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Films of Fact: A History of Science in Documentary Films and Television

By Timothy Boon

London: Wallflower, 2008. ISBN: 978-1905674374 (pbk). ISBN: 978-1905674381 (hbk). 36 
illustrations, x+312pp. £16.99 (pbk), £45.00 (hbk). 

A Review by Katherine Newbold, Northwestern University, USA

The five books that currently comprise Wallflower Press's new Nonfictions series cover topics 

devoted to the development of documentary studies. Begun in 2007, this series endeavors to 

broaden theoretical discussion on documentary cinema, opening new areas of research and 

unearthing previously peripheral, unexplored histories in nonfiction film. Nonfictions authors -- in 

essay or total book format -- have thus far discussed such subjects as transcultural and migration 

documentaries, Direct Cinema, and the films of Jean Rouch. With Timothy Boon's Films of Fact: A 

History of Science in Documentary Films and Television, the series captures a new look at 

twentieth-century documentary history in Britain. Partly a genealogy of pre-and post-war science 

nonfiction genres, and partly the story of documentarian Paul Rotha's concerns with the visual 

representation of science, Films of Fact, in its scope and details, covers unmarked territory with 

great detail and appropriate analysis. Curator and historian Boon presents just the sort of 

marginalized history that can help Nonfictions achieve its goal of enriching current conversation on 

documentary and nonfiction media.

Films of Fact progresses chronologically through what Boon has marked as the different phases of 

science nonfiction production and representation. Loosely bookmarked by Rotha's involvement in 

navigating the relationship between 'pure' science and its media presentation, Boon briefly discusses 

science as spectacle onscreen before jumping to the early 1930s and the introduction of Grierson's 

documentary mode of filmmaking. From here Boon probes the aesthetic manifestations of modernity 

in scientific cinema, particularly the appearance of Soviet dialectical montage and the emphasis on 

benevolent technology. Issues of citizenship and the social role of science in this modern era also 

bubble to the surface; Boon, always linking content to style and form, contextualizes how public 

understanding of science becomes one concern with a thousand interpretations for execution. Used 

for town planning, nutrition, and general health, among others, documentary practice blossoms at 

this time. Rotha and his contemporaries enter World War II fully prepared to aid the British wartime 

effort. However, a drought in stylistic experimentation pushes much production dormant until 

television claims a hold on the display of science. Boon ends his history on a discussion of the early 

scientific programs broadcast at the BBC up to 1965, and how we can link their development to 

previous genres of science documentary on film.

Boon carefully describes his approach as an iconographic one: his history aims to privilege "the ways 

that documentary filmmakers represented the world to audiences" (39). This, he says, prevents 

historians and audiences from succumbing to the seduction of this book as the history on that 

particular subject. This approach proves incredibly effective here for two reasons. First, Boon's 

method inherently recognizes the flexibility that such a history can provide for scholars across many 

fields, while easing the pressure on his end to incorporate every remotely relevant detail. It also 

indicates the amount of work that this particular subject and time still demands. Boon, to his credit, 

has done his work thoroughly, yet his approach neither limits nor discourages further study on the 

topic of scientific documentary in Britain. If anything, his care in marking out his approach to the 

material makes it all the easier for others to see where work still needs to be done. Chapter two in 

particular provides a great run-down of Boon's methodology, explaining his careful use of the word 

"documentary" as well as his decision to utilize an iconographic approach to the material.

Yet Boon's conscientiousness doesn't always play off in the way that he suggests it will. The prime 

example of this comes from his claim to use Rotha as the "Virgil to my Dante" (4) in Films of Fact. 

Though Boon asserts that Rotha's career provides the tent markers for his story's trajectory, he 

fails to fully flesh out the impact Rotha has had on the development of science program genres in 

television. Much of the last two chapters abandons the documentarian's influence in favor of tedious 

recounts regarding the struggles to bring science to the tube. Boon recovers Rotha only in the coda 

to remind us, and possibly himself as well, that the filmmaker did indeed dramatically affect television 

production until the mid-1960s. The reader must sift through the muddled last section on his own 

in order to discover a clear link between Rotha and television. 

Compounding this difficulty is the presence of other key figures that often overshadow Rotha's 

contribution to science documentary. Boon could have easily written this history with Julian Huxley's 

public science career providing the boundary points; Huxley pops out of the pages with as much 

color and participation as Rotha, and at times his story seems more critical to the narrative at hand. 

The problem isn't that Boon promotes Huxley too much. Rather, it's that Rotha fades too far from 

the big picture. Rotha's story, as the backbone of the narrative, ultimately doesn't parallel the main 

account as closely and thoroughly as it should.

Nonetheless, Rotha and his films prove useful more often than not for Films of Fact. Boon is at his 

most compelling when he performs a formal analysis of a film -- often one of Rotha's documentary 

gems -- and when he integrates each seamlessly back into its relevant genre and context. The heart 

of his story thus becomes the relationships among these films, their creators, and the 

circumstances that lead to their invention. Boon's development of genres, socially, historically, 

economically, and culturally based as they are, supplies yet another level of depth to his informative 

account. His discussions of nonfiction genres give those interested in further study of science and 

documentary a well-grounded starting point.  

In the end, Films of Fact becomes more than a history for the erudite historian or a film text for the 

cinema studies scholar. The debates surrounding science's popularization in the early twentieth 

century become fodder for scholars from a broad range of fields: cultural studies, sociology, 

economics, scientific history, architecture, urban studies, communication studies, etc. Boon's ability 

to engage so many fields in a concise, critical history makes this book versatile for many academics 



and many projects. Despite a few glitches, Timothy Boon's Films of Fact overall imparts a very solid 

report of how and why science arrived to media as it did, from big screen to small, in Britain's early 

twentieth century.
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