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Introduction 

What did Australians see at their local cinema during the 

First World War? 

With their friends and family fighting half a world away, people back home had a 

personal stake in seeing depictions of the War on screen, but they were also looking 

to Hollywood and the young Australian movie business for entertainment and 

escape. 

Russell Briggs, ACMI’s Head of Exhibitions 

 

War Pictures: Australians at the Cinema 1914-1918 features a fascinating selection 

of shorts, newsreels, propaganda and feature films produced by the developing, local 

film industry, as well as a selection of international content. These films tell the story 

of how the war was presented on the big screen and of the changing response of the 

Australian public to these representations.  

One in three Australian men between the ages of 18 and 45 enlisted to fight, so 

people on the home front felt deeply connected to seeing images of the War. On any 

given Saturday night in Melbourne 100 years ago, 65,000 people were attending the 

cinema. Tickets were cheap and programs varied. 

Just as present-day viewers balance their search for information with their desire to 

be entertained, the homefront audience sought comfort in entertaining melodramas 

and comedies. 

War Pictures is a collaboration between ACMI and the National Film and Sound Archive.  



2 
 

Films Featured in the Screening Program 
 

1914 

Will The Ladies (please remove their hats)… & God Save the King  
Fantomas, 1914, France, dir. Louis Feuillade, drama serial  
Dandy Starch, Australia, advertisement  
A Long, Long Way to Tipperary, Australia, dir. George Dean, feature  
  

1915 
Recruitment Drive, Australia, Actuality film 
NSW Expeditionary forces – Randwick Racecourse, Australia, actuality film 
Perdriau Watershed Hose, Australia, advertisement  
Cartoons of the Moment – Miss Australasia, Australia, animation  
A Film Johnnie, USA, dir. George Nichols, short comedy. (Stars Charlie Chaplin) 
The Hero of the Dardanelles, Australia, dir. Alfred Rolfe, feature  
For the Honour of Australia, Australia, dir. unknown, feature  
Neptune’s Daughter, USA, dir. Herbert Brenon, feature  
Warner’s Rustproof Corset, Australia, advertisement 
Cabiria, Italy, dir. Giovanni Pastrone, feature 
The Birth of a Nation, USA, dir. D.W. Griffith, feature  
Hoadley’s Barrackville Cocoa, Australia, advertisement  
 

1916 
Charity Bazaar, Martin Place, Australia, newsreel  
The Joan of Arc of Loos, Australia, dir. George Willoughby, feature  
Officer 666, Australia, dir. Fred Niblo, feature  
The Perils of Pauline, USA, dir. Louis J. Gaznier serial drama  
Cartoons of the Moment – The Skirt, dir. Harry Julius, Australia, animation  
Australia Prepared, Australia, government sponsored film  
Departure of the Australian Expeditionary Force, Australia, newsreel 
How the Digger Gets His Mail, Australia, Government sponsored actuality film (courtesy the 
Australian War Memorial) 
Scarlett Industries, Australia, advertisement  
Indasia Soap, Australia, advertisement  
Australasian Gazette, “Street Parade”, Australia, newsreel  
The Battle of the Somme, UK, producer William F. Jury, documentary, (courtesy the Imperial 
War Museum, UK) 
Referendum Bullets, Australia, government sponsored film  

 
1917 
Australasian Gazette – “Fill the Gap”, Australia, newsreel 
The German Monster, Australia, dir. Harry Julius, animation,  
 

1918  
The Australian’s Final Campaign, Australia, Government sponsored film (courtesy the 
Australian War Memorial) 
The Waybacks, Australia, dir. Arthur W. Sterry, feature  
The Enemy Within, Australia, dir. Roland Stavely, feature 
The Woman Suffers, Australia, dir. Raymond Longford, feature  
A New Australia, Australia, Government sponsored film  
Australasian Gazette “A Unique Audience”, Australia, newsreel  
 
Total running time 63 minutes  
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Before the Exhibition visit 

Consider: 

 What do you know about films that were made 100 years ago? 

 What do you think audiences would have been interested in watching at the 

cinema during the years of the First World War (1914-1918)? 

 What kinds of films might have been popular at this time? Why do you think 

this? 

Find out: 

 How did people access news and information during the years of the First 

World War? 

 What forms of media and communication were available? 

 What are some of the differences between the delivery of news during the 

First World War and the way news about present day conflicts is delivered? 

 What role did cinema play in communicating information to audiences?  

Students may find the following websites useful for researching these questions: 

Australian Screen: aso.gov.au/titles/collections/australasian-gazette/ 
The State Library of Victoria: www.slv.vic.gov.au/digitised-wwi-victorian-newspapers 

 

The Exhibition 

 
At the Cinema 

While watching the films, ask yourself: 

 Whose stories are being told? 

 Whose voices are missing? 

 How are Australians represented in the films?  

 How does this change over time? 

 What do you learn about the war? 

 What do you learn about Australian society at this time? 

 How are women represented? 

 How are men represented? 

 What messages do audiences take away? Does this change? When? Why? 

 From your experience of the exhibition, how would you describe Australian 

cinema entertainment during the war? 

 Which piece (or pieces) of film particularly stood out?  

 What did you expect to see? 

 What surprised you? Explain. 

 

Silent Film 

http://aso.gov.au/titles/collections/australasian-gazette/
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/digitised-wwi-victorian-newspapers
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Talking pictures did not arrive in Australia until 1928, so the films of the Great War 

period were silent. To provide context or information for silent films, intertitles were 

used to display narrative text or written dialogue between scenes. Intertitles have 

been created especially for the War Pictures film program in order to introduce each 

new film segment. 

Focus on the intertitles created for the exhibition: 

 How effective is the design for these intertitles? 

 What kind of information do they provide? 

Some film segments in the War Pictures program also contain intertitles from the 

period. Look at these segments and consider the role of intertitles: 

 Are there features that these intertitles share? 

 Silent films depend on many different techniques to communicate information 

to the audience. Describe some of these techniques. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sound 

It is difficult to know exactly what music or sound effects were used to accompany 

silent films, as few detailed records survive. Live accompanists, often a piano and 

drum duo, could be very effective but were sometimes criticised for playing 

inappropriate music or ‘burlesquing’ the film, by adding joke sound effects to serious 

dramatic scenes. Occasionally actors stood behind the screen, voicing the 

characters. Volumes of cue sheets were available, with musical themes sorted 

according to mood, such as ‘chase scene – dramatic’, ‘chase scene – comic’ etc, and 

major features came with their own complete score. Australian newspaper ads of the 

time often include reference to the theatre orchestra, band or featured singer who 

would be accompanying the films. 

The soundtrack for the War Pictures screening program is composed and edited by 

Jamie Saxe. 
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Focus on the connection that Saxe has created between the images and the music: 

 How does music contribute to the story being told and the message 

communicated? 

 How does the music affect our experience of the various film clips included in 

the War Pictures program? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

God Save the King (1914) 

 

After the Exhibition visit 
Take a closer look at some of the films in the War Pictures exhibition 

The ANZAC Legend: The Hero of the Dardanelles (Alfred Rolfe 1915)  

This was the first film to dramatise the ANZAC legend; although, it achieved this by 

drawing on the Australian connection to the British Empire.  

Watch clips and find out more about this film here: aso.gov.au/titles/features/hero-of-

the-dardanelles/  

 What aspects of this film might be considered propaganda? 

 This film would not have found an audience at the end of the war. Why not? 

What had changed?  

A Female Hero: Joan of Arc of Loos (George Willoughby 1916) 

 What famous wartime figure was the story based on? Find out more about the 

story behind the film. 

 Where was this film shot? 

 What makes this film stand out from other films made at this time?  

As well as a useful Wikipedia entry, you can find out more about this film in this 

accessible and informative article: Reynaud, Daniel, “Convention and Contradiction: 

Representations of Women in Australian War Films”, 1914-1918, School of 

Humanities and Creative Arts, Avondale College, 1999, 

http://aso.gov.au/titles/features/hero-of-the-dardanelles/
http://aso.gov.au/titles/features/hero-of-the-dardanelles/


6 
 

research.avondale.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1026&context=arts_papers 

(accessed 10/03/15) 

News from Abroad: How the Digger gets his Mail: the Australian Army Postal 

Services at Work (J. W. Smith and George Hubert Wilkins 1916) 

 

This newsreel can be watched online: www.awm.gov.au/collection/F00020/ 

 

 Why would this film have been of particular interest to the Australian 

homefront audience? 

 What is the story told by the film? How might this film have contributed to the 

war effort? 

 What does this film tell us about gender roles during this period? 

Hardhitting Documentary: The Battle of the Somme (Geoffrey Malins and John 

McDowell 1916) 

The Battle of the Somme was watched by a large Australian audience.  

 Imagine you were a member of the homefront audience in 1916. What would 

have been the impact and effect of seeing what the soldiers were experiencing 

on the battlefront? 

 During this period the government was very concerned with making sure that 

the cinema experience of the home audience did not turn them against the war 

effort. How would this film have affected the audience’s response to the war? 

 It is widely believed that The Battle of the Somme used footage of soldiers 

training but claimed it to be scenes of battle. Does this matter? Would this 

knowledge have affected the response of the viewers at the time? 

 What is the effect on a 21st century viewer of the panning shots and the close-

ups of the soldiers? How would they have affected audiences watching during 

the war?  

Some of the most poignant footage from this film involves the exhausted soldiers in 

the trenches gazing at the camera. What is your response to this footage? 

What do you think you are witnessing in these moments? What are the soldiers 

communicating? 

The BBC's educational site, iWonder, has an interactive guide on The Battle of the 

Somme entitled ‘Why was the Battle of the Somme film bigger than Star Wars?’ 

www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zc3dhyc. 

 

Action and Adventure: The Enemy Within (Roland Stavely 1918) 

http://research.avondale.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1026&context=arts_papers
http://www.awm.gov.au/collection/F00020/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zc3dhyc
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Watch clips and find out more about this film: aso.gov.au/titles/features/the-enemy-

within/clip1/ 

After the war had raged for some years, audiences had lost interest in feature film 

narratives set in the battlefield.  

 Why do you think Roland Stavely responded with a spy thriller about wartime 

espionage? 

 The film starred two well-known boxers Snowy Baker and Sandy McVea. Why 

might these local sportsmen have had particular appeal for Australian 

audiences at this stage of the war? 

After the War: Australasian Gazette “A Unique Audience” (c. 1920) 

This newsreel gives a small insight into the extraordinary physical injuries 

experienced by returned soldiers. Watch a section of the newsreel here: 

aso.gov.au/titles/newsreels/australasian-gazette-unique/  

 What do you see during the film clip? Who is in the clip? Where are they? 

What are they doing? Why? 

 What do you think about what you saw on screen? 

 Write down all the questions that the film makes you wonder.  

 Find out information to answer your questions and share this with your 

classmates. 

Additional research questions: 

 How many soldiers were injured and how many killed during the First World 

War? 

 As well as physical injuries, in what other ways did the war leave a lasting 

impact on individuals and Australian society as a whole? 

Lost Forever! 

Between 1914 and 1918, 54 feature films were produced in Australia. Of these, 42 

are completely lost.  

Before the 1950s, films were shot and printed on cellulose nitrate, a highly flammable 

substance that is quick to decompose if not stored in stable temperature and humidity 

conditions.  

In addition, film stock was expensive and 35mm prints were produced in limited 

numbers. Prints were screened first in the cities, and then rented to suburban 

cinemas. Finally, they were sold to travelling picture-show men who presented them 

in country towns. Prints were scratched and damaged through repeated screenings, 

and then discarded as newer films became available. 

http://aso.gov.au/titles/features/the-enemy-within/clip1/
http://aso.gov.au/titles/features/the-enemy-within/clip1/
http://aso.gov.au/titles/newsreels/australasian-gazette-unique/
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The National Film & Sound Archive of Australia collects and preserves Australia’s film 

heritage. The NFSA holds stills, scripts, and other forms of documentation relating to 

lost films. Occasionally, films thought to be lost are discovered in other country’s 

archives. It is increasingly rare for films from the WWI era to be found in private 

hands. 

Find out more about Australia’s lost films 

Search and Rescue (ALFSAR), National Film and Sound Archive. 

nfsa.gov.au/collection/film/australias-lost-films/search-and-rescue-alfsar/ 

Interview with National Film and Sound Archive about Finding Lost Films 

dialmformovies.net/2012/05/16/1092/  

Australia’s Lost Films, National Film and Sound Archive 

nfsa.gov.au/collection/film/australias-lost-films/ 

 

Further Reading and Resources 

The ANZAC Centenary: anzaccentenary.vic.gov.au/ 

Buckmaster, L 2015, ‘Australian Cinema during the Great War’, ACMI Channel, 

www.acmi.net.au/acmi-channel/2015/australian-cinema-during-ww1/ 

Sights and Sounds of the First World War: anzacsightsound.org/explore/entire-war/all 

World War I: Snapshot of Australia at the time of the outbreak, ABC, 

www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-04/world-war-i-snapshot-australia-time-of-

outbreak/5634632 

Australian Screen - First World War collection: aso.gov.au/education/war/first-world-

war/ 

The Australian Homefront during World War I: anzacday.myresponsive.website/ww1-

home-front 

The State Library of Victoria - Australia and WWI: ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-

history/australia-wwi 

http://nfsa.gov.au/collection/film/australias-lost-films/search-and-rescue-alfsar/
http://dialmformovies.net/2012/05/16/1092/
http://nfsa.gov.au/collection/film/australias-lost-films/
http://anzaccentenary.vic.gov.au/
http://www.acmi.net.au/acmi-channel/2015/australian-cinema-during-ww1/
http://anzacsightsound.org/explore/entire-war/all
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-04/world-war-i-snapshot-australia-time-of-outbreak/5634632
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-04/world-war-i-snapshot-australia-time-of-outbreak/5634632
http://aso.gov.au/education/war/first-world-war/
http://aso.gov.au/education/war/first-world-war/
http://anzacday.myresponsive.website/ww1-home-front
http://anzacday.myresponsive.website/ww1-home-front
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/australia-wwi
http://ergo.slv.vic.gov.au/explore-history/australia-wwi

