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Production design for British film has become firmly established as a field of academic study in 
recent years, with monographs including Laurie N. Ede’s British Film Design: A History, delving 
into the ‘built worlds, real worlds, fake worlds and other kinds of worlds that have been created 
by the British film industry over its one hundred and more years of existence’.1 Such studies 
have made great inroads into the art of the production designer, looking in depth at the on-
screen semiotics of design and its function within the mise-en-scène. Spatial studies of film design, 
including Film Architecture and the Transnational Imagination, have provided connections with 
the field of architecture, and have delved into the wider socio-political frameworks shaping the 
industry.2 Fionnuala Halligan’s recent Movie Storyboards: the Art of Visualizing Screenplays 
has done much to uncover the drawn storyboards originating from the art department, and has 
helped to shed light on lesser-known names working under the great production designers of 
the past century, while Chris Pallant’s Storyboarding – A Critical History has taken an in-depth 
look at the storyboard within the context of production and practical filmmaking and has done 
much to reevaluate its position within the history of film. Yet within this, comparatively little 
is known about the specific role of the sketch artist and the vast swathes of paper artwork that 
they collectively produced, particularly those beyond the narrative-based storyboard.3 The sensory, 
material presence of paper often remains conspicuous by its absence. This is perhaps in no small 
part due to the fact that in relation to the working papers generated for a single production, 
relatively few survive within an archival context. But those objects that do are able to dialogue 
with an engaged viewer in the here and now, opening up new pathways into the design matrix 
surrounding film and the way in which paper is central to the visual fiber of a production.

Within the British Film Institute (BFI) National Archive is object SPD-611288: a twenty-
metre-long scroll of paper, assembled from thirteen individual sheets of artist’s paper, card and 
lining paper. Titled Flying Ballet, it was created by sketch artist Ivor Beddoes (1909–81) for the 
film Superman (1978) (fig. 10.1). 

Beddoes was a British sketch and storyboard artist, matte painter, costume and set designer, 
painter, dancer, composer, and poet. He is best known for his film work, spanning more than 
thirty years (fig. 10.2). A versatile creative, Beddoes won a scholarship to art school at the age 
of fourteen before deciding to train as an actor and dancer. He spent six years at The Windmill 
Theatre in Piccadilly as a principal dancer and choreographer, and later as a designer and director, 
before he was conscripted for war duties in 1940 (fig. 10.3). Serving with the Royal Signal Corps 
in Egypt, Beddoes worked as a draughtsman for the armed forces while also gleaning a knowledge 
of Islamic costume and culture that would influence his later work. Some of his drawings from this 
period were published alongside those of Edward Ardizzone in Life (December, 1941).4 Returning 
to Britain in 1945, he had his first foray into film design under the tutelage of leading Art Director 
Alfred Junge, working on Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s masterful Black Narcissus 
(1947). The art department’s atmospheric renderings of the Himalayas, all achieved via built sets 
on the stages of Pinewood, won the Academy Award that year for Best Art Direction.5 

Fig. 10.1 (detail)
Ivor Beddoes, 
Flying Ballet 
(1977). Gouache 
and poster paint on 
paper, 380 x 2017 
mm. London, BFI 
National Archive, 
SPD-611288. 
Photo: © BFI 
National Archive, 
London.
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Beddoes would remain with the company to work on The Red Shoes (1948) the following 
year, under Artistic Director Hein Heckroth. Like Junge, Heckroth was a political emigre with 
a background in avant-garde cinema and German Expressionism, with an understanding of the 
power and prowess of the built set. But where Junge brought order and a creative rigor to the 
British art department, Heckroth’s surrealist and painterly approach took Powell and Pressburger’s 
productions, and Beddoes, in a somewhat different direction. Fully integrating costume and 
production design into a singular process, Beddoes would work closely with Heckroth on The 
Red Shoes, honing his already considerable skills as a draughtsman but also exploring the more 
expressive possibilities of design for film. He remained with Powell and Pressburger’s production 
company, The Archers, for six years, within a studio system that was unusually intimate and 
familial. Creatives were drawn from the world of dance, music, and performance to make it the 
filmic rival to some of the great artistic and repertory companies of the early twentieth century.

Following his stint with The Archers, Beddoes went on to have a prolific and varied career, 
first taking up a contract with Technicolor before going on to work on a series of major box office 
successes, including Star Wars (1977) and Superman (1978). Rather than rising to the rank of Art 
Director, he chose to remain in the role of sketch artist. When interviewed about this choice, he 
stated:
	 ‘A few sketch artists become art directors, but this is a question of temperament.
	 Once you become an Art Director you are involved in meetings, sets, politics,
	 budgets, time, location hunting, which some enjoy. Others of us ask nothing
	 better than to read a script, see it in our mind’s eye and bring it to life with
	 our imagination’.6

This may be a somewhat romanticised representation of his role. We know from his working 
papers that Beddoes’ opinion was much-respected by those that he worked with, meaning that he 
inevitably became involved in meetings, politics, and location hunting, while a look at practising 
Art Directors and Production Designers reveals the level to which many in this role remain very 
hands-on, creative visionaries. Nevertheless, his comments point out where Beddoes’ motivations 
lay; his primary interest remained the interpretive moment in which word became image. 

Like many sketch artists, Beddoes took his skills and with a chameleon-like ability adapted 
them to each production that he worked on, absorbing the design aesthetic required.[7] This 
trait of the sketch artist is typical of film design more broadly, and Donatella Barbieri’s comments 
on the practice of design for live performance ring true in this context. The readings of pre-
production performances that follow are indebted to her phenomenological study of archival 
costumes, where she trials new pathways into object-based design research.8 Read primarily as a 
pragmatic sign, design is intended to assimilate into the overall performance. However, in order 
to perform correctly it is often reducible, reproducible, and can ultimately be taken for granted 
and become unnoticed.9 Within its success lies its downfall. Design must be woven seamlessly 
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Fig. 10.3
Ivor Beddoes 
on stage at the 
Windmill Theatre 
(c.1933). Silver 
gelatin print, 200 
x 250 mm. BFI 
National Archive, 
London. Photo: 
© BFI National 
Archive, London.
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into the identity of the production to achieve its aims, but in doing so, the narrative of its creation 
disappears, too. Yet embedded in each archival object is the ability to recover this complex history 
of creation and performance, and to interrogate the palimpsestic layers of these generative forces 
within the final production.

The Ivor Beddoes Collection, now cared for by the BFI National Archive, reveals a little of the 
nuanced design process for film involving many minds, hands, and eyes, each one often producing 
objects that are highly creative but necessarily subsumed into a wider idea to produce a coherent 
outcome. An examination of the diverse body of work produced by the sketch artist offers an 
opportunity to explore many of these ideas before they are filtered down into the final vision: 
the first glimmer of a generative visual vocabulary for a narrative that has hitherto only existed as 
words.

These paratexts unravel our understanding of the film as singular entity, and instead stress the 
multi-layered, multifaceted semiotics of the filmic process. The film is neither singular nor linear 
in origin, and once a dialogue is opened up with the pre-production text(s), the assembled reel 
can instead be seen as a constituent within a much wider landscape of elliptical performances. 
The Beddoes Collection is unique within the context of the BFI, offering a broad, detailed, and 
often autobiographical rendering of this process. Bequeathed to the BFI in 1981, the collection 
comprises over 2000 drawings and spans sixty productions. A holistic view of the collections 
reveals that the aesthetic of Beddoes’ output ebbed and flowed, but it also uncovers the passions 
and obsessions to which his work as an individual artist remained true. And so, it is perhaps no 
coincidence that as late as 1977, for a film centred around a caped super hero, Beddoes titled one 
of his sketches Flying Ballet. 

The moment in which Richard Donner’s Superman (1978) emerged is significant. During the 
1980s, Tom Gunning’s seminal concept of the ‘cinema of attractions’ entered the academic world 
to redefine early cinema, examining the earliest years of film exhibition as a period in which cinema 
delighted in its powerful ability to magnetise the audience with acts of direct visceral appeal.10 
These spectacular interruptions, encounters, and staged moments often delighted in film’s ability 
to celebrate the agitating qualities of its own apparatus, and were rooted in a history shared with 
music halls, variety theatre, fairgrounds, carnivals, and circus thrills. Gunning’s essay notes the 
recurrence of cinematic attractions in later years, and a prominent return to its key principles 
during the years in which he was writing, stating: ‘recent spectacle cinema has reaffirmed its roots 
in stimulus and carnival rides, in what might be called the Spielberg–Lucas–Coppola cinema of 
effects’.11 Gunning’s speculative comments on special effects have since been re-examined in more 
detail, with Dick Tomasovic furthering that the triumphing of consumption culture in the 1970s 
and 1980s sparked a visual aggressiveness amongst a new generation of filmmakers, which he 
designates as ‘heirs of a long lineage of American directors extending back to Cecil B. de Mille’.12 

These filmmakers rediscovered the taste for the spectacular, with Tomasovic suggesting that Jaws 
(1975) and Star Wars (1977) aspire to visual shocks that unmistakably produce ‘grandiloquent 
images in a story full of new developments and repetitions’.13 There are obvious differences in 
Superman’s cinematic writing and sensibility to the work of the directors pinpointed by Gunning 
(although Tomasovic does reference Superman in passing), but what is clear from Donner’s 
instructions to Beddoes is that the spectacle of the cinematographic machine—and specifically its 
ability to render the human form in flight—would provide one of the most powerful attraction 
values within Superman, using special effects to celebrate film’s ability to produce a narrative-
subsuming spectacle.

Of particular importance to Donner was the scene in which Superman (Christopher Reeve) 
takes Daily Planet reporter Lois Lane (Margot Kidder) on a moonlit flight over the mythical all-
city, Metropolis. The concept behind it, states Donner in interview with the Director’s Guild of 
America, was: ‘Just a couple of teenagers going for a ride for the first time. Sweet, honest, and 
real.’14 He elaborates:

Fig. 10.2
Photographic 
portrait of Ivor 
Beddoes (c.1969). 
Silver gelatin print, 
200 x 250 mm. BFI 
National Archive, 
London. Photo: 
© BFI National 
Archive, London.
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	 With the idea ‘wouldn’t it be nice if you could fly’, we wanted something
	 subjective for the audience. It forced subjective shots through their emotions,
	 like [Lois Lane’s] fear of looking down. It’s the reality for her of feeling ‘I’m
	 flying, I don’t believe this.’ It’s what we would all go through.15

Technical innovations and subjective point-of-view shots would be used to impart a visceral 
and emotional disbelief akin to some of cinema’s earliest experimentations with the tools at its 
disposal: propelling the audience into the sensory experience of flight.

A dedicated ‘Flying Unit’ helped to map out and then shoot the sequence over several months. 
Drawing on a wealth of special effects expertise, the sequence introduced an innovative front 
projection system to achieve the finished shot. Actors were photographed while suspended in 
front of a background image, dimly projected from the front onto a purpose-built screen, which 
reflected light back at many times the original intensity into a combined camera-projector. The 
result was a clear and intense photographic reproduction of both the actors and the background 
plate. The illusion of movement was created by zooming in on Reeve while making the front 
projected image appear to recede. Everything was shot on a built set at Pinewood studios.

The Art Director was John Barry, fresh from his Academy Award-winning work on Star Wars 
(1977). Barry was a highly accomplished designer who worked with a team of those skilled in 
paper and practice-led design. Having already worked with Barry on previous productions, 

Fig. 10.4
Ivor Beddoes, 
Inscription for 
Flying Ballet 
(1977). Marker 
pen applied to the 
verso. London, BFI 
National Archive, 
SPD-611288. 
Photo: © BFI 
National Archive, 
London.
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Beddoes was responsible for drawn processes both within the pre-production and production 
stages, contributing a large number of sketches for concept design, storyboarding, continuity, and 
also painting glass plates and mattes for the film, two of which he kept within his collection.16 He 
worked alongside a number of other sketch artists for the scene, including Roy Carnon. 

Within the shooting script, the Superman and Lois flight sequence is titled ‘Flying Montage’, 
described as: ‘A series of aerial POVS INTERCUT with flying reaction shots of SUPERMAN and 
LOIS as they circle the world, passing through different time zones.’ The sequence was intended 
to take in key international landmarks including the Place D’Etoile, St Peter’s Square, the Great 
Pyramids, the Taj Mahal, and the Great Wall of China, before returning to Metropolis (New 
York). Following meetings with Donner and Barry, Beddoes was tasked with sketching out some 
of these details. But whereas the script describes a ‘montage’ of intercut point-of-view shots, the 
Flying Ballet chooses not to stage a series of individual sketches, but instead presents an extended 
musing on the subjective spectacle of flight. It contains a retrospectively applied inscription (fig. 
10.4):

	 FLYING BALLET
	 (OVER NEW YORK
	 & ROUND THE WORLD)
	 LOIS & SUPERMAN
	 THIS WAS THE ONLY WAY
	 I COULD SHOW DICK DONNER
	 HOW I VISUALISED IT BY THEATRICAL MEANS
	 WHEN I SHOWED IT TO DICK
	 I RECORDED HIS REACTION
	 LISTEN TO IT! —–
	 WE FINALLY SHOT IT AGAINST
	 “NIGHT” – SEE ALL MY
	 FLYING UNIT WORK.

Unfortunately, the recording referenced by Beddoes was not archived alongside the Flying 
Ballet. But it is nonetheless still possible to sense in the extant document an urgent sense of 
necessity, conveying a pivotal idea within a wider set of complex processes.17 In its collected and 
conserved state within the Archive, alongside the presence of the inscription and artist’s title, it 
is possible to read Beddoes’ scroll as a theatrical, artistic, and cultural construct in its own right.

 As the embodiment of just one problem-solving exercise within the complex and multifaceted 
design process, the Flying Ballet helps to articulate the performativity of paper within film, and the 
crucial relationship it has to the finished design work that we see on-screen. The format and scale 
of an object such as this grants it a certain amount of agency, as does the way in which its creator 
has knowingly curated and inscribed it within his collection. When this inscription is sited within 
the Archive, it draws attention to the complex work done on paper to produce a visual effect. 
It identifies itself as source and becomes the visual and material embodiment of an idea. It also 
illustrates details or even whole concepts cut or discarded at an early stage, conveying that which 
is left out or left behind. While the scroll presents a flight around the world, through seasons and 
across continents, we know from the inscription and the finished film that the Director ultimately 
chose to shoot against the nocturnal skyline of Metropolis.

In this sense, it renders on paper a unique here-and-now as experienced by the pre-production 
audience, in this instance the Director. It shifts our notion of audience and reception, underlining 
the fact that a filmic production contains within it many more performances and iterations of 
an idea than those seen within the finished shot. Much more than generative sketches, we know 
from Beddoes’ inscription that the designer anticipates a layered reception, in which the object 
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Fig. 10.5
Ivor Beddoes, detail 
from Flying Ballet 
(1977). Gouache 
and poster paint 
on paper. London, 
© BFI National 
Archive, SPD-
611288. Photo: BFI 
National Archive, 
London.
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is placed on rollers and scrolled before the director in pre-emptive, theatrical performance.18 The 
inscription identifies this moment as a live performance, with the scroll sited firmly at the centre 
of it. As an object, it was always designed to have agency and to enter into dialogue with its 
audience. The written inscription ensures the continuation of this dialogue within the Archive. 
Flying Ballet points towards a much wider, near-Deleuzian territory of indeterminacy and excess; 
a constellation of forces in which scroll, performance(s), reel and screening(s) enact a ballet of 
influences that we might collectively term, the ‘film’.

The layering of live and recorded performances emulates Beddoes’ earlier work on The Red 
Shoes, but in such a way as to align the Flying Ballet with a sensory and visceral thrill. Designed 
to enrapture its audience, the Flying Ballet presents a scrolling, shifting, organic rendering that 
provides a direct line of evolution from paper to celluloid, elliptically taking us from the illusion 
of a continuous page to that of the continuous reel. Beddoes’ intense focus on audience, reception, 
theatre, and spectacle aligns the pre-production performance with the final effect: a cinematic 
attraction. But in doing so, it underlines that what we perceive as staged departures from diegetic 
unity into exhibitionism or spectacle, are more often than not built on skilled and seamless acts 
that harmoniously unite disparate ideas, shots, and frames into a projectable whole. The scroll, 
manually turned on rollers and unabashedly paper-based in its performance, draws attention to 
the mechanics of its creation and use. And as a relatively rare example of a film design scroll of 
this size within an archival context—the only one currently archived at the BFI, for example—it 
presents its own visceral thrills to viewers and researchers today. 

The scroll sits amongst a wider network of drawings by Beddoes that intertextually map out 
the mise-en-scène. Of particular importance is the city, Metropolis, which Donner selected for 
production as a direct result of the scrolling performance. Upon completion of Superman, Beddoes 
drafted a letter to Donner, which reflects on why and how he was selected to map out the urban 
geography:

I want to go back to when we all crowded on to Superman with a world
ahead of us – away back in Shepperton, early in 1977. After I had worked
out the [Marlon] Brando sequences, you gave me the end of part 2 to
storyboard because it involved building Broadway with its 6 lane traffic,

its Winston and Coca Cola signs up on the lot. John Barry had set it down,
Reg Bream had built a model. Ernie Archer came on the film to take charge
and build the Cecil B. de Mille monster that would allow for ‘The Destruction
of New York’ (as we’ve always called the end of part 2). […] I drew a sample
of a hundred or so sketches for you, and Tom Mankiewicz saw, vetted, partly
rearranged and made some cuts – and finally agreed to the basis for the
whole sequence. The set for the lot was estimated at around a million pounds.
Owing to money difficulties Ernie’s project was whittled down to the top 4 storys
[sic.] of the Planet Building – and a scheme was evolved to spend the
‘million pounds’ not on a mammoth exterior set but only in part + to build a big,
big [author’s emphasis] model on the 007 stage where we could float cameras over
it for down shots and put cameras down at street level for up shots + f.p. [front projection].19

Collectively developing a fictionalised space that had already gone through multiple iterations 
within the comic book genre, many of the art department’s resultant references for Metropolis—
and those of the original graphic illustrations—evoke New York City. The script and inscription go 
so far as to title it ‘New York’. As Jason Bainbridge points out, the city plays a crucial role within 
the comic book genre, working as a generic space adaptable to the demands of the narrative, 
toying with the familiarly of New York’s iconic and towering urbanity, but also as the repository 
for phantasms of the modern self (figs 10.5–10.6).20 Beddoes’ renderings identify with these past 
graphic manifestations, but they are also distinctly filmic. The forced perspective and geometric 
identity recalls Fritz Lang’s allegory to modernity, Metropolis (1927), and all its implied socio-
cultural yearnings, anxieties and limitations.21 When scrolled, it gives the impression of a city 
coming into view at night before transitioning into day and disappearing into the distance; a city 
of change; a city in flux. 

In the city’s cinematic manifestation, the blockbuster attractions identified by Tomasovic again 
comes into play. Although Tomasovic analyses the recent Spiderman franchise for its spectacular 
urban exploits, his comments can also be retrospectively applied to Superman; particularly 

Fig. 10.6
Ivor Beddoes, 

sketch of 
Metropolis for 

Superman (1977). 
Gouache on paper. 

BFI National 
Archive, London. 

Photo: © BFI 
National Archive, 

London.
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when mapped against paper items that outline both what was but also what might have been. 
Beddoes’ drawings for Metropolis concern the gaze (‘vertiginous effects, shocks of colours, speed 
of camera movements and editing, grandiloquence of special effects’) and the body in exhibition 
(the spectacle and prowess of Superman’s body in flight repeats throughout the drawings).22 The 
detailed renderings of Metropolis’s upper layers in all its glimmering and hectic glory is a city 
composed of New York fragments, both real and imaginary. And the entire scene is predicated 
on Superman’s already considerable ‘acrobatic exploits against vertiginous buildings and gigantic 
billboards, apocalyptic battles scenes in the sky’ (on which Beddoes was particularly keen), all 
rooted in ‘the modern experience of urban life, its unpredictable irruption of aggressiveness, and 
which attractions have to compete with’.23

Within this energetic spatial realm, the performer’s body is central to the designer’s thoughts but 
often necessarily divorced from its context. The Flying Ballet was designed without the body, but 
in its various manifestations has a performativity intricately related to and mindful of the human 
form. Throughout the scroll, there are noticeable expanses where the body is conspicuous by its 
absence: it gestures towards movement even where there is none. It evokes an on-set world, created 
both by space and form, suggestive of the final scene in which the background performs and is 
animated through projection, while static actors must give the illusion of embodied movement as 
they are suspended on wires. 

As Beddoes’ titling suggests, the relationship is somewhat balletic; an intimate and complex 
dynamic between stillness and movement that draws attention to the human form through a series 
of deliberate and formalised gestures; a feat requiring presence and strength in the actors performing 
it, and where the scenography must work as hard as the body. Alongside the Flying Ballet, Beddoes 
was asked to draft a number of continuity sketches for the scene, carefully outlining the camera 
set-ups and angles required to achieve each shot (fig. 10.7). Within these, the representation and 
form taken by the body presents certain dance-like qualities. Rooted in the baroque figurative arts, 
ballet’s elegant lines and strength of form appealed to the performer, costumier, and draughtsman 
in Beddoes. Indeed, the term ‘Flying Ballet’ is not unique to Beddoes, and is one that may well 
have been borrowed from his time in theatre. The term often appears in relation to hybrid dance-

acrobatic performances at the turn of the century, which exploited new developments in lighting, 
photography, and stagecraft to create ever more beautiful and spectacular performances of the 
human form in flight. As just one example, in 1896 George Conquest, working for the Britannia 
Theatre, introduced a ‘flying ballet’ in which the fairies seemed to float through the air: a special 
effect with wires, animated scenography and lighting that exploited the same basic, illusory 
principles later expanded on by Superman.24 These theatrical performances, much like cinema’s 
attractions, reached out to viewers in their seats in order to create audience participation, which 
could be emotional, sensorial, or intellectual, sometimes even going so far as to employ circus and 
fairground techniques to suspend performers above the audience, or to introduce pyrotechnical 
reverberations below the seats of the audience.25

As Laurent Guido has furthered, the emergence of cinema more broadly can be related to a 
context marked by the vast expansion of interest in bodily movement, at the crossroads of aesthetic 
and scientific preoccupations.26 Within early film, numerous shots were effectively focused on 
athletic and acrobatic prowess, as well as traditional or exotic dances. Furthermore, féeries in 
colour, such as those by Georges Méliès or Segundo de Chomón, gave great importance to the 
procession of young women in tights inspired by ballet or music hall reviews.27 This, alongside 
an increased scientific understanding and photography of human mobility, ‘created an element 
that contained not only an aesthetic, but also even a spectacular dimension. Dance, just as sports 
and gymnastics, imposed itself at the beginning of the twentieth century as a harmonious way 
of organising body movement. It was considered that the muscular mimicry put into motion by 
physical performance would position spectators under an irresistible rhythmic spell’.28

The result was a powerful and attractive medium for both dance and cinematographic 
experimentalists in the years in which Beddoes was working as a choreographer, and a set of 
body-oriented principles to which cinema would return in the 1970s and 1980s.29 He also trained 
during a period in which the inspired handling of the dance vocabulary by companies such as the 
Ballet Russes paved the way for more inventive interpretations of the classical form, understanding 
the relevance that such a deeply traditional discipline could have in new contexts and settings.30

His later renderings of Superman and Lois in the Flying Ballet imply both natural and 
choreographed movement, and the constant transitions between the two that dancers must make. 
Fixing a formal repertory of poses in ink, his drawings present flight as an act of dance, to be 
choreographed against the scenic, scrolling backdrop of the night’s sky. This is not to suggest 
that Beddoes was the only influence within this scene. A myriad of other individuals guided and 
shaped the finished sequence, not least those of the Director and Production Designer, some of 
whom may also have recognised the relationship between dance and flight and instructed Beddoes 
accordingly. But isolated from their context and presented in sequence within an individual’s 
collection, the drawings collectively underline the prevailing ideas that drove Beddoes, which may 
well have impacted the finished shot in both direct and indirect ways. Tracing dance iterations 
through the collection reveal Beddoes repeating and refining the same composition, much like a 
dancer practising a time-honoured motion. 

Within the finished sequence, the actors were similarly expected to practice and repeat a series 
of formalised movements to achieve the illusion of easy weightlessness. Required to hold their 
bodies in agreed, static poses—embodying movement while creating none—they overcame the 
hurdles presented by wires and harnesses to present a vision of ease and grace (fig. 10.8). In their 
successful presentation of these qualities, the scene initiates a theatrical dialogue with an imagined 
spectator, subjectively asked by the camera to occupy the position of Lois Lane, whose fantasy of 
what it is to remain static in the comfort of both Superman’s and the cinema seat’s embrace, and 
yet to witness the thrill of the world moving past at speed comes into play. The act of watching 
the flying ballet on-screen is an on-going physical adjustment and response to a shifting spatial 
universe.

The ‘work’ of the scroll within the pre-production process is therefore vital in the creation 

Fig. 10.7
Ivor Beddoes, 
continuity 
sketches for 
Superman (1977). 
Reprographic copies 
of pencil drawings 
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© BFI National 
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and reception of the final performance. While removing the human form from the frame, but 
nevertheless retaining the sensibilities of performance and dance; once animated on rollers, the 
scroll elicits a somewhat primitive but embodied and experiential response from its micro-audience 
to the act of flight, alongside a reading and decoding of visual signs that anticipates the finished 
shot. The exploitation of shared, embodied and cultural fantasies of flight play a central role. 
Unrestricted by time or space, the scroll takes us the full circumference of the globe. The site and 
locations are not about geographical or architectural accuracy, but about embodying the fantasy 
of moving across continents and time zones, projecting surface, colour, form, and materials as if 
remembered hazily, spontaneously springing up from memory, rather than copied accurately from 
life or research resources (specific visual references are not made to all of the landmarks identified 
in the script, for example).

The painterly renderings are sensory and impressionistic. Given the practical implications 
of a painting twenty metres in length, the material composition of the scroll, and Beddoes’ 
understanding of theatrical scenography, it is likely that Beddoes created some of the shorter 
lengths individually—the scene for Metropolis, for example, is on a noticeably shorter length of 
artist’s paper—and moved through other scenes continuously; ebbing and flowing, he concealed 
the material joins of the paper with a swift and harmonious application of paint. The paint 
striations move from left to right, while the tonal range of the painting ebbs between darkness 
and light. Starting and ending in darkness, Beddoes’ visual awareness is typically attentive to the 
elliptical nature of the performance, and the need to present a complete visual sequence to his 
intended audience, the Director, who necessarily has a co-authoring, responsive presence within 
the object. To draw again on Barbieri’s summary of design for live performance: in crafting it, 
the creator was required to role-play the Director, anticipating both his and the wider audience’s 
reception at every stage of the process.31 The form such an object takes is determined by the ‘desire 
to project into the moment of performance’ (in this instance, a dialogue with the director), as 
much as from ‘the balancing act of artistic synthesis and practical concerns’.32 It is inscribed with 

the notion of its performance from its inception. Beddoes’ work is multi-layered and profoundly 
visual. The addition of the inscription anticipates an audience beyond that of cinematic reception, 
instigating a further performance in the Archive before a viewer who he places in a subjective 
position: ‘listen to it!’, he writes.

In the majority of cases, these pre-production items are generated for multiple but often invisible 
performances in frequently private moments that exist as a prelude to shooting. Separated from 
this context they can often become confusing and their meanings obscured. Beddoes’ interpretive 
strategies mark the object as part of a creative process that mediates between design, performance, 
and the gaze of both a known and unknown audience. The scroll contains within it clues to several 
different performances. This object is now consultable in further ‘staged’ encounters within the 
Archive, in which curators, archivists, researchers, and other interested parties seek to explore the 
hidden performances of the pre-production process.

The complex object that is a pre-production sketch—constituted through craft and 
recontextualised in its archived state—can offer new ways to articulate its performative values. 
Through its material clues it demonstrates how an image can perform as both part of and also apart 
from the film reel. The scroll is an object on which multiple filmic performances are predicated: 
but archived as an object in its own right, it is possible to look outwards to future perspectives that 
place paper-based performances very much at the centre of the enquiry.
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