Humphrey Jennings: Of Images, Poetry and Pandaemonium
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After a period of neglect, the film career of Humphrey Jennings, one of the most prominent directors of the British Documentary Movement, has been the subject of increasing interest over recent years, with the British Film Institute collecting his oeuvre together in three boxsets. There is no doubt, though, that Danny Boyle and Frank Cottrell Boyce’s citation of Jennings’s breathtaking anthology Pandaemonium, a collage of reflections both factual and poetic about the Industrial Revolution, as the primary inspiration for the opening ceremony of the London Olympics in 2012 has brought the filmmaker to an even wider audience than ever before. And not just as a filmmaker. For Humphrey Jennings was far more than that. Indeed, by virtue of his diverse artistic talents, Jennings can be seen as a purveyor of what German Romantic thinker Friedrich Schlegel called ‘progressive universal poetry’, a form of creative expression that collapsed the boundaries between all art forms. Jennings himself might have spoken of an artistic ‘collision’, and his real aspiration throughout his career had been to be an artist. Indeed, it is the images in his films that speak louder, and more powerfully, than the words. This chapter will thus explore Jennings’s film work through the prism of his artistic and intellectual endeavours as a whole, arguing that it demands to be seen in that broader cultural and aesthetic context. It will propose that this prodigiously talented man be seen not merely as ‘the only real poet that British cinema has yet produced’ (Lindsay Anderson), but as the epitome of the ‘universal poet’ envisaged by Schlegel in the eighteenth century, drawing on his diverse, yet complementary, passions for art, poetry, photography and design in the films he produced between 1936 and his untimely death in 1950. Although the majority of his work was produced under the auspices of the British Documentary Movement, by virtue of his interest in ordinary people and their experiences he was not really interested in propaganda, but in the prose, poetry and surreal juxtapositions created by everyday life. The chapter will therefore explore the roots of the rich aesthetics that characterise Jennings’s cinematic language and its liberation of images. It will also posit reasons why he has remained quite so powerful an influence on contemporary artists in general, from filmmakers such as Terence Davies to musicians such as Public Service Broadcasting.
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