What makes a production quintessentially British

The British film and television industry is an integral part of the global machine which is the entertainment sector. Many productions born, moulded and released in the United Kingdom have been both critically and financially successful, being the origin of many Oscar-worthy films, actors and actresses. However, many are fascinated by how a British film is overall regarded as being ‘British’ and how these productions are instantly recognisable as stylistically being British. Being a student, working with a very small budget is a definite, and when watching most British films, I am fascinated by the quality of these productions despite its small budget. A film could be regarded as being ‘British’ by being funded by a British production company such as, Eon Productions or the BBC. Or it could be down to the director and cast members all being proud Britons. Both these aspects have a large influence over the outcome of the final product; however, many British productions all have indistinguishable themes, cementing them into the genre. 

One of the main features of ‘British’ movies is that most of them share a similar type of setting. The setting to any production is of high importance to its overall success and encapsulation with the audience. Most movies of the 21st century now harness the capabilities of green screen technology to create their own environment for the story to take place in. This effect is commonly used in large Hollywood blockbusters with an extensive budget to use on many CGI components of the film. However, many productions which originate from Britain have a lot less funding. “Shooting films in Britain is always difficult, because we’ve never got enough money to make them.” – James McAvoy. This quote shows the challenge of shooting productions in Britain, due to the lack of funding where a film crew is limited to how ambitious filming techniques they can utilise, without going over budget. Despite this, over the years British productions have found a way to utilise this obvious budget limitation. The method used by British filmmakers is to film their scenes on location. For example, in the movie 28 Days Later (dir. Danny Boyle) filming began in September 2001 and lasted over a nine-week period. But prior to this, four days of filming for the production occurred in the July before, which consisted of scenes which took place in the streets of London. For this scene, the streets needed to be deserted for the post-apocalyptic storyline, so filming took place early in the morning before rush hour began. This was to make it easier and cheaper to shut off Piccadilly Circus for filming. Because of this, the scene is that much more realistic with the natural weather and surroundings used, rather than using green-screen, and makes the opening scene of the film that much more impressive when watching it with this knowledge in mind. The natural weather also gives ‘British’ stylised movies their signature tone. “English rain feels obligatory, like paperwork.” – Maureen Johnson. Most days in Britain consist of overcast and grey weather which the filmmakers do not ignore. In most scenes which are filmed on location in other movies, the crew would tend to find the perfect weather opportunity to shoot their particular scene. Although this makes the movie brighter and aesthetically more pleasing to the audience, in Britain, days like this are hard to come by. Instead, filmmakers harness the grey skies and incorporate them into their production, adding to the mundane atmosphere whilst injecting some needed realism into the story. When doing my own filming, I also could not catch what is known as the ‘magic hour’ and had to film in whatever weather was present at that specific time. I felt as though this gave my shots more realism and gave the surrounding area, I was trying to portray, more atmospheric qualities.

A second factor of ‘British’ stylised films is the subtle or obvious references to stereotypical British culture. It allows even the most unrealistic stories to be cemented as a classic British piece. ‘I think it has something to do with being British, we don’t take ourselves as seriously as other countries do’ – Joan Collins. Personally, I think that the best example of this comes with the timeless trilogy which is the Cornetto Trilogy. This trilogy consisted of the films, Shaun of the Dead, Hot Fuzz and The Worlds End. All three movies were directed by Edgar Wright and starred both Simon Pegg and Nick Frost. Wright, Pegg and Frost wanted to adapt three classic American movie genres and give them their own British comedic flavour. These genres were Zombies, Buddy Cop and Aliens respectively and each adaptation was wildly successful with their audience. Shaun of the Dead was the first outing of the trilogy and gave the audience an insight to how the average British people would react to a zombie apocalypse on their doorstep. Although there are many references to the American director George A. Romero, who was the mind behind many classic zombie flicks, the movie stays true to its British origins and perfectly balances comedy with legitimate danger. But through all the jokes and zombies, there is a deeper meaning behind the film, showing how ‘zombified’ most British people are in the real world, dragging themselves through the week and repeating this process. Hot Fuzz is arguably the best film out of the trilogy, being a quality adaptation of the ‘Buddy Cop’ genre. But instead of having action and clichés cluttering ever scene as its American counterparts, Hot Fuzz is a much-needed breath of fresh air to the genre, meticulously setting up a thrilling murder mystery, whilst staying true to the British culture. Before filming Pegg, who plays a high achieving police officer interviewed active British police officers to see how exactly the police units were operating. He also asked the main aspect of policing which is overlooked in police films today and this would be the mountains of paperwork which they have to complete. So, in the movie, Wright decided to ‘dramatize the paperwork’ showing the audience what goes on in policing but giving it a dramatic and comedic touch. Near the end of the movie, the two main police officers slowing morph into the stereotypical ‘buddy cops’ and fight crime in a similar way but keeping their British nature. The final movie, The Worlds End, follows a group of old school friends who relive a tradition which is a twelve pint pub crawl in their old home village. Little do they know is the town has been taken over by an alien race, but they are determined to finish what they started. A main aspect of British culture is the drinking culture, and this film blends a supernatural threat with a normal British pastime. Although not as successful as its predecessors, The Worlds End highlights the significance of a pub to the British people, even when surrounded by an extra-terrestrial threat. All three movies are the perfect summary of British culture being forced into original American genres, highlighting the difference between not only the British comedy but also how our mundane lifestyle can also seep into the most thrilling of circumstances.

The final aspect of British filmmaking is the characters which are being portrayed in the movie. In most films originating from Britain, the characters are usually very relatable to the British audience. These characters can either be extreme stereotypes or can be far more complex, but they all personify different aspects of British culture and society. A perfect example of this spectrum of characters is in the film Snatch (2000) directed by Guy Ritchie. "I think everything you do, characters I always find, have their own voices and once you establish who that character is you find a different voice. I think it's just a question of establishing that character and the voice speaks through that character." – Guy Ritchie
Snatch has a very simple premise of a diamond which is sought after by many different groups of people in England, going from hardened gang members to rich bankers and gypsy boxers. Although the movie continuously shifts focus through these different groups, they are very easy to distinguish though their portrayal of their British stereotype. An example of this in the movie is when the audience and another group of characters are introduced to a group of gypsies. The moment the gypsies begin to speak, it is very hard to understand what the characters are saying due to gypsies being known to speak in their own dialect and strong accent. This stereotype is perfectly portrayed when other characters have trouble understanding aspects of gypsy dialect and explain by breaking the fourth wall and directly telling the audience the conversation they are having. By also using the gypsy culture as a story arc, non-British viewers are giving a small insight into the vast and diverse nature of British society, aspects they may not have known exists and hence can boost British social marks on overseas viewers.

These three aspects are just a few of the many techniques and methods used by filmmakers to make a film quintessentially ‘British’. Even though in some cases, the production company would have a financial hinderance when approaching the making of the film. But instead of taking it as a burden, they use it to give their movies more authenticity and therefore are beloved by the British audience. The British style of filmmaking has thankfully cemented itself into the industry and even when using a smaller budget, they can still compete critically with the classic American blockbuster with a much higher budget. Researching into British filmmaking as made me come to the realisation that despite small budget and equipment, stylised filmmaking can still be achieved, so long as you have found the perfect subject in front of the camera.

















