The MoI and the Image of the Blitz
1. The Blitz as visual memory
It is a crucial part of our contemporary understanding of Britain at war and is used whenever Britain is in trouble – July bombings 05. It is a visual image and so has lent itself to cinema and artistic interpretation

2. Blitz as icon of Britain at war

As noted above, the blitz is thought to encapsulate British national identity and spirit

3. Did the Blitz spirit exist?

Historians and commentators have debated whether a blitz spirit ever existed. Ponting said it did not – EXPLAIN HIS THEORY

Calder and Connelly believe that the MoI worked hard to create an image, and played upon long-existent national concepts. The British people then bought into this image and began to shape their behaviour towards it.

4. What were the crucial elements of the image?

a) Standing Alone/Defiance

Low cartoon – TELL STANDING ALONE ANECDOTES; British spirit photos
b) Humour

Cartoons
c) Pulling together

KGVI and Churchill with ordinary people – IMP OF BOMBING OF BUCKINGHAM PALACE
d) Ordinary people as heroes

As firemen and wardens 

Firemen images – Rosoman Falling Wall; William Sansom, The Wall:

Three of the storeys, thirty blazing windows and their huge frame of black brick, a hundred solid tons of hard, deep Victorian wall, pivoted over us and hung flatly over the alley. Whether the descending wall actually paused in its fall I can never know. Probably it never did. Probably it only seemed to hang there. Probably my eyes only digested its action at an early period of momentum, so that I saw it ‘off true’ but before it had gathered speed.

Wardens

5. Life under bombing

a) What were shelters like? 

CONTINUATION OF CLASS DIFFERENCES AND SCANDALS OF POOR CONSTRUCTION
Anderson Shelter

Public street shelter

Upper class shelter
b) London as key icon

Underground and symbol of communal life

The largest number to seek shelter in the tube was on the night of 27 September 1940 when 177,000 people entered. Although this represented the equivalent of the population of Southampton, it was less than five per cent of those left in London. A survey conducted in November revealed that only four per cent of Londoners regularly sheltered in the tube. Nine per cent went to a surface public shelter, and twenty-seven per cent used domestic (mostly Anderson) shelters. This left over half of the remaining population either at work, on some form of ARP duty or taking what shelter they could within their own home.

Bus on side

St Paul’s – the greatest photograph of the war

Bone
c) Pattern for provincial blitz

Scandal of Liverpool slum shelters

Have to live up to London’s example

Plymouth press:

‘Plymouth assumes the mantle of Coventry’, ‘CITY DEVASTATION WORSE THAN COVENTRY – SAYS US ENVOY’, and ‘”ASSUMED MANTLE OF COVENTRY”: LONDON OPINIONS’.

d) Problems of provincial blitz

Erratic bombing was more wearing and nerve-wracking than constant attack
6. London Can Take It!

A crucial image of the blitz is the Crown Film Unit’s London Can Take It! Primarily made to influence opinion in the neutral United States, it had a commentary written and spoken by the London-based American journalist, Quentin Reynolds, and was a great success on both sides of the Atlantic.  Opening with a low-angle shot of St Paul’s, the dome of the cathedral is confirmed as a symbol of both the capital and the nation. Backed by the majestic tones of Vaughan Williams’ London Symphony, the film balances the stoic attitude of Londoners against the enormous task of fighting a mighty enemy. ‘I can assure you that there is no panic, no fear, no despair in London town; there is nothing but determination, confidence and high courage among the people of Churchill’s Island.’ Quentin Reynolds’ deadpan, matter of fact style combined with his alleged aloofness (‘I am a neutral reporter’) gave the documentary a sombre authority. It is an authority buttressed by a knowledge of Britain’s affinity for and with its past. ‘It is hard to see five centuries of labour destroyed in five seconds.’ But ‘a bomb has its limitations’, Reynolds concludes, ‘it can only destroy buildings and kill people. It cannot kill the unconquerable spirit and courage of the people of London. London can take it!’ This final statement is delivered over an image of Marochetti’s statue of Richard the Lionheart, the sword held high bent by bombing, and framed by the smashed windows of Westminster Hall in the background. Thus the film ends with a vision of the medieval past and one that symbolises the unity of monarchy and people in the form of Richard and the Houses of Parliament and the continuity of British history. 

Retitled Britain Can Take It! for its domestic release, the film was greeted with enthusiasm. When it was shown in a Scottish mining village, the Ministry of Information projectionist recorded, ‘Britain Can Take It! was by far the most successful film. The reasons, I think, were because of the neutral reporter, the emphasis on the common people and the fact that it showed what the war was like.’ A Mass-Observation report noted that it was ‘the most frequently commented upon film, and received nothing but praise.’
 If the actual situation was so very different to that portrayed on screen, then the film would surely have been rejected as patronising and insulting.

� Quoted in James Chapman The British at War, Cinema, State and Propaganda, 1939-1945 London 1998 p 99





