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ART AND THE SOCIOCULTURAL SPACE e FILM STUDIES

KITCHEN SINK REALISM

/viad Dolidze

Keywords: Realism, British film, New generation, Critical movement

In the 1950s, British filmmakers began to design a new production and creative policy in order to lure people back
to movie theaters, competing with Hollywood and television. As a result of this action, the so-called Ealing Film
Comedies appeared since they were shot at the Ealing Film Studios, and later, the movement founded by Lindsay
Anderson and his associates in a documentary called Free Cinema appeared. At the conclusion of the decade,
a number of British filmmakers declared their support for Free Cinema and began producing feature films about
social issues. Such works were termed Kitchen Sink Realism (or Kitchen Sink Drama). Their mission was to present
unvarnished and true life, to study and transmit the spiritual depths of the people, their inner feelings, and their civic

ince the pre-World War | era, British film has been

beset by a variety of challenges that have remained

unresolved for decades. This entailed Hollywood’s
conquest of the country’s film market via the Block Book-
ing and Blind Booking (Blind Bidding) systems, Americans’
long-term hiring and subsequent purchase of British film
studios, the export of local directors and actors to Ameri-
ca, and so on.

Even after the World War II, the situation did not im-
prove, so in the 1950s, British filmmakers began to design
a new production and creative policy in order to lure peo-
ple back to movie theaters, competing with Hollywood
and television. As a result of this action, the so-called
Ealing Film Comedies appeared since they were shot at
the Ealing Film Studios, and later, the movement founded
by Lindsay Anderson and his associates in a documenta-
ry called Free Cinema appeared. At the conclusion of the
decade, a number of British filmmakers declared their sup-
port for Free Cinema and began producing feature films
about social issues. Such works were termed Kitchen Sink
Realism (or Kitchen Sink Drama).! Their mission was to
present unvarnished and true life, to study and transmit
the spiritual depths of the people, their inner feelings, and
their civic ideals, as well as to cover the lower classes’
everyday lives and social challenges. It was neither a gen-
re nor an artistic direction, but rather another movement

1 Phillips, Major, 1990, p. 212.
2 Dempsey, Art, 2002, p. 199.
3 Luebering, ed. English, 2011, p. 245.

ideals, as well as to cover the lower classes' everyday lives and social challenges.

raised to shake the national film culture, ideologically
standing close to the broad audience, and a group of crit-
ically-minded writers and playwrights, the Angry Young
Men, whose members felt cheated by the promises of
postwar society, could not like its complacent posture and
urged everyone to fight against the existing reality.

The works of a group of artists whose exhibition was
arranged in one of London galleries were dubbed the
Kitchen Sink School? by English critic David Sylvester in
1954. They depicted situations from working-class fami-
lies” household lives. The title was inspired by a picture
called The Kitchen Sink made in an expressionist style by
John Bratby, a member of the same group. It turned out to
be a branch of social realism.

Such stories appeared in fiction literature and dram-
aturgy as well. In 1956, John Osborne wrote a play, Look
Back in Anger, staged the following year (directed by Tony
Richardson) at the Royal Court Theatre. Osborne was then
called the Angry Young Man,® and this term was extended
to his associates as well. In doing so, “Kitchen Sink Real-
ism” moved into the theater and challenged other plays
that portrayed the working class as happy, carefree, and
comical.

Following Osborne’s play appeared the plays and nov-
els of the other Angry Young Men: Shelagh Delaney, Alan
Sillitoe, Arnold Wesker, John Braine, and others, whose

97



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTS AND MEDIA RESEARCHES « 2024 #4 (14)

main heroes were their own peer protestants who could
not adapt to reality, boldly criticized outdated values, and
attempted to arrange a better life. The majority of these
works were produced in theaters, and a few were adapt-
ed into television plays. Both readers and viewers were
pleased with their reading and viewing experiences and
were looking forward to further samples from the same
authors. The aforementioned circumstances, together
with the Free Cinema movement, sparked the notion of
bringing Kitchen Sink Realism to the big screen.

In this approach, Jack Clayton’s melodrama Room at
the Top (1959), based on John Braine’s novel, was the first
step. Its main character is an ambitious and respectable
young guy from the working class who, in order to advance
socially, engages in a love triangle with two ladies from
the elite circle in order to earn a coveted position in priv-
ileged society. Caught in a double game, he finds himself
in a moral quandary, the solution to which is not so sim-
ple. This adds to the evident emphasis on class conflict,
making the emotional element of the film more stressful.
Despite the story’s rather weak dynamics, this odd love
triangle startled the audience with its quick sadness and
sensual moments. Its commercial and critical success was
rewarded with numerous prizes. For example, popular
French actress Simone Signore has received four best ac-
tress prizes, including the American Academy Award, the
Cannes International Film Festival, and the British Acade-
my Film prizes. Jack Clayton’s work quickly became a na-
tional film classic, a groundbreaking production that had
a significant impact on the presentation of suitable films
on screens.

Tony Richardson, John Osborne, and seasoned pro-
ducer Harry Saltzman created the film company Woodfall
Film in 1959, under the auspices of which they filmed the
film Look Back in Anger (1959, directed by Tony Richard-
son), the plot of which is based on a love triangle situ-
ation. The authors partially changed the dramaturgical
source and treated the original description of the personal
drama with unusual eloqguence, sculpting the screen face
of the main character because he is distinguished by his
absurd behavior, unbearable and intolerant character, and
concern for injustice and social inequality. The talented
Richard Burton impressively portrayed the character, ce-
menting his authority as a solid character actor.

4 Street, British, 2009, p. 91.
5 Welsh, Saturday, 2008, p. 99.
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Both of the aforementioned films spawned a New
Wave in British cinema, dubbed Kitchen Sink Realism in
nearby France, with the only distinction being that it did
not survive long, ending in five years, at the end of 1963.4It
had absorbed many elements from French poetic realism
and Italian neorealism and transferred them to a British
setting, and it was equal to the French New Wave by de-
picting realistic life.

Two ambitious film companies were created in 1959:
Bryanston Films and Beaver Films. The first was led by
Michael Balcon, a well-known producer, and the second
by Bryan Forbes and Richard Attenborough. Both of them
committed to entering the film industry in a professional
manner, with competitive production and either making or
distributing films with social realism. Tony Richardson and
his colleagues approached Bryanston Films and reached
an arrangement. Soon after, Woodfall Film produced Sat-
urday Night and Sunday Morning (1960, directed by Karel
Reisz), an adaptation of Alan Sillitoe’s novel distributed by
Bryanston Films. This film, made on a shoestring budget,
was a shining example of Kitchen Sink Realism (it earned
£100,000 in the first three weeks of its premiere in Lon-
don alone) and was named the greatest work of the year.’
The debutant Albert Finney, who played the anti-hero of a
working guy with an untidy life in earthy hues, played the
primary character superbly.

Beaver Films also created a low-budget drama film,
The Angry Silence (1960, directed by Guy Green), which
dealt with labor concerns and was anti-union. It inves-
tigated workers’ rights, issues of activity and duplicity
during a nationwide strike, and the nature of individual
freedom.

In Tony Richardson’s film The Entertainer (1960), based
on John Osborne’s play of the same name, Laurence Ol-
ivier starred brilliantly. It takes place in postwar Britain,
during a period of significant social and political change.
Olivier’s protagonist is a failed music hall performer who
is fighting to save his career while still maintaining his
personal life. Despite the changing times and the waning
popularity of musical shows, he does not give up and con-
tinues to try to improve his image, but numerous troubles
pile up in the family in the meantime. The film depicts a
generational clash, brutal reality, and universal disap-
pointment. This is a thought-provoking and heartbreaking
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drama, and its production was a pivotal period in Tony
Richardson’s artistic work.5

One of the primary goals of British film was to explore
and analyze the difficulties confronting the future gener-
ation. The semi-documentary social-realist film Taste of
Honey (1961, based on Shelagh Delaney’s play of the same
name) by Tony Richardson was a classic example of this.
It included mostly inexperienced actors, some of whom
were appearing in front of the camera for the first time.
Richardson crafted a brave and, to some extent, revolu-
tionary, hysterical film about the hardships of misfits, in
which there are almost no positive heroes, and the film-
maker himself delved into lyrical naturalism and took the
narrative in this direction. Taste of Honey evolved into a
distinct British echo of neorealism.

Tony Richardson’s next film, The Loneliness of the
Long Distance Runner (1962, based on Alan Sillitoe’s story
of the same name), was an open critique of modern social
order, in which the author used documentary film tech-
niques to convey the confusion leading to despair in youth
through the example of a young man’s daily life. Although
neither film critics nor the audience loved the film, Tony
Richardson’s colleagues praised it highly.”

Documentary filmmaker John Schlesinger made two
important feature films, A Kind of Loving (1962) and Billy
Liar (1963), both melodramas in Kitchen Sink Realism style,
appearing to be the handwriting of an intriguing filmmak-
er. They showed the dreary, commonplace realities of the
working class and urban life and were clearly influenced
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