THE SALVATION ARMY & THE FEDERATION FILMS

Australia’s first film production company

Operating in Melbourne from 1897 to 1910, The Salvation Army Limelight Department was Australia's first film production company, directed by Major Joseph Perry, a pioneer in the field of motion pictures.

As early as January 1900, The Limelight Department was accepting commissions from commercial and government organisations. By the end of 1900, it had produced the world's first feature film, 'Soldiers of the Cross'. 


Federation Films

Following the success of 'Soldiers of the Cross', the NSW Government commissioned the Limelight Department to record the birth of the Australian nation at Federation in January 1901. Thus came into being the footage now known as The Inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth.

After announcing its intention to arrange film coverage of the Federation procession and official ceremonies, the Government received numerous offers from filmmakers. The tender – administered by the Government Printer – went to photographic dealer Baker & Rouse, acting as commercial agents for The Salvation Army Limelight Department, Australia’s only corporate film production company at the time.

Overall charge of directing and shooting the film coverage was given to Major Joseph Perry, using Salvation Army cameras from Melbourne. The other cameramen were all from the Limelight Department, including Staff-Captain Robert Sandall who shot the actual Swearing-in at Centennial Park. Perry was apparently given a fire engine drawn by five horses to enable him move quickly between camera stations! The Limelight Department also processed and printed the film afterwards, in Melbourne. 
The coverage of Federation required financial resources and planning as never seen before, including construction of special timber platforms for the cameras at five locations. This made it the first Australian film to feature multiple cameras covering a subject at the same time. 
The Inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth was a continuous film presentation running 30 minutes, five times the length of any earlier local film. It required around 30 reels of film (each running 1 min 44 secs). The cameras, with single lens and no pan or tilt, shot an unchanging wide angle of the parade. 

The film was the most widely distributed of its time in Australia. As a result, The Salvation Army registered the nation’s first production company, The Australian Kinematographic Company, on 30 January 1901. This was the first time a film produced in Australia had reaped significant financial profit. Because so many copies were sold, most of the Federation coverage survives.

Salvation Army support for Federation

Implicit in The Salvation Army’s filming of Federation was its support for unification of the colonies.

Although The Salvation Army sought to remain apolitical, it appears to have felt this issue transcended politics. Whatever the case, numerous editions of The Salvation Army’s newspaper The War Cry from the time reveal the organisation’s support of Federation. The passing of the NSW referendum, referred to in The War Cry of 1 July 1899 as “The Federal Victory”, was described as “a magnificent victory” when the Federal Enabling Bill was “triumphantly endorsed.”

The Salvation Army even produced special Federation hymns, such as ‘God bless our Austral land!’ and ‘A Federal Hymn’. 

There were two main reasons for The Salvation Army’s support of Federation.

The Salvation Army saw it as a move towards human unity and harmony, and away from division. “The Army in Australasia has itself been a federation from the start, and indeed it is the life dream of every true Salvationist to hasten the time when … under every sky, there shall be a universal federation of mankind,” reported The War Cry of 28 May, 1898.

The same report pointed to the second reason for The Salvation Army’s support: it anticipated (rightly) that a Federal Government would provide increased funds for the needy. “The peculiar aim of our work will tend to make us highly favourable to any movement which would lighten the lot of the poor, and break down the barriers that separate man from his brother man.”

Unlikely pioneers of the film industry

Seemingly unlikely pioneers of the Australian film industry, The Salvation Army regarded film as a means to “reach the crowds with the messages of mercy and salvation.” 

As a movement, The Salvation Army had always been prepared to consider any innovation or tactic that might help further the Gospel message or raise funds for the growing welfare work. The Army in Australia was particularly young, vigorous, and open to new approaches at the time, having just commenced operations in 1880. 

In this context, technique and vision met in two men in the Australian Salvation Army. Joseph Perry, a New Zealander, was a man with technical flair and inventive skills. Herbert Booth, son of General William Booth (Salvation Army founder), and the Australasian commander from late 1896, had poetic and dramatic powers. Perry had been experimenting with the use of ‘cinematographe’, and Booth quickly saw the potential to stir people’s imaginations. By early 1897, Perry’s Limelight Brigade – until then conducting travelling shows using ‘magic lanterns’ (slide projectors) – had a cinematograph machine and gramophones. The way was open for the Army to start producing its first moving pictures.

� 1 This section based on article from Cinema Papers, October 1994, by Chris Long.
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