                                              ABOVE THE KITCHEN SINK
             Why British Cinema needs to replace Social Realism with Romanticism.
                  
                                                         PREFACE
“…. Is this concrete all around or is it in my head?” (Bowie 1974).
In attempting to find my true North as a storyteller; exploring what it is exactly that I want to say, and why. I’ve come to the realisation that the answer to that question lies beyond a long-held frustration of mine; that British Film and TV has rarely looked up from the kitchen sink and out the window. A frustration bookended by the British film and TV of my youth, where the only chance of glimpsing a Sublime landscape came in the Sunday night comfort-viewing of Heartbeat (1992) or Last of The Summer Wine (1973) to the perpetual circling of the drain of human depravity and suffering of ITV Dramas that we have today. Infuriating, given that the untold stories offered to us by our history are closer to the visceral journey of Heart of Darkness (Conrad, 1899) or the soaring excitement of The Last of the Mohicans (1992).
Sweeping, rural adventures; drawing from the likes of Walter Scott and Robert Lewis Stevenson should have put Romanticism at the heart of British Cinema akin to the Western or the Chanbara in America and Japan, respectively; but we never had a Ford or Kurosawa to carve out a national mythology in celluloid from our history and landscapes. Instead, that spot in our culture went to the grim, urban dramas of the kitchen sink realism movement of the late 1950’s and 60’s.
In this essay I shall be mapping a path for myself out of that lifeless, dead-end street.
So, join me as I attempt to find my bearings…







WHY ROMANTISM?
This wish to see a new kind of Romanticism overthrow social realism is obviously motivated by a desire on my part to see more stories on screen that align with my own intellectual orientation. However, I also feel that recent cinematic trends and world events have set the stage for a shifting of the collective consciousness. If we examine three traits of the romantic tradition, I will offer examples toward this conclusion. 

1. REVOLT AGAINST REASON. 
 An artistic and intellectual movement which took place in Europe between the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries. Understood broadly as a break from the guiding principles of the Enlightenment – which established reason as the foundation of all knowledge. (Kehoe, 2022)
The Enlightenment was shunned by the Romantics who favoured raw emotions and feelings in their work over thought and intellect. The English poet William Wordsworth, who became a major voice of the Romantic movement felt that poetry should be "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” (Interesting Literature, 2021) and I wonder now, in the post-Covid era after two years of following the science, if people are again craving an escape from thought and wishing instead to feel more. 
Encouragingly, 1917 (2019) a film that contains many Romantic virtues (historic setting, real-life heroism, rural locations) achieved the number one position at the UK Box Office for the pandemic year. Was there more at play than just the hesitancy around returning to cinemas to see Tenet (2020), the runner-up? I’d wager there was a lack of appetite to see a film where science and technology took centre stage in yet another urban metropolis; the audience knew their enjoyment of such a story would be on an intellectual level and not an emotional one. 
To this end, I must commit myself more to research; to source the most imagination-igniting kindling from history. 









2. REVERENCE FOR NATURE.
The idea of The Sublime came to hold a central place in much of Romanticism to counter Enlightenment rationality in the masses. The awe and terror experienced by observing a great storm or an infinite vista make the individual contemplate his or her place in the natural world. (Seiferle, 2017)
As the staycation boom between lockdowns saw people who normally holiday abroad flee the city to rediscover the countryside, maybe a yearning for the Sublime has been reignited? Can a line be traced from Wordsworth - who recounted the overwhelming emotions he felt climbing Mount Snowdon in The Prelude (1850) - to the “visitors to Wales who queued for 45 minutes to reach the summit” (Chapman, 2021) during the pandemic?
What were those people seeking if not the “juxtaposition of man and the Sublime” found in a Turner painting that “presents the viewer with a humbling and awe-inspiring scene of man’s encounter with the power and force of nature?” (Convenient Art History, 2017) Would people not appreciate this on their screens now more than ever? This disconnect between man and nature is one of the central drivers behind the Romantic movement as Marjorie McAtee explains
Reasons for the development of this strong connection between nature and romanticism include the Industrial Revolution, which led many people to leave rural areas and live in cities, separated from the natural world. (2022)
My aim as a storyteller in the 21st Century is to provide the same function as the Romantic poets of the 18th - to bridge some gap that exists inside all of us back to the natural world. 







3. ELEVATION OF THE COMMON MAN.
A renewed interest in the simple life marked the poetry of the Romantic Age. A feeling of humanitarianism coloured the poetry of Wordsworth, Shelley, and Byron. Thus, Romantic Poetry was marked by intense human sympathy and a consequent understanding of the human heart. (English Summary, 2022)
According to a poll conducted by The Morning Consult (a billion-dollar data collection company) the general audience is tiring of superheroes saving the world on an infinite loop.
The studio must consider if it’s at risk of overplaying its hand. A nontrivial number of moviegoers — even a sizable contingent of self-identified Marvel fans — are fatigued by the abundance of these films, and that group is likely to continue getting bigger. (Shevenock, 2021)
Romanticism offers us the Byronic hero as an alternative. Although this archetype may, at first, seem terribly antiquated, if we study the classic characteristics of the Romantic literary hero -  
Introspection, the triumph of the individual over the restraints of theological and social conventions, wanderlust, melancholy, misanthropy, alienation, isolation, and a regret for his actions. (Wilson, J, 1972)
- who does this describe if not the main character in the BBC’s biggest hit of recent years - Tommy Shelby from Peaky Blinders (2013). A show also featuring a historic setting, devoid of modern technology. These stories do appeal then.
I will strive, in my work, to present thoroughly human characters of this ilk; to poetise the language of common men and conduct long-lambasted accents to sing-out lyrically.







CONCLUSION
By examining these developments and confronting the questions they raise in me as a storyteller I believe I’ve discovered my bearings. I now know that I want to engage audiences on an emotional level more than an intellectual one. I want to explore man’s relationship with nature, as opposed to our relationship with technology. I want to focus on a real, flawed hero as opposed to some superpowered being. What I don’t know yet however is if the destination is reachable, but at least now - I know which way North is.
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