
 

Successful PhD application for AHRC funding. 

Proposed research project  
 
 
Title: POOL Group and the Modernist Ciné-novel 
 

 

Synopsis: 300 words suitable for a general audience  

 

This project examines the relationship of filmmaking, film criticism and fiction in the work of three 
neglected writers, critics and filmmakers in the POOL Group: Robert Herring (1903-1975), Kenneth 
Macpherson (1902-1971) and Oswell Blakeston (1907-1985), attending in particular to the ciné-novels 
that the three men produced and the relationship between literary and filmic form. These texts are 
Cactus Coast (Herring, 1934), Poolreflection and Gaunt Island (Macpherson, 1927) and Extra Passenger 
(Blakeston, 1929). The film criticism is the extensive body of work in Close Up, along with the 
contributions of Herring in particular to The Guardian, The Listener and Life and Letters To-day, and 
Blakeston to a wide variety of journals. I will also attend to Blakeston’s and Herring’s short prose 
works and poetry, published in collection in the early 1930s and in a number of ‘little magazines’ and 
to the collaborative image-text projects Death while Swimming (Blakeston’s poems illustrated by the 
filmmaker Len Lye, 1932) and Few are Chosen (Blakeston’s prose with photographs by the surrealist 
Francis Bruguière, 1931), and Herring’s 1930 collaboration with the painter Edward Bawden about a 
film shoot, Adam and Evelyn at Kew (1930). Alongside these texts I attend to the surviving films of 
Macpherson and Blakeston: Wing Beat, Foothills, Monkey’s Moon, and Borderline (Macpherson, 
1927-30, though none are complete) and Light Rhythms (Blakeston & Bruguiere, 1930). I shall attempt 
to reconstruct elements of Blakeston’s lost I Do Love to be Beside the Seaside (1929) from reviews, 
correspondence and promotional stills.  
 
Using digital tools, some of which I shall adapt for the purpose, my project will be undertake formal 
comparisons of rhythm – in a loose sense relating to patterns of shot length and ratios between shots, 
in both the films made by these men, and those films they espoused, and in the texts they wrote. The 
research questions are “how cinematic is the ciné-novel?” and “how literary are its producers?”  
 
 

 

Description:  

Describe the proposed research using the headings below in a way that can be understood by an academic who is 

NOT a specialist in your specific area. 
a. What are your research questions and why are they important or relevant? What contribution to knowledge will 
be made? What will be the outcomes of your research? 
b. Background knowledge and context including key literature, people, and findings; how the proposed work relates 
to your previous work (academic or professional) 
c. Methods and approaches that will be used 
d. Research plan, timetable and challenges 
e. References 
f. Link to website (assessors are not obliged to view); you may insert a maximum of 4 images 
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This project asks important questions of the relationship of literary production to the mass media in 
the 1930s. This is a key decade in the history of media technologies and industries, seeing the 
popularisation of radio, the beginnings of television, the economic and cultural domination of the 
Hollywood studio system, and the zenith of newspaper publication. Analysis of the relationship of 
modernist practice to these culture industries has stressed their antipathy or illustrated degrees of 
engagement in which modernists both work in the mass media, usually as an expedient, and import 
modernist techniques to it (Williams) or export its rhetorical forms into high-modernist literature 
(Strychacz) or shape communicative forms that reflect contemporary technologies (Goble). All take as 
their topic the activities of established modernist writers. They presume a priority for the modernist 
literary producer in his relationship with new media.  
 
My questions: 
To what degree did modernism’s engagements with new media industries allow professionals within 
them to enter modernist literary practice in a reverse process? Two of my subjects fall into this area, 
Blakeston is first of all a cinematographer, Herring a film critic for the mass media, and neither, prior to 
their engagement with POOL’s exploration of new media has any literary career. Both become fully 
fledged modernist writers. Apart from study by Townsend, no significant research has been 
undertaken in this area. 
 
Can modernist film language be seen to translate into literary form? How cinematic is the ciné-novel? 
Strychacz and Goble see this as the preserve of established writers. But lacking the proficiency of 
industry experts, how can such form be translated? There are thus two subordinate questions: do the 
ciné-novels of industrial professionals reflect their sophisticated understanding of visual rhetorics, for 
example in adapting montage editing to the construction of fiction? Are there identifiable differences 
between the ciné-novels of industry professionals and non-professionals? My choice for comparison is, 
deliberately, not a well-known writer but a different form of entrant to modernism. Kenneth 
Macpherson was a founder of POOL, but he was neither an established writer nor a film industry 
professional. To what degree can we identify formal differences between Macpherson’s ciné-novels 
and Herring’s and Blakeston’s? Do Macpherson’s and Blakeston’s films show similarities to their 
novels, and to what degree do they differ? 
 
Apart from van Schlun’s limited discussion of Macpherson’s novels, there has been no analysis of this 
body of work. I will make formal comparisons of rhythm – relating to patterns of shot length and ratios 
between shots, in the films made by these men, in those films they espoused, and the texts they wrote. 
This will use digital tools designed for the formal analysis of film; they will be adapted to textual 
analysis with the help of my second supervisor, Dr. Soler-Adilon, an expert in transmedia narratives 
and visual coding and my proposed third supervisor, Prof. Fordham from English. With the help of 
Soler-Adilon and technical staff in Media Arts, I will adapt one of these analytical tools (Cinemetrics) to 
Mac OS. 
 
As a contextual framework for these literary-filmic hybrids I read them through the prism of the 
changing critical perspectives on film that are manifested in journals associated with POOL, principally 
Close Up (1927-1933) and Life and Letters To-day (1935-1945, henceforth LLT). The three men were all 
regular contributors to both journals, indeed they were the most frequent writers for Close Up and 
Herring was editor of LLT.  
 
This attention challenges current studies of POOL, particularly the seminal work of Donald et. al. POOL 
is understood as a modernist literary project led by Bryher and H.D, with Macpherson the third 
member of the group, with his primary creative output being as a filmmaker. Critical attention has 
mostly been directed the relationship of film and writing in H.D.’s oeuvre (Edmunds; Connor). POOL is 
also understood to have a very limited life, ending in June 1933 when Close Up folds. However, this 
formulation neglects the extent to which individuals such as Blakeston and Herring were regarded as 
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members. Furthermore, all four ciné-novels that I study are POOL publications, underwritten by 
Bryher as the project’s financial backer, just as Close Up was.  
 
I shall show that rather than POOL being a literary cenacle, its members are participants in a wider 
network of social relation and writing about film. If I challenge the conventions of POOL’s membership, 
I also challenge concepts of the duration of its influence and ideas, as well as the shape of those ideas. 
As Townsend has pointed out the model developed in Close Up was re-established in 1935 in the more 
culturally diverse LLT under the same financial patronage. Indeed, correspondence suggests that 
Bryher took an active role in this journal’s publication, and. Townsend’s research into neglected 
archives suggests that we need to radically re-think the composition of POOL and how the archive is 
read. As Townsend has shown, LLT endorses new technologies and industrial forms, including 
synchronised sound and colour film, and of the new medium of the 1930s, television.  
 
In correspondence with Townsend’s analysis of LLT, I shall show that both Close Up as a forum, and 
POOL as a social and economic structure, fosters relationships between the avant-garde and the 
emergent British media industry. Crucial here is Roger Burford’s ‘Published Scenarios’ in Close Up. This 
deals not only with the scenario but the cine-text and the problems of translating the visual to the 
literary text. Burford is an established screen writer, having authored two features, and a modernist 
poet. POOL’s activities may be seen as projects where the avant-garde and the media industry meet in 
collaboration and critical conversation, rather than being the works of an isolated, literary avant-garde. 
The cine-text is exemplary here: an attempt to rethink the modernist novel in terms of the new 
possibilities of time, space and sequence offered to audiences by the cinema, and from the mid 1930s 
by television. Such a revisionist approach to high modernism and the media industry has been 
attempted by Foltz but no one has examined POOL’s productive engagement with the commercial 
mainstream.  
 
Having established the contextual framework for these works, I analyse my four key texts, devoting a 
chapter to each of Macpherson, Blakeston and Herring. The ciné-novel had first been recognised by 
Gilbert Seldes in 1924 in the work of French writers. The Anglophone variant is notable for its attempts 
to translate cinematic techniques, especially non-synthetic editing, the close-up and the tracking shot, 
into literary ones. One of the earliest models is John Dos Passos’ The 42nd Parallel (1930), though both 
of Macpherson’s novels and Blakeston’s Extra Passenger precede it. In one of the rare scholarly studies 
of the practice, Armstrong concludes that the two media are incompatible. I want however, to borrow a 
concept from Iampolski’s analysis of the Surrealist cine-text, which argues that Surrealism draws from 
the cinema to attack literature as bourgeois high culture. In reading the cine-novels of Macpherson, 
Blakeston and Herring, as much as if they were films as literature, I hope to show that to different 
degrees they reflect an attempt to shift the modernist novel from esoteric, limited audiences to one of 
popular reception.  
 
Whilst I plan to submit a conventional thesis, based upon historical contextualization and close textual 
analysis as providing the evidence for my argument, I wish to illustrate it, and undertake the textual 
analysis in original ways, which I shall submit alongside. The project builds both on my academic 
expertise and interests in literary modernism and on my practical experience in working as a magazine 
editor using digital tools for on-line publication. It may be that there are practical lessons to be learned 
in this research that will be of use in establishing the formal as much as the technical differences 
between print and new media publication. 
 
1: Using a digital platform and the open source MIT software Annotation Studio I will place key texts in 
parallel to highlight the cross fertilization between critical analysis of film and its expression as fiction. 
I will also use the software to annotate texts with video clips to further illustrate how the stylistic 
strategies of particular filmmakers discussed in the writings might be translated into text. This 
software is already used in the humanities departments of several leading American universities, and I 
believe it will be of particular value to a thesis that seeks to draw parallels between the text and the 
moving image, by analysing the process of translation from one to another. I plan to spend a term at 
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MIT Hyperstudio to better adapt Annotation Studio to my needs. This could be combined with a 
necessary period of archival research at Yale and the University of Texas, Austin.  
 
2: Using Cinemetrics, I will examine shot lengths and patterns in Macpherson’s and Blakeston’s films, 
and in the films that they and Herring espoused in their criticism – not just Soviet montage, but 
selected works by Pabst, Hitchcock, Lye and others. My project here is to establish a number of 
cinematic models of rhythm, and then compare them to traditional formal textual analyses of passages 
in the ciné-novels; this will test similarities and differences of formal structure to see if, contra 
Armstrong, there are structural similarities that are elided by the visual receptions of image and text. 
 
T. Armstrong, ‘Len Lye and Laura Riding in the 1930s: the Impossibility of Film and Literature’, in J. 
Murphet & L. Rainford (eds.), Literature and Visual Technologies: Writing After Cinema (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) 
R. Burford, ‘Published Scenarios’, Close Up, X, 1 (March 1933) 
R. Connor, H.D. and the Image (Manchester UP, 2004) 
J. Donald, A. Friedberg & L. Marcus, Close Up, 1927-1933: Cinema and Modernism (Princeton, 1998)  
S. Edmunds, Out of Line: History, Psychoanalysis and Montage in H.D.’s Long Poems (Stanford, 1994) 
J. Foltz, ‘Vehicles of the Ordinary: W.H. Auden and the Cinematic Address’ in Auden at Work (eds. B. 
Costello & R. Galvin) (Macmillan, 2015) 
M. Goble, Beautiful Circuits: Modernism and the Mediated Life (Columbia, 2010) 
M. Iampolski, The Memory of Tiresias. Intertextuality and Film (California UP, 1998) 
L. Marcus, The Tenth Muse. Writing about cinema in the Modernist Period (Oxford UP, 2007) 
B. van Schlun, The POOL Group and the Quest for Anthropological Universality (De Gruyter, 2017) 
A. Shail, The Cinema and the Origins of Literary Modernism (Routledge, 2012) 
M. Stephens, ‘The Third Man: Robert Herring and Life and Letters To-day’, Welsh Writing in English: A 
Yearbook of Critical Essays, no. 3 (1997).  
T. Strychacz, Modernism, Mass Culture and Professionalism (Cambridge UP, 1996) 
C. Townsend, ‘After Close Up: Life and Letters To-Day as Modernist Film Journal’, Journal of Modern 
Periodical Studies, 2018. 
C. Townsend, ‘A Deeper POOL: Reading Close Up Through the Archives of its Contributors’, Papers on 
Language and Literature, 2018. 
K. Williams, British Writers and the Media, 1930-45 (Macmillan, 1996) 
 
 

 
Character count for description: 

1 
72 
Your description should be no more than 10,000 characters including spaces and bibliographic references.  The synopsis is 
NOT included in the 10,000 character limit 

Resources: what resources (e.g. access to archives, field trips, special facilities) are 
needed?  

 
 
Achieve visits:  
 
BBC, Robert Herring. 
 
Beinecke Library, Yale University (Bryher/H.D./Macpherson/Herring) *most of Herring’s personal 
archive was lost in the house fire that killed him in 1975, however the correspondence with Bryher is 
held at Yale. 
  
Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin (Oswell Blakeston) 
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Manchester Guardian (Robert Herring) 

 

Why TECHNE? 

 
Describe how your proposal fits in with the philosophy and the opportunities offered by TECHNE (see 
www.techne.ac.uk )  

 
This proposal is ideally suited to TECHNE as a scheme designed to cross-fertilize the study of theory and practice 
and the realisation of new forms of doctoral analysis and publication. This interdisciplinary project not only looks 
at how different forms of practice (the industrial and the literary) engaged with each other at a particular 
historical moment, it produces new tools for that analysis that may be of considerable use to other scholars in the 
digital humanities. 
 
The project allows me to work with one of the world’s leading scholars on the POOL Group, Prof. Christopher 
Townsend, and to participate directly in his revisionist project, which re-thinks the relationship of the British 
culture industries and their technicians and professions, to the modernist avant-garde. I shall be entering a 
department where there is a tradition of study of POOL at doctoral level, following on from Zlatina Nikolova, 
completing 2018, on the role of Bryher in the group and collaborating with an English department with a long 
and esteemed history of modernist studies, in the work of Hampson, Armstrong and Fordham. 
 
 
 

 

1096 

Character count for Why TECHNE: 
This should be no more than 3,000 characters including spaces and references 
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