
OUR PAST
THROUGH FILM

“I’ve been discovering the social history of 

Britain through archive film in my programme,

Reel History of Britain. This is your chance to 

connect with the past through film. Using 

documentary, newsreels, publicity and 

educational films, as well as your own home

movies, you can see how life in the UK has

changed over the past hundred years. Archive

film can spark memories and gives us all a

chance to reminisce and share stories.

Use this guide to find out more about film

archives, where you can find them and practical

advice on how to look after films you own.

Whether you’re a history expert or you're 

exploring your past for the first time, enjoy

watching history come alive through film!”

Melvyn Bragg

WHAT IS A FILM ARCHIVE? USEFUL CONTACTS

Have you ever thought about what happens to the films

that you watch in the cinema or the programmes you

see on television? Who looks after them? Where are

they stored? How will  future generations be able to 

see them?

That’s where film archives come in. Film archives collect original
film and television materials. Like an enormous  time-capsule
filled with cans of film, videotapes and digital files, they 
make sure the material is looked after and preserved for 
future generations. 

Film archives also work to make the collections available for 
people to view today – in cinemas, on television, on DVDs and 
online. Through the BFI National Archive – one of the largest film 
collections in the world – you can see everything from one of 
the earliest films ever made, Rescued by Rover, an animal rescue
drama from 1903, to an episode of Blue Peter from the 1970s!

The BBC’s archives contain films from the birth of television in
1936 through to today’s current programmes. There are over
500,000 hours in the BBC TV archive.

welcome
National and regional film archives around the UK

collect and preserve collections relating to the area

they cover. 

East Anglian Film Archive

www.eafa.org.uk

London’s Screen Archives

www.filmlondon.org.uk/networks/lsa
Note: LSA is not one archive but a network of organisations in London that hold 
some audiovisual materials. Borough archives are members and many have home
movies in their collections. 

National Screen and Sound Archive of Wales

www.archif.com

Northern Ireland Digital Film Archive 

www.digitalfilmarchive.net/dfa
Note: This is an online collection only; Northern Ireland does not have a 
dedicated film archive.

Northern Region Film & Television Archive

www.nrfta.org.uk

North West Film Archive

www.nwfa.mmu.ac.uk

Media Archive for Central England

www.macearchive.org

Scottish Screen Archive

http://ssa.nls.uk

Screen Archive South East

www.brighton.ac.uk/screenarchive

South West Film and Television Archive

www.tswfta.co.uk

Wessex Film and Sound Archive

www3.hants.gov.uk/wfsa.htm

Yorkshire Film Archive

www.yorkshirefilmarchive.com
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DIFFERENT FILM 
FORMATS

PRESERVING HOME
MOVIES

We make home movies about the 

people, places and events that are 

important to us so that we can look 

back and remember them. In fact,

people have been making and 

experimenting with their own

home movies since the very beginnings 

of cinema back in the late 1890s! 

Handle home movies on film with care and only
project them if necessary as each projection can
cause scratches or other damage. If you want to 
transfer your home movies to DVD, there are many 
professional services available. It is always advisable to
hold onto the original films as well. These films have been
around a lot longer than DVDs and there is a good chance 
they will outlast them!

For more information on this, visit the BFI website:
www.bfi.org.uk/nationalarchive/news/
homemovies/care.html

BBC ARCHIVE
There are different types of film and it comes in different

shapes and sizes. 

Film bases
Some of the earliest films in the 1890s were shot on nitrate film which
is highly flammable. It was used until the 1950s, but was gradually 
replaced by less dangerous film bases like celluloid acetate 
and polyester. 

Film Gauges 
Film comes in different sizes – or gauges. The most common are: 

Standard 8mm – often used for home movies before digital 
camcorders.
16mm – you can also find ‘Super 16’ film, which only has sprockets
down one side of the film.
35mm – the most common film gauge used for still photography 
and moving images, which first appeared in the 1890s. 

Take a closer look at your home movies and check what gauge 
they were filmed on. 

Digital tapes
Film archives don’t just collect negatives and prints. They also collect 
digital tapes. DigiBetas are still the most commonly used tapes in the 
TV industry.

Did you know?
Nitrate film is so highly flammable that it will even 
burn underwater! 

Do you remember VHS tapes?
They were replaced by DVDs. Think about DVDs
and CDs today – they are slowly being replaced
by files you can download.

YOUR PAST 
THROUGH FILM

You may have a film archive of your own. Family 

home movies from any age are archives. The 

home movies you take today are forming your 

family archive of the future. 

If you own home movies, why not organise a family film show?
Gather together your relatives, watch your home movies and
then share your memories and stories. What can your 
parents, grandparents, aunties and uncles remember from 
their childhood? How was school, fashion or even holidays 
different for them?

If you don’t own any family films, then visit the BFI YouTube
channel. Watch some of the Reel History of Britain films and
think about how life has changed. Look out for differences 
and similarities.

Visit the BBC Hands on History website for more ideas on how
to connect with your past through film. bbc.co.uk/history 

Regional and national film archives
There is a network of regional and national moving image archives
and many of these offer research viewings that you can book in 
advance. They also organise screenings. 
www.movinghistory.ac.uk

BFI National Archive

The BFI National Archive holds the world’s richest and most signifcant
collection of film and TV archive material.
www.bfi.org.uk/nationalarchive

BFI YouTube

You can also visit the BFI’s YouTube channel where there is a 
Reel History of Britain playlist.
www.youtube.com/bfifilms

BFI Screenonline 

The definitive guide to UK film and TV history, with hundreds of hours 
of rare footage available in schools, colleges and public libraries.
www.screenonline.org.uk 

ACCESS TO 
ARCHIVE FOOTAGE

Collecting Film
How do film archives choose what to collect and preserve

when there are more moving images being shot today than

ever before?

Archivists have to think about this all the time. As a national public 
service broadcaster, the BBC has an obligation under its Charter to
maintain archives of the programmes it produces. The programmes 
are kept for re-use (e.g. repeats, sales) and for heritage reasons.  

The BFI has a primary responsibility to collect British and British-related
films and TV programmes, including examples of newsreel, industrial,
educational and scientific filmmaking, political and campaigning films
as well as advertising and amateur filmmaking.

Regional Film Archives look after collections that relate to the history,
landscape and people of the area they cover. 

But that’s still a lot of film to look after!

Preserving Film
Preserving film can be complicated. Early nitrate film is very flammable
and if it starts to decay it can decompose quickly, leaving a congealed
sludge. Although later film stocks are much less flammable, they 
can deteriorate easily. All film needs to be stored in cold and 
dry conditions. 

Watching Video
Video tapes can also deteriorate but a much bigger problem is making
sure that we can continue to watch them. 

Once a certain type of digital tape or format goes out of use, the 
players are no longer made. Archives need to make sure that they hold
onto the different types of players to ensure we can continue to watch
the films and videos they store.

The BFI is currently building a new master film store in Gaydon, 
Warwickshire where the temperature will be -50C. The store will hold
458,000 cans of nitrate and acetate film on a total of 27km of shelving! 

8mm 16mm 35mm

UNDERSTANDING
FILM ARCHIVES 

You can watch a great range of BBC archive online 
at bbc.co.uk/archive. The BBC, with the BFI, can also 
provide access for study or research to all BBC TV output.  
Much of the BBC’s TV archives are not directly 
accessible to members of the public
at the moment for copyright and
rights reasons. The BBC is planning
to release as much of its archive as
possible on a permanent basis over
the coming years. 


