
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 November 11 Saturday at 2pm 
The Battle of the Somme (1916) 74 mins 

Digital restoration with soundtrack 
 



Metcalfe Auditorium State Library NSW Macquarie St Sydney 
 

 
Tickets through festival website and call t 0419 267318 

Tickets $20/  $15   Friend of the Library and concession 
 

Credit card bookings through website 
www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au / info@ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Festival is proud to present with the State Library NSW the iconic 
1916 silent documentary The Battle of the Somme. 
 
 
The restored Battle of the Somme is an historic and iconic documentary 
film made in 1916 on the battlefield that was seen by huge audiences at the 
time in the UK when it was released in August 1916 barely a month after it  
was made. The film depicts Allied preparations for and the early stages of 
the battle. It was released in August 1916 while the battle continued in 
France. The film gave a very graphic depiction of trench warfare and was a 
massive success selling some 20 million tickets in its first six weeks of 
release in Britain. It was distributed in 18 other countries and drew large 
audiences in Australia some months later. 
 
We hope that you can share a viewing of this essential record of such a 
pivotal battle of World War 1. 
 
 

 
Reviews 

 
Bioscope writes “…….The Battle of the Somme captures the point of loss, 
the ghosts on the screen, the living pictures of the dead. Of course it is a  
 



deeply partial record. It shows no real fighting beyond shellfire, no serious 
injuries, no pain, little hatred ..…. But we recognise it for what it is able to 
show, not for what it leaves out. It is a profoundly memorably expression 
of the hopes and fears of its age.” 
 

 

 

 

 

Advertiser (Adelaide, SA : 1889 - 1931) 
27 November 1916 

 

 "THE BATTLE OF THE SOMME". AT 

UNLEY.    South Australia 

“On no previous occasion has such an ex- cellent bill of fare been 
provided at the Sturt Pictures, Maud-street.' Unley,' as will  be 
screened tonight. The principal attraction will be "The' Battle of 
the Somme," which consists of five "reels of motion pictures 
actually taken under fire in the British lines. The battle of the 
Somme in years to come will doubtless be looked on as the 
turning point in the great world war. In it the men of Anzac have 
performed glorious deeds, and the British and French have won 
undying fame. To South Australians the Somme" has been but a 
name. No one who has not seen spouting volcanoes of Allied guns 
and the wonderful charges of Allied infantry across shot-torn 
ridges can form the least idea of the grimness of the titanic 
struggle. The film is a marvellous one and amazingly realistic. 
The battle is shown in all its phases, and every person who 
desires to understand the nature of the "big push"' should Like the 
opportunity of seeing it. This great attraction will be supported by 
  a full programme of dramas and scenics. As a crowded house is 
expected application should be made . for reserved seats, which 
may be secured without extra fee.” 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bookings 0419 267318 
www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 

Tickets:  $20 per adult/$15 Friend of the Library and 
concession 

 
 
 
 
 

The Battle of the Somme (1916) Barbara Underwood 
Australia’s Silent Film Festival is proud to present this very special film which 
brings one of the great battles of World War I vividly back to life, deeply 
impressing poignant images deeply impressing poignant images on a generation 
nearly a century removed from the battle.  Even though scenes and footage from 
this film have been used extensively in many war documentaries, The Battle of the 
Somme has now been faithfully restored to near-pristine condition using the latest 
digital technology 
Due to its importance as a historic record, The Battle of the Somme has been 
recognized as a jewel in the archives of the Imperial War Museum, and has become 
the first item of British documentary heritage to receive global recognition by 
being accepted for inscription in UNESCO’s Memory of the World register. 
The Battle of the Somme is a documentary filmed by only two cameramen at the 
height of the battle around 1 July 1916.  This means that the footage is authentic 
and, for its time, very well photographed and edited.   Only one brief scene in the 
film is a staged one, and this only done because capturing it live put the 
cameramen too close to harm's way. 
 
The first screening of The Battle of the Somme in Britain  took place on the 10th of 
August 1916, only a month after the filmed events took place and while the battle 
was still raging.  As such, it was actually a despatch from the front for the British 
audience, but over the years it has become a most significant part of documented 
history.   
The great import of The Battle of the Somme was that it allowed audiences to in a 
sense share the experience of soldiers on the Western Front. The publics yearning 
for this connection became clearly evident when the film sold 20 million tickets 
and was viewed by nearly half the population, making it the most popular film ever 
shown in Britain.  
 
While the rough mechanics of moving pictures began late in the 19th century, well-



made films of some sophistication were being produced by 1912, evolving into 
what we know today as feature-length films. By 1916, hour-long movies of various 
genres were the norm, and people worldwide flocked to cinemas to experience this 
exciting new form of entertainment. 
 
The Battle of the Somme takes the evolution of cinema one step further by 
recording important events, perhaps not even realizing what great historical 
significance it would prove to be many decades later.   There is a chronological and 
logical progression in the scenes, which are all introduced by title cards at the 
beginning of each 5-10 minute segment of film footage, as was the custom at the 
time.   
Although many scenes show canons and weapons in action, it becomes obvious 
that the emphasis is on the soldiers; the human beings and fellow countrymen 
whose faces reflect pride and cheer, rather than fear and gloom.  There is, however, 
also the tragic side when casualties are recovered and the wounded brought back 
from the front.   
Preparations before attacks show various troops from all parts of the country 
marching to battle, enjoying an evening meal on the eve of a big battle, and later 
their interaction with captured enemy  soldiers.   
Primitive equipment and the fragility of film stock made covering the 18-mile 
stretch of front a daunting task for the two cameramen. In addition, it was 
necessary during the early days of movie picture technology to have a great deal of 
light, preventing the two from capturing on film the action taking place in the 
distance or under dark or cloudy conditions.  
 
Despite these disadvantages, The Battle of the Somme is a very watchable and 
fascinating film of over 70 minutes in length, and has been widely praised for its 
amazing front-line footage of the battle, much of which put the cameramen at great 
risk of becoming casualties of war themselves. 
 
At the time of its release, there were some protests and grave concerns that 
audiences might see a loved one dead or wounded, but these images are only a few, 
and a number of them are of German soldiers killed by the relentless and 
aggressive British onslaught.   
The British government made good use of this film internationally, distributing it 
to allies and neutral countries to show Britain’s commitment to the war effort.   
Interestingly, it even  inspired Germans to make a similar film a year later, namely  
Bei Unseren Helden an der Somme  - “With Our Heroes at the Somme” produced by  
BUFA.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AUSTRALIA'S SILENT FILM FESTIVAL 
www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 

Phone 0419 267318 
info@ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

We acknowledge the invaluable and generous support from the 
renowned David Shepard, Film Preservation and Associates and 
Blackhawk Films, Lobster Films, Jeff Masino, Flicker Alley, the 

Imperial War Museum, Samantha Hagan, Marcelo Flaksbard, Leslie 
Eric May and the sublime flair and talents of Stephanie Khoo. 

 
 

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb 
reviews at Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter, 
Barbara Underwood, whose notes grace these pages. 

 
 
 



 


