medical students to watch 

surgery from outside the operating theatre: the 

pupils looked in, while bacteria were kept out.
78

 The 

second was the óstring galvanometer,ô which 

rendered heat beats visible as a óthreadô (what we 

now know as a heart monitor) [figure 3].
79

 Both 

machines exposed internal spaces, exciting the 

public fascination for the spectacle of the heretofore 

unseen that was also central to cinemaôs beginnings.  

 The desire to turn objects and bodies into 

images extended to the royal family. Queen 

Alexandra, the royal consort, was filmed in 1911 (the 

year Edward VII died) as she boarded a train.
80

 Queen 

Alexandra was shot in France as the royal party 

travelled to Italy.
81

 In the film, Alexandra walks 

toward the dormitory coach. Four women climb the exterior steps and disappear inside 

as the Queen hurries back out of shot. She approaches the carriage again, the cameraôs 

view mediated by the gaze of the men who stand between her and the lens. The footage 

then cuts away as the Queen stands on the threshold between the trainôs interior and the 

exterior location. The short clip shows us what the Royal Train fragment did not: a 

royal body.  

It is a royal figure made public by watching crowds and the cameraôs gaze; a 

body that rests on the space between inside and outside, uncertainly hovering in a 

doorway. This is a mobile Queen visible in moving images, now here but about to be 

there, journeying on the peripheries of the public gaze. As with the earlier royal visit to 

Salford, motion was registered by the royal bodyôs in-between-ness, and suggested an 

urgency that in turn alluded to the nationôs hurried, forward-looking progress. And yet, 

the production notes acknowledge the clip was óunused/unissued materialô.
82

 The film 

now archives the instabilities that characterised contemporary British culture: a public 

figure watched by many, but displayed to none, about to step inside but forever 

remaining outside on the celluloid. 

 

George V 

On the royal train, a diagram outlining the vehicleôs length, each coachôs function and 

the carriagesô inhabitants accompanied every journey. Above this textual and numeric 

Fig 3: A dogôs heartbeat is 

displayed on a óstring 

galvanometerô. The Illustrated 

London News, May 22, 1909. 
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information was an 

illustration of the vehicle. 

On July 14, 1913, the 

London and North Western 

Railway issued the 

requisite document for the 

King and Queenôs journey 

between Manchester and 

London.
83

 The eleven-

carriage train looked much 

like earlier versions, with 

one discernible difference: George and Maryôs carriages were connected by through-

corridors. Victoriaôs, and also Edwardôs, reticence in connecting the monarchôs saloon 

to the other coaches was changed to favour a more accessible design [figure 4]. This 

gave passengers on the train greater access to the King and Queen. The spaces between 

the carriages were joined up, enabling people to inhabit the thresholds between their 

designated living quarters. The valet, two clerks, two dressers and seven footmen 

residing in coach three, or even the railway officials in number ten, could walk along 

the train at any point on a journey to attend the sovereigns.
84

   

George Vôs reign witnessed the opening up of private spaces for public viewing. 

The royal family featured in numerous newsreel items, extensively travelled throughout 

the empire and routinely made front-page news, their images abundant in cinemas and 

newspapers. While Victoria shunned publicity and Edward accepted it on his own 

terms, George and Mary adapted to the publicôs appetite for exposure. How the family 

travelled and where they journeyed to took on greater significance: films about the 

royals on foreign tours were screened around the world as yearlong diplomatic missions 

replaced annual holidays. The royals were representatives for a modern Britain that 

projected the image of a speeded-up, technologically advanced and wealthy nation to a 

global audience. The marriage of the royal image with cinematic and a railway 

technology was one that promoted such ideals, while the appearance of the monarchy 

attested to the nationôs traditional heritage. Silent moving images, understood without 

the need for spoken language, offered mass international spectatorship and thus a useful 

medium through which to represent the nation.  

The First World War brought stasis and censorship to Britain, temporarily 

eradicating the increased mobility and exposure that defined the years before and after. 

Fig 4: The LNWR royal train diagram for George and Maryôs 

journey, October 1901. Note carriages five through eight are joined 

by through-corridors. 
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But there were side effects from the conflict that contributed to changing perceptions of 

inside and outside spaces. Shell shock was one such outcome. British psychiatrist 

Charles Myers named the neurological condition in 1915.
85

 The effects of shell shock 

were internal (caused by mental trauma experienced in battle) but were visibly exposed 

as patientsô psychological disorders were embodied in their physical movements. 

Doctors permitted cameramen to film the patientsô reactions to particular stimuli, in 

doing so creating visual medical archives.
86

 Historian Jay Winters contends that the 

condition was based in imagery even within the patientôs mind, where a continuous war 

narrative was played out.
87

 Shell shock opened up virtual spaces beyond the body while 

closing down the mindôs usual functions. The condition was symptomatic not only of 

the conflict, but also the interconnections between conceptions of interior and exterior. 

During the war, the King took his first ride on a London bus, stepping inside to 

óexamine the interior betterô.
88

 In doing so, George crossed the threshold between 

privileged, private individual and a member of the public, which suggested his 

proximity to everyday life. In times of crisis, the Kingôs public image not only 

preserved his status as leader, but also presented him as one of the people. Film and 

railway technologies proved valuable resources in creating a myth about commonplace 

kingship, and Georgeôs own use of photography provides further evidence of this. The 

King was so angered by the housekeeper moving furniture in a royal palace that he 

ordered photographs be taken of the room to remind her how to organise the space.
89

 

The camera imposed Georgeôs view of the world onto his subjects, positioning him as a 

director on location at a film shoot. As such, the cameraôs gaze served the King, 

archiving space for royal approval.  

Queen Mary, Georgeôs wife, also interacted with visual technologies when she 

visited the New Gallery Cinema on Regent Street, London. The production company 

Gaumont Graphic made a short newsreel item to commemorate the event.
 90

 In the clip, 

Mary appears on the pavement and moves toward the camera, with huge crowds 

gathered around the royal figure as she makes her way toward the cinema entrance. The 

film served to make Mary more accessible to the public in two ways. First, the 

proximity of the camera to the Queen creates an illusory intimacy with the audience: 

Mary looms large onscreen and so the audience is offered an unobstructed view that 

provides close-up access to a figure that was, in actuality, both physically and socially 

remote. Second, the viewer watches the Queen going to the cinema, an ordinary, 

everyday activity that was open to all classes in an inclusive space. Her filmed visit to 
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the movie theatre portrayed the Queen as a woman just like any other, a crucial piece of 

propaganda to ensure the monarchyôs continued popularity during wartime hardships. 

While the film does not show her inside the auditorium, there is interplay 

between the public-ness of the space Mary visits and the publicity surrounding the 

private action of cinema going. The movie theatre is an egalitarian arena, 

accommodating anyone who can purchase a ticket. But the moving image also serves to 

distinguish Mary from those around her. Few people excite public attention enough to 

warrant news reports on their cinema attendance. The crowd in the shots, the footman 

opening the car door ï these tropes set the Queen apart, marking her an individual in a 

mob of óotherô people. The film also alludes to a sense of self-awareness on the part of 

the royal family. The panning camera and over-the-shoulder shots appear 

choreographed, the meet-and-greet with the public planned for celluloid posterity. 

Inside the auditorium, Mary may even have featured in already-filmed newsreels and so 

watched her image on the screen. The cinema thus served multiple purposes, promoting 

inclusivity, supporting the established social hierarchy and aligning the monarch with 

innovative technology that implied motion.  

On movie sets, as well as in theatres, the film industry not only was contributing 

to changing conceptualisations of inside and out in moving images, but also in exposés 

on production methods. In 1921, The Illustrated London News published an article by 

Gordon Parker detailing how a film was made.
91

 The piece revealed the complex 

cinematic intersections between interior and exterior, from choices between studio or 

location shots to the type of electric light used. Artificial illumination enabled people to 

work on constructed interior sets: however, Parker revealed that the óeffect of the 

combined lights [was] to make any surface veins on the hands and face come out black 

in the pictureô ï óhence the necessity for make-up.ô
92

 While some inside spaces were 

exposed others had to be covered up. Location shoots also required special attention, as 

film companies sought to shoot in spaces that simultaneously were both public and 

private. Parker singled out the railway station in his article to exemplify a privately-

owned, publically-inhabited site, stating that such productions were usually given 

permission because ó[e]verybody seems interested in and anxious to help the 

ñmovies.òô
93

  

Rail companies had a vested interest in the cinema: location shoots provided free 

advertising in films and potentially increased revenues. But Parker also referred to the 

desire from óMr and Mrs British Publicô to be seen onscreen, reporting that passers-by 

tried to get into the background of shots and appear in films.
94

 Ordinary people desired 
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the opportunity to get inside the production and inhabit the role of a screen performer. 

Peopleôs determination to be seen in moving images attests to the technologyôs role in 

validating oneôs appearance as ómodern,ô which was essential to the monarchy as the 

nationôs representative.
95

 The crowds who thronged around Mary on her trip to the 

movie theatre were as much part of the cinematic spectacle as the Queen, who also was 

attending both to watch and be watched.  

The movies offered just one example of how vision increasingly was imagined 

and enacted in public discourses within British culture. The Harrods Modern Home 

Exhibition in 1922, like the Ideal Home Show, displayed the contents of houses in a 

public, commoditised space with objects from the private sphere exposed outside the 

traditional domestic setting.
96

 The expanding leisure industry also contributed to 

forming a new, inside-out world. Beach huts in seaside resorts offered private 

accommodation in a public space, providing holidaymakers with a miniature home in an 

incongruous landscape.
97

 Liners were built to give the impression that passengers 

boarded ósome great building on land,ô with regular windows replacing portholes and so 

domesticating the act of looking.
98

 Cinemas, meanwhile, created exotic spaces within 

atriums and auditoriums to replicate the fantastical worlds that appeared on celluloid. 

Jeffrey Richards cites Egyptian temples, Jacobean manor houses and Spanish haciendas 

as óproviding a real-life extension of the dream world of the screen.ô
99

 Even the 

discovery of ancient Egyptian King Tutankhamenôs tomb in 1922 provided inspiration 

for making visible what was hidden away. Both architecture and design opened up new 

possibilities for experiencing the world, inviting consumers on journeys into interior 

spaces.  

During the period, the royal family literally were crossing boundaries into 

foreign lands. In 1922, Edward (the Prince of Wales) returned home from a three-year 

tour as Britainôs óAmbassador of Empireô.
100

 The Prince was given an official civic role 

as the nationôs representative abroad, his youth a useful characteristic that implied the 

nationôs looking forward to the future. His trip emphasised Britainôs central role in 

empire through his privileged status as a traveller in foreign lands, despite his moving 

geographically outward from London to the peripheries of British control. But Edwardôs 

journey was not only designed to shore up support for national interests in the colonies: 

his travels (frequently by train) were filmed extensively and screened in UK cinemas. 

The royal tour helped write a new narrative about Britainôs modernity and the nationôs 

part in global politics. Footage focused on technology, transport and overwhelming 

support for the monarchy in overseas territory. 
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 Edwardôs trip began in Canada. His movements were recorded for a four-part 

British Pathé news item, each segment lasting between fifteen and twenty minutes.
101

 

The series set up the four tropes common to royal news footage in the interwar period: 

inspection; crowds; mobility and thresholds. In every shot of Edward, the viewer sees 

the Prince wearing a naval uniform, linking him to public servitude. His outward 

appearance was representative not only of his military status, but also his obligations to 

his country and subjects. The uniform simultaneously lent authority to his inspecting 

naval troops. In Part One of the newsreel footage, Edward surveys the men on board 

Renown, while in Part Two he looks over troops who served in the war.
102

 In the fourth 

part, he waves to villagers from the raised platform of the royal trainôs observation 

car.
103

 He performed an act of looking that showed both the royalsô, and the nationôs, 

superiority: he thus was represented both as a leader checking his subordinates and the 

eyes of the colonialist surveying the colonies.  

 The Princeôs onscreen persona of 

inspector confirmed British superiority to 

those at home and reminded those abroad 

they were being watched. And is if to 

emphasise Edwardôs credentials as a modern 

royal, he was also depicted as a film 

spectator: in Canada Tour Plus Other Prince 

of Wales he appears óas 

[c]inematographerô.
104

 An artistôs invisible hand 

creates a line drawing of Edward holding a 

camera, before the animation dissolves into a 

photographed image that reveals the Prince shooting a scene [figure 5]. Edwardôs 

informality (he appears unaware of the camera watching him and smokes a cigarette 

throughout the sequence) is indicative of a personal interest in a medium by now 

ubiquitous in British culture. But standing behind the camera, he also turns the cameraôs 

gaze back on his subjects ï always inspecting and at the forefront of modern 

technology.  

Nevertheless, the filmmakerôs presence reciprocated Edwardôs stare; everywhere 

he travelled, cameras followed. From planting trees to unveiling a plaque on the Great 

Quebec Bridge, and from fishing to meeting local villagers, the Princeôs public 

appearances were captured for cinema audiences. His public duty was to be looked at, 

more so than his predecessors. All the films depicted vast crowds gathered to see 

Fig 5: Edward looking through the 

camera. Canadian Tour Plus Other 

Prince of Wales (British Pathé, UK, 

1911-1925). 
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Edward on his tour: in the third part, people scramble onto walls to catch a glimpse of 

the royal person.
105

 The swarming masses compose the background of shots throughout 

the series. The crowds in the sequences, and the cameraôs presence, both emphasise the 

royal familyôs necessary status as spectacle in a world fascinated by new ways of 

looking and visual technologies. The crowdsô appearances also underpinned the filmsô 

propagandist nature; the eager watchers attested to Edwardôs popularity abroad and 

proved his worth to the people back home.  

The royal familyôs technological advancement advertised Britainôs prowess to 

the world. John M Mackenzie argues that ó[f]or the British, being imperial was being 

modern and that was the fundamental value to which all other values referredô.
106

 Royal 

transport prominently featured in newsreel reports because the means by which Edward 

travelled were demonstrative of both wealth and speed. He was filmed arriving in 

Canada aboard HMS Dragon, the shipôs name implying the ferocity of British naval 

industries.
107

 He was chauffeured in an open-top car bearing a royal standard.
108

 And, 

most frequently, he travelled by special royal train, his method of transport a consistent 

reminder of Britainôs contributions to engineering. The rail vehicle used was the 

Canadian Pacific Special, which was built to accommodate the Prince on his tour. In 

one news item, the screen is devoted to portrait shots of both the train and its staff, 

emphasising the locomotiveôs magnificence through juxtaposition with relatively feeble 

human bodies.
109

 The engine is in medium close up, dominating the screen, and the 

royal insignia is visible attached to the front. Anyone who passed this train knew who 

was aboard. The vehicle was accorded special status by Edwardôs presence, but there 

was a degree of reciprocity in that the Princeôs prestige was elevated by the reputation 

of the train.  

Edwardôs final trip in the British Path® Canada newsreel series was played out 

on the railway.
110

 He stands on a track to greet remote villagers, with no station in sight. 

The train in the film physically brought the Prince closer to the masses, as any spectator 

who wandered up the track was given the right to look at him. His representation was as 

a mobile traveller, which made Edward appear dynamic in his roles as both royal 

ambassador to empire and one of the people. Just as he easily moved from one place to 

another, so he was able to assume different public personas. The newsreel then shows 

Edward ó[s]aying [g]oodbye from [the] [o]bservation [c]ar of [the] [r]oyal [t]rainô.
111

 He 

stands on the exposed deck as the train pulls away, the space between the camera and 

the vehicle inevitably filled by a waving crowd. The Canadian Pacific Special not only 
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signified royal status, but also provided the Prince a performative space in which to 

enact his public duties. 

 

The Prince of Wales 

The more Edward was in motion, journeying abroad in trains, airplanes and ships, the 

more prominent a role the Prince played in media representations of the monarchy. 

Moreover, a public gaze that moved steadily closer toward the Princeôs private realm 

also accompanied his increasing international mobility. Yet Edward did not even need 

to appear onscreen to contribute to Britainôs narrative of technological supremacy. In 

British Path®ôs Canadian Tour film, the Prince is seen in various guises (hunting, 

travelling, as a civilian) before the intertitle: óCapt. May, in flying machine, 

accompanies the Royal Train to Edmonton, Alberta.ô
112

 The report cuts to a shot taken 

from an open train window. The cameraman is positioned in a carriage corridor, his 

camera pointing out to the landscape 

rushing past the vehicle. The viewer is 

seeing a film shot from inside the royal 

train. The coachôs interior is not revealed 

in the short sequence. But the spectator has 

vicariously journeyed into the Princeôs 

private space with the film crew.  

 As the train continues on its 

journey, Captain Mayôs óflying machineô 

appears outside the window ï also travelling 

screen right to left in a low manoeuvre that 

replicates the path taken by the locomotive 

[figure 6]. The newsreelôs audience shares a thrilling experience of speed and 

technology with the Prince. Spectators both occupied Edwardôs space and shared his 

view. An over-the-shoulder shot of the trainôs guard waving at the airplane augmented 

the illusion that this film privileged the ordinary person. The act of seeing Captain 

Mayôs flight from the Princeôs train also established a connection between the royal 

family (and thus Britain) and exciting new transport technologies. The film shows 

Britain on the threshold between the old and new, looking toward innovative 

technologies (the airplane) from a traditional position (the train). So congruent were 

images of the royals and travel that the nationôs ambassador to empire was represented 

through this display of velocity without having to show his face to the camera. 

Fig 6: The view of the óflying machineô from 

inside Edwardôs train. Canadian Tour Plus 

Other Prince of Wales (British Pathé, UK, 

1911-1925). 
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The film broke with continuity by positioning the cameraman inside the royal 

train. The privileged view afforded the spectator was a departure from the usual 

medium-to-long-shots of royal saloons at stations, whereby the intermediary crowds 

mediated the cameraôs gaze. British Path® crossed visual boundaries in making this 

report: the cameraman not only stepped onto the train but also recorded the view 

looking out from it while the royal vehicle was in motion. The crossing of thresholds 

was a trope that continued to appear in newsreel items about the royals throughout the 

period. George V, Mary and the Prince of Wales routinely were shown arriving or 

departing. For example, in Prince of Wales Returns Edward was filmed as he returned 

to Portsmouth from his tour.
113

 In the film, the Prince disembarks from Renown before 

stepping onto a train. Royal travel necessitated arrivals and departures, hellos and 

goodbyes, and so monarchical travellers occupied a liminal space that was neither here 

nor there. The film portrays this marginality in a transition shot that establishes the 

royal train moving right to left at the South Railway Jetty at Portsmouth. The image 

then dissolves to reveal the vehicle arriving at Victoria Station in London. There is 

continuity, but also change. A threshold was crossed but much stayed the same. It was 

now possible for film crews to occupy the inside of royal coaches in a move toward 

inclusivity, but the royals nevertheless remained beyond reach and always appeared on 

the move.  

  The British Path® cameramanôs crossing into Edwardôs train was indicative of a 

more pervasive move toward public accountability in Britain (for example, the 

government intervened in railway services by creating the óBig Fourô companies in 

1923). It was no longer enough for the royals to project an image of wholesome, 

middle-class homeliness: George V was required to rule the British public as one of the 

people and the films from the period assert the Kingôs everydayness. In Royal Tourists 

at Wembley George and Mary were filmed on a miniature train.
114

 The monarchs perch 

in toy-sized carriages among ordinary people, Georgeôs father-of-the-realm persona 

reinforced through his sitting opposite a child. The camera follows the royalsô journey 

around the track (probably part of the 1924-1925 British Empire Exhibition), losing 

sight of the King and Queen when the eager crowd lean in to get a better view. George 

and Maryôs miniature train journey served as a microcosm for British society in which 

the railway, a symbol of democratised space, positioned the monarchs as ordinary 

people. Furthermore, their position in the miniature train allows for spectators to stand 

taller. Even the filmmaker stared down on the passing carriages from a high angle, 

positioning audiences so that they, too, looked down on their sovereigns. 
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Also in 1925, the Prince of Wales visited the centenary celebration of the 

Stockton to Darlington railway, where he told the Financial Times he ówas of the 

opinion that the railways lengthened life.ô
115

 Edward implicitly suggested that not only 

did the train breakdown óthe barrier of distanceô but also the advantages of wealth.
116

 

The ability to travel increased peopleôs quality of life, so it was expedient for the Prince 

to use the train as a sign of the monarchyôs value to the public. The British Empire 

Exhibition (discussed further in Chapter Four) invited every one of Britainôs colonies to 

display goods at a purpose-built facility at Wembley. A track was laid to join each 

nationôs site to the others.
117

 The railways that connected countries at the event were 

more than just trade routes; these tracks were the lifeblood of a healthy, happy 

population that could travel around the empire on one British-built train.  

The Kingôs own health was suffering, and the ways his private ailments were 

played out in public demonstrated changes in British culture beyond the royalsô control. 

The Kingôs Health Tour is the earliest extant film (to my knowledge) that depicts a 

member of the royal family inside a train carriage.
118

 In the clip, George and Mary 

disembark from a yacht and wait to board their train. The coachôs uncovered, yet 

reflective windows, do not afford the audience a view of the interior as telegraph poles 

are reflected in the glass, a Schivelbuschian imagining of what the King saw looking out 

from the train. The door to the compartment is open, offering audiences a glimpse of 

corridor and the landscape behind the vehicle. Already a number of visual thresholds 

are crossed in what usually was an enclosed space. In medium close-up, unmediated by 

other spectators (another departure from standard protocol when filming the royals), 

Mary and George enter the train. The Kingôs face then appears at the window next to his 

seat, and the camera remains fixed on George as he stares through the window, turning 

away only to speak to someone on his left side.  

The short sequence exposes little about the Kingôs inhabitation of the royal 

carriage. But the film now reveals to us much about Georgeôs position as head of state. 

The newsreel depicts him returning from a trip to the Mediterranean ordered by doctors 

to improve his declining health (if the railways lengthened life for ordinary people, it 

was expected that travel would have similar consequences for the monarch). Georgeôs 

representation as an equal to the British public was customary, but in the Kingôs state of 

ill health the public assumed ownership over him. Throughout history, British 

sovereigns have existed on a threshold between public and private property: ordinary 

people were not permitted to touch royal bodies without invitation, yet personal 

biological details were produced for the masses as if by right. Here, George was filmed 
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close-up and in a heretofore exclusive space because his subjects deserved reassurances 

as to his wellbeing. His right to privacy was suspended in favour of public interest.  

The narrative about Georgeôs physical deterioration followed the precedent set 

by media coverage of both Victoria and Edward VIIôs failing health. But I argue that 

what is so compelling about The Kingôs Health Tour sequence is Georgeôs ambiguous 

onscreen representation. The camera shows us an old man whose face is distorted by 

reflections on the window. He does not glance at the camera, so we are unsure as to 

whether he knows he is being watched ï a remarkable uncertainty given the royalsô 

power lay in their visual control over their subjects. George gazes into the middle-

distance, as if staring into the past. As spectators we know George must see the 

telegraph poles reflected in the window, so we both look at, and share a view with, the 

King. In comparison with the Prince of Wales, who was meanwhile depicted expressing 

an interest in new aviation technologies, Georgeôs continued use of rail emphasised his 

age.
119

 The trainôs restorative qualities had not taken effect and the King appeared old. 

This was surely not the royalsô intention, and for the first time the train and the cinema 

conspired to represent the monarchôs inertia, rather than motion.  

In the wake of Georgeôs health scare, cameramen and journalists further diverted 

their attentions to the younger, more mobile royals. This is borne out in a sample of 

newsreel subjects.
120

 In 1924, British Pathé featured two films about George V while 

two concerned Edward. In 1925, there were three clips about Edward but none referring 

to the King. The Prince of Wales symbolised a new generation, who, with their 

fascination for airplanes (and in Edwardôs case, allegedly unsuitable women) would 

lead Britain into the future. The King, sitting within a static train, was being consigned 

to the past.  

When Edward did use the railway, he demonstrated his increasing authority by 

subverting the traditional organisation of the royal carriages. In 1927, on his return from 

Canada, the Prince of Wales and his brother (the Duke of York) requested that their 

arrival in Britain was incognito.
121

 The Daily Mirror  reported that both princes wished 

to óbe regarded as private personsô.
122

 When their train arrived at a London station the 

pair exited not from the customary central carriage, but rather through a door at the far 

end of the vehicle. The waiting crowd did not even have time to cheer, so determined 

were the royals to avoid being looked at.
123

 Nevertheless, the royal brothers still created 

spectacle. 

The brothersô use of the trainôs far door interrupted the established order as 

Edward reconfigured the railway space to suit his own agenda. His quick dash from the 
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station also undermined the waiting spectatorsô expectations, while reaffirming his 

speed and motion. The royalsô return was, therefore, designed to draw attention to 

Edwardôs public power rather than his rights to privacy. His decision to travel as an 

anonymous passenger was akin to Victoriaôs, in that the choice attracted both coverage 

in the daily press and public sympathy. The details included in the newspaper articleð

that a crowd gathered at the station, that three horse-drawn vans and a motor coach were 

needed to transport their luggage, that Edward had ordered a net erected on the boat-

train for his golf practiceðbelied both the Prince of Walesôs apparent aversion to 

publicity and his attempts to fit in with ordinary people. His alleged efforts to conceal 

his identity and confuse those on the platform did not so much serve to demonstrate a 

break with the past but to reinforce his superiority. 

The young royalsô credentials as the leaders of Britainôs future were affirmed 

through association with new, mobile technologies. On September 1, 1927, the Princess 

Lowenstein-Wertheim made front-page news when she became the first woman to 

embark on a transatlantic flight as she set off from Britain to Canada, a daring feat that 

wove the empire into its narrative through her choice of destination.
124

 That same 

month, George was in the news for his use of technology. He was reported to show an 

interest in the movies, ordering a private viewing of the Coronel and Falkland Island 

battle films at Balmoral.
125

 But the Prince of Wales was meanwhile appearing on screen 

in the British Legion picture Remembrance.
126

 George was watching films; Edward was 

starring in them.                    

 By 1930, the Prince of Wales had dispensed with the train in favour of newer 

transport technologies: in the aptly named The Prince Flies Home, he was filmed 

piloting his own plane back to Britain from his travels abroad.
127

 He also exhibited his 

own documentary footage, taking his audience óon safariô at a screening in Kennington, 

London.
128

 Edwardôs reputation as an adventurer was so entrenched he was named óthe 

greatest commercial traveller of our dayô by the Royal Commercial Travellersô 

Schools.
129

 In 1931, his voyages were subject to further press coverage when he sailed 

to Argentina for the British Trade Exhibition, where he reprised his role as the nationôs 

ambassador for Britain.
130

 In a picture article that challenged the boundaries of royal 

privacy, the Prince of Walesôs living quarters on the ship Oropesa (which transported 

him to South America) were published in The Illustrated London News [figure 7].
131

 

Photographs exposed the interior of Edwardôs bedroom ï no doubt in the publicôs 

interest, but not for it. The future kingôs private space was opened up for outside 

inspection, demonstrating an informality that brought him closer to the ordinary British 
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people while removing him from the confines of 

tradition. The newspaper portrayed Edward as a 

common, if public, figure rather than the heir-

apparent to a royal dynasty.   

While the Prince of Wales embodied 

Britainôs modernity on his travels around the world, 

the King remained in a private, domestic setting. But 

the cultural shift toward openness continued. 

Buckingham Palaceðóthe private residence of the 

King and Queenôðwas subject to the publicôs gaze 

in photographs that appeared in a weekly 

magazine.
132

 In 1932, Georgeôs voice was transmitted 

for the first time in a Christmas radio broadcast. His 

words, like his image, were now mediated and published to an audience far wider than 

his predecessors could have anticipated. Radio offered a disembodied form of 

communication that rendered the speaker invisible, complicating how public visibility 

and invisibility were conceived. Yet while Georgeôs speech removed the King from the 

public eye, it simultaneously increased the reach of his contact with the British people.  

Soon after, Georgeôs reign came to an end. In January 1936, The Times reported 

from inside the ó[s]ilent [s]tationô as George Vôs funeral procession arrived by train at 

Kingôs Cross.
133

 The ceremony followed monarchical tradition in that the railway was 

integral to the event. The Kingôs coffin was carried in Royal Funeral Coach No. 46 and 

was prepared by the London and North Eastern Railway: the carriage was painted in 

matte black and had its windows covered, sealing the coffin from outside view.
134

 

Georgeôs tenure as king had encompassed technological, social and aesthetic 

transformations to the ways that the public and private, inside and outside were 

conceived. This was a king who óraised the status of the kinema in the eyes of the 

minority of his subjects who had been hitherto somewhat scornful of screen 

entertainment,ô and, the article claimed, would be remembered óas a screen figureô.
135

 

Like Victoria before him, George ironically helped make fashionable a new, more 

inclusive space through his privileged position.
136

 His world increasingly was exposed 

on film and in photography. Even in death the King occupied a threshold: his reign had 

seen a massive cultural shift away from the private, but the deceased ruler was not 

afforded a day of public mourning.
137

 

 

Fig 7: Inside Edwardôs bedroom 

on Oropesa. The Illustrated 

London News, January 21, 1931. 
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Edward and George VI 

Edward was often visible in public throughout his fatherôs reign. However, Edwardôs 

subsequent abdication was not anticipated, and the scandal that erupted in 1936 

exacerbated the transformation of the royalsô representation in British media begun in 

George Vôs reign. The King, whose glamorous lifestyle popularised his image on film 

and in print, was now public property: the reverence that Edwardôs predecessors 

enjoyed was replaced by intimate, tabloid exposures. Revelations about what went on 

behind Edwardôs closed doors upset Britainôs self-projected image as a moral compass 

within the empire (although conservative anger perversely undermined British efforts to 

appear progressive in the modern world). From 1936 onward, the cinema, newspapers 

and in George VIôs case, the royal train, revealed an immobile British institution devoid 

of control as public exposures undermined the royal familyôs prestige.  

Edwardôs private life had long threatened the stability of the royalsô public 

image.
138

 The pressôs fascination with his sleeping arrangements, from the 1931 

photographs of his cabin on Oropesa, to a 1937 article on Windsor Castle (which 

claimed óKing Edward VIII was the only King, at any rate for five hundred years, never 

to have slept there as monarchô), alluded to, but did not divulge, Edwardôs private 

affairs.
139

 His decision as Prince of Wales to permit the press to print images of his 

bedroom provided the public with unprecedented access to his personal life. That 

increased visibility was tempered by his desire to travel incognito suggests Edward 

retained overall control of his image; he determined how, and when, he appeared before 

the camera. But newsreel producersô and newspaper publishersô compliance more likely 

was in accordance with the governmentôs wishes than Edwardôs own.  

The British monarchy symbolised a utopian vision of Britain: the Windsors were 

an institution whose adopted surname evoked the historic castle (the proverbial 

óEnglishmanôs homeô) and traditional seat of royal power. The familyôs role 

(particularly Edwardôs as the nationôs colonial ambassador) in maintaining Britainôs 

international reputation was essential following the Great Depression in the early 1930s, 

and also intense industrial competition from Germany and the USA. That Edward, a 

royal with German ancestry, had his personal affairs (or indeed, affair with a US 

citizen) concealed from sight was crucial in sustaining Britainôs international image and 

power.  

On December 11, 1936, Edwardôs decision to abdicate the British throne to 

marry American divorcee Wallis Simpson was made public. The coupleôs relationship 

previously was ówidely reported in America and elsewhereô.
140

 But in Britain, the press 
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abided by a government request that Edwardôs óstrictly personal affairs should not be 

openly discussedô.
141

 The Kingôs announcement preceded a wave of photographs and 

film clips showing Edward and Wallis together. These by-then archive images exposed 

intimate moments shared by the King and Simpson at public events. In World Waits 

with Wally, a British Pathé news item (featuring a novelty American voiceover to 

emphasise Simpsonôs foreign-ness), viewers were treated to órareô footage of the couple 

leaning from their private box at the Grand National.
142

  

In a high angle shot Edward and Wallis peer off-screen, presumably toward the 

horses. The couple do not acknowledge the camera pointing toward them and so the 

audience cannot be certain the figures are aware that the filmmaker is watching. The 

newsreel voiceover then announces that the sequence will be repeated, ostensibly to 

draw viewersô attentions to Edwardôs chivalry (he withdraws from the balcony to give 

Wallis a better view). However, the replay actually offers the filmôs spectators a further 

voyeuristic gaze at the royal subject as the audience are givenðand encouraged to 

useðthe right to look at the protagonists in a national scandal. Edwardôs privacy was no 

longer demarcated, even by the perimeter of his box at the racecourse. Public demand 

for information came before any personal, royal prerogative.  

 The abdication dominated British news, and newspapers and newsreels alike 

consistently repeated three themes: Edwardôs stasis, domesticity and military role. In 

The King, the juxtaposition between movement and stasis was increased as photographs 

of Edward and Wallis superseded stock film footage.
143

 Mrs Simpson and Belvedere 

combined still and moving images of the couple with an iris affect, the out-dated visual 

reference serving to age the pictures [figure 8]. The iris transformed the film footage 

into static, portrait-like shots.
144

 While Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin and other 

members of the royal family continued to move, Edward vicariously was trapped by his 

own image. Roland Barthes famously 

argues that ó[d]eath is the eidos of the 

photographô.
145

 In these films, Edwardôs 

motionless image was tantamount to a 

visual death-sentence: that one newsreel 

commented on the ótragic endô to the 

affair emphasised further still the 

connection between photography and 

fatality.
146

 The newsreel companies 

Fig 8: Edwardôs static portrait framed by the iris. 

Mrs Simpson and Belvedere (British Movietone 

News, UK, 1936). 
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were sympathetic toward the King but their films foreshadowed his subsequent fall 

from grace, as changes taking place around Edward left him behind in modern Britain.  

Earlier in 1936, His Majestyôs Home revealed the Kingôs Cannes holiday retreat 

to British Pathé audiences.
147

 He stayed in a house built by US actress Maxine Elliott, 

evidence not only of his connections with American culture, but also his affiliations 

with celebrity. During the abdication scandal, his British residence was the more 

traditional Fort Belvedere in Berkshire.
148

 The property prominently featured on film 

and in print with the motif of the home used to denote the threshold between the Kingôs 

private affairs and his public duty. The royal house was a space that no one had access 

to, and yet media outlets were determined that people would see. Images of the 

propertyôs exterior were ubiquitous in newspapers and on film.
149

 

Footage of Fort Belvedere 

featured in newsreels for which the 

cameraman obtained the film from an 

airplane [figure 9].
150

 Aerial shots 

offered audiences a literal chance to 

look down on the sovereign. The 

King had commanded a plane when 

he flew from France to Britain, but 

here he was portrayed as grounded, 

and in many of the abdication films 

Edward and Wallis remained static 

figures. Before the scandal was made public, the King was represented as a mobile 

figure travelling aboard ships, trains, planes and cars. After his announcement, film 

clips showed him merely walking (often in ceremonial dress) or chauffeured in a car; 

Edward was represented using a passive form of movement that was at odds with his 

piloting an aircraft.  

Simpsonôs óothernessô was also represented through her domestic arrangements. 

The King exposed the socialiteôs old residence in Baltimore before announcing her 

current address on Londonôs Cumberland Terrace.
151

 The juxtaposition between the 

voiceover stating Simpsonôs humble origins, and an image of Buckingham Palace, 

further emphasised Wallisôs inferior background. The film footage also referred to 

anxieties about the Americanisation of British culture. Gone from the royalsô public 

narrative was the train, a symbol of British power, engineering, and democratised 

Fig 9: An aerial shot looking down on Edwardôs 

home at Fort Belvedere. Mrs Simpson and 

Belvedere (British Movietone News, UK, 1936). 
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mobility. In its stead, the Windsors were represented travelling by car: the arbiter of 

autonomy, individuality and American industry.  

Yet the Kingôs own, traditional, British heritage was suggested by both his 

domesticity, and his militarisation. In Englandôs American Queen?, The King and The 

King Abdicates, among other newsreel clips, the King was shown dressed in his military 

garb.
152

 Recalling Edwardôs 1919 trip to Canada, these British Path® films represented 

him as a traditional figure serving his country. The affect was twofold. The King was 

shown in a sympathetic light, caught between his personal love for Simpson and his 

public duty. In numerous sequences he inspected troops and attended state functions, 

which served to create nostalgia in viewers. One voiceover poetically named Edward 

óthe servant of his crownô.
153

 But the Kingôs British-ness highlighted Wallisôs non-

Britishness. She was óotherô and so was cast outside the acceptable social sphere of both 

the royal family and the British people. In what The Illustrated London News called the 

ó[c]onstitutional [c]risis,ô Simpson was labelled the ó[c]auseô.
154

 The newspaperôs 

pictorial spread featured Wallisôs wedding photographs from previous marriages, 

suggesting her promiscuity and defining her as her ex-husbandsô property.
155

 She was 

depicted as an invading force that upset British interests ï a pertinent metaphor that 

alluded to the USAôs increasing economic power. 

The public status the King cultivated not only made him a tangible figure both 

onscreen and in the press, but also encouraged egalitarian depictions of the royal family. 

Edward had become a ubiquitous screen presence, and anyone (with enough luck, 

determination or talent) was able to achieve that position regardless of his or her birth. 

Anyone might aspire to emulate Edwardôs lifestyle, and the once prestigious royals 

were revealed as redundant in a world in which celebrity was earned rather than 

bestowed.
156

 Altering depictions of the monarchy in British media therefore 

demonstrate an ideological shift toward greater equality. The abdication crisis also 

exposed the cracks in Britainôs self-projected modernity. The nationôs adventurous 

royals signified progression, and yet ousting the King and his divorced, American 

mistress alluded to more traditional values.  

Following Edwardôs exile, George VIôs family were subjected to the same 

media intrusions that our contemporary celebrities are wont to face. Photographers 

captured both private and unrehearsed moments in the royalsô lives; for example, a 

series of images printed when the abdication story broke showed the Windsors through 

car windows.
157

 The photographôs subjects were not formally posing for the camera, 

suggesting the royals did not consent to their pictures being taken. Even Elizabeth (later 
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Elizabeth II, Edwardôs niece and then only ten years old) was snapped in such a way, 

despite her loose familial connection to the news story. Not only did the automobile 

represent a shift away from the traditional British space of the train, but also the car 

ironically proved a more visible space in which to view private individuals.  

Edwardôs dismissal from the British throne was a political manoeuvre that did 

not necessarily reflect the views of ordinary British people. For example, diarist Perdita 

Perth (an eighteen-year old student living in London) resented the traditional pomp that 

accompanied Georgeôs coronation.
158

 Instead, she suggested ónow, in these days of 

modern architecture, aeroplanes, speed and absence of unnecessary decoration, the 

coronation [é] should be automatically altered. Edward, I feel, would not have 

submitted to all thisô.
159

 George, who played a more traditional, familial role in public 

life than his brother, counterpointed Edwardôs representation as a fast-living figure 

always on the move. In modern Britain, this was an anachronism.  

Georgeôs apparent shift toward a more privately oriented monarchy was 

simultaneous with concerns about public intrusion into personal life. The 1937 Press 

Inquiry investigated reports that journalists were infringing individualsô rights to 

privacy. That Mass Observation was also in operation at this time indicates that there 

were complex social codes of conduct with regard to navigating public and private life. 

The inquiry examined specific problems (for example, the rights of photographers to 

take pictures at funerals) as well as ethical questions and expressed the intent óto 

prohibit some forms of intrusion into private life.ô
160

 Yet the Inquiry did not answer so 

many questions as it asked and did not introduce legislation. The Council of the 

Newspaper Proprietorsô Association responded to the Inquiryôs criticisms by arguing 

that public authorities (for example, the police) withheld, or were unavailable to 

provide, information vital to the public interest. As a result, journalists called upon 

private witnesses.
161

 The indeterminate nature of the problemðwhere public interest 

and private rights held equal swayðgave voice to the nationôs anxieties but did nothing 

to solve them.  

 In 1939, George and the queen consort, Elizabeth, travelled to the USA to meet 

President Roosevelt and visit the World Fair. The trip was an opportunity for the 

anachronistic King to shake off his stuffy image by journeying abroad and participating 

in less formal, American culture. George was represented in a casual way: he swam 

with the President and was reported to make home-movies of Elizabeth at the 

Rooseveltsô home.
162

 The royal couple also smiled toward the camera from a train 

carriage as they rode through New York.
163

 That the coach was entirely open to public 
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view marked a departure from the 

enclosed interiority of British trains 

[figure 10]. Here, there was no need for 

long shots through obscured windows. 

George deliberately was on show, a 

spectacle for the watching crowds. 

Moreover, the Kingôs military uniform 

was replaced with a suit, more in 

keeping with the idealised classlessness 

of the USA. The Queenôs wardrobe, 

meanwhile, was said to inspire American 

fashions and so flew the flag for British influence abroad.
164

  

Interest in the trip was fuelled by 25,000ft of newsreel footage and 1,900 

photographs.
165

 British Movietone News advertised the speed (estimated to be within 

forty-eight hours of despatch) with which audiences in Europe accessed the images.
166

 

The films were sent by plane to ensure fast distribution: in an expanding global 

economy, the train was no longer an efficient way to transport goods ï especially in 

intercontinental transactions. These exchanges, which formed a backdrop to the royalsô 

voyage to the USA, represented a shift in Britainôs self-image as a world power. Rather 

than show the nation as a singular entity with superior resources, Britain was instead 

portrayed as a partner on equal footing with the United States. The trip established a 

trade link between the countries based on exchange: Elizabeth inspired fashions, while 

George sat in a class-less open train carriage. British films were transported in an 

American airplane, while the Coronation Scot engine was sent to the USA for display at 

the World Fair.
167

 The increasing probability of a European war was a likely reason for 

Britainôs interest in forming an alliance that would guarantee political and economic 

support.  

On September 1, 1939, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced via 

radio that Britain was at war with Germany. Newspapers and newsreels were no match 

for the immediacy of the BBCôs broadcasts over the airwaves. The radio was a space-

less medium that dispensed with image and thus concealed the programmeôs origin. It 

was a fitting means by which to go to war, for the ensuing conflict relied on both 

subterfuge and the ability to conceal identity, motive and location. While cinema and 

print proved useful in creating visible propaganda, the radio was an efficient means of 

Fig 10: George and Elizabeth on an open-sided 

train in New York. Daily Mail, June 23, 1939. 
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making invisible what was actually going on. Wireless information was coded to ensure 

no individual had private access to, or could publish, national plans.  

The King and Queen were positioned on the threshold between public and 

private: they needed to be visible to boost morale, but also concealed as they were 

targets for enemy attack. Through both their travel and onscreen appearances, the royal 

couple was portrayed as sharing the same experiences as their subjects: as was the case 

in the First World War, class differences were downplayed to insinuate that George was 

just like everybody else. But maintaining an everyman image was difficult. In the 1939 

British Pathé film Her Majesty Inspects a Casualty Train, Elizabeth explored a new 

railway ambulance.
168

 The title of the news item echoed the motif of hierarchical 

viewing prevalent in earlier films of George V, or the Prince of Wales in Canada. 

Unlike a member of the public, the Queen did not visit the train as a passenger but 

rather surveyed it from a position of power. On arrival at the station (an undisclosed 

location, which protected both the vehicleôs and Elizabethôs whereabouts, although also 

prevented the customary spectators) her car drew up alongside the carriage on the 

platform. Photographerôs flashbulbs and nursesô bouquets greeted her.  

Once in the coach, Elizabeth conversed with a worker beside an ambulance bed. 

While talking to the man (who remains off screen), she gesticulates toward the cot with 

her right hand, ensuring her body remains square to the camera. As the camera pans left 

the Queen glances briefly at the camera, as if to include the filmôs audience in her 

conversation, her actions so perfectly timed as to feel rehearsed. Moreover, Elizabethôs 

presence in the public space, home to civilians and military personnel, is incongruous 

and her fashionable hat and pearls look out of place amid the sterile white bunks [figure 

11]. At a time when railway operators were discouraging passengers from using 

everyday train services to help the war effort, the Queenôs arrival (and presumed 

departure) in a car further references her 

privilege. While the film supports the monarchôs 

role as an authoritarian inspector, Elizabeth, 

like George V before her, was represented as 

inhabiting a static train carriage, alluding to her 

redundancy in wartime culture. 

 Nevertheless, the royal train was so vital 

to the Kingôs movements that the carriages 

became a second home, with George and 

Fig 11: Elizabeth inside the ambulance 

train in Her Majesty Inspects a Casualty 

Train (British Pathé, UK, 1939). 
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Elizabeth using the vehicle as their óroyal headquartersô on their travels around the 

country.
169

 The royal carriages gave ósimple but comfortable accommodation for their 

Majestiesô on two hundred and fifty-two journeys spanning 36,000 miles between 1939 

and 1943.
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 The royalsô mobile, railway accommodation removed them from the 

privilege of Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle, and so would have enabled the 

couple to be represented in a more prudent light to the British people. The Queen had a 

line drawn around the on-board baths so no water was wasted in filling them (still 

visible in the coach on display at the National Railway Museum). Telephones were 

fitted so the King remained in contact with London and worked from the train.
171

 The 

vehicle provided the Windsors with a frugal, homely space and a basic means of travel 

that replicated domestic sites inhabited by ordinary people.  

Yet, for security purposes, the royalsô travels were reported after the fact. The 

royal train, known by the code name óGroveô to railway operators, was therefore not a 

visible symbol of Georgeôs personal sacrifice.
172

 Even on scheduled journeys, the train 

was forced to wait out-of-sight in tunnels during air raids. Without waiting crowds of 

spectators the vehicle lost its potency in the public imagination. The monarch was in 

motion, yet so far as the public could see, he was immobile. Thus while George was left 

hiding in tunnels, Prime Minister Winston Churchill was seen flying, driving and sailing 

in his capacity as the nationôs leader. For example, in a news item in 1942, Churchill 

was filmed flying a small plane on his return from a visit to Roosevelt in the USA.
173

  

 The trip positioned him as successor to the royal family as the overseas 

ambassador for Britain. In the film, the Prime Minister was recorded in an over-the-

shoulder shot of at the airplaneôs controls, a voiceover announcing that the leader had 

safely landed back home.
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 The angle of 

the camera within the cramped space of 

the aircraft invited a sense of intimacy 

between the viewer and the filmôs 

subject. Audiences witnessed him 

steering the plane, a visual metaphor 

for his guiding the nation. In the 

following sequence, Churchill is shown 

taking a boat to Plymouth. He then 

arrives by train at Paddington Station, 

where a vast crowd is gathered to greet 

him on the platform [figure 12]. So great was the crush to see Churchill that politician 

Fig 12: The Prime Minister appears in the train 

doorway at Paddington Station, greeted by a large 

crowd. The Premierôs Return Journey (British 

Movietone News, UK, 1942). 

 


