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Introduction 
This essay examines the relationship between filmstrips and amateur theatrical performance 

within the missionary programmes of the Church of Scotland’s (CoS) Overseas Committee 

during the mid-twentieth century. It draws on archival research undertaken at the National 

Library of Scotland (NLS) special collections as part of the Relocating Filmstrips, 

Remapping Europe project. I began my research with the broader task of identifying and 

databasing previously underexamined filmstrips and related script materials within the CoS 

collections . As this process developed, repeated references to theatrical presentations in 

materials associated with CoS mission groups prompted a narrower investigation into the 

relationship between projected media and amateur performance. The research subsequently 

expanded to catalogue not only filmstrips, but also the scripts and minute books that could 

provide evidence of their intended and actual contexts of use. 

 

This shift in focus addresses a gap in the already limited existing approaches to filmstrip 

history. While filmstrips have been examined as audiovisual and educational media, less has 

been outlined relating to the social contexts in which they were presented, particularly where 

projection formed part of wider programmes involving theatre, discussion, music, devotional 

activities, and audience participation. The archival material examined here indicated that 

filmstrips were often embedded within these broader forms of communal activity. In some 

cases, slides or filmstrips functioned as visual accompaniment to dramatic dialogue. In 

others, projection was incorporated directly into the narrative structure, with characters 

presenting images as part of the dramatic action itself. This distinction is significant to 

changing how the filmstrip’s intended function and audience could be understood. 

 

Identifying the audience for missionary filmstrips alone presented a particular difficulty. The 

filmstrip itself could identify a geographical subject or provide an indication of its 

educational purpose, but this does not necessarily establish who encountered it, in what 

setting, or alongside what other activities. Programmes, theatrical scripts, and minute books 

began to provide answers to these questions by anchoring projected media within specific 

groups and forms of activity. This essay therefore proposes a shift from considering the 

filmstrip primarily as a visual object towards understanding it as part of a multimedia event. 

By reconstructing the relationships between filmstrips, theatrical scripts, programmes, and 

organisational records, I examine how filmstrips were incorporated into the practices of 
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domestic CoS mission groups and what further exploration in line with this process can 

reveal about the materials’ intended audience and broader educational context. 

 

Research Period and Methodology 
My research began with a broad survey of the CoS materials held within the NLS Special 

Collections. Rather than beginning with a fixed selection of filmstrips, I initially worked 

through the available material with the aim of identifying and databasing items relevant to the 

wider Relocating Filmstrips, Remapping Europe project. This involved recording information 

about individual filmstrips and associated scripts, including their titles, dates where available, 

geographical subjects, intended audiences, organisations involved, and any references to their 

presentation or use that were not already observed. At this stage, the purpose was primarily to 

establish the scope of the collection and identify areas in which further investigation could be 

undertaken. 

 

The process of reviewing these materials gradually revealed that many filmstrips could not be 

understood fully through their visual or textual content alone. References within scripts to 

slides, filmstrips, projected images, or specific forms of presentation provided indications that 

the materials had been designed for use within larger events. This led me to expand the 

research beyond the filmstrip material itself and examine the associated theatrical and 

organisational records. In particular, I consulted scripts for plays and illustrated 

conversations, programme notes, and minute books relating to CoS groups. The minute books 

were especially useful for establishing the activities of individual groups and identifying 

occasions on which presentations, missionary evenings, or other forms of group 

entertainment took place. Where these records referred to a presentation without providing its 

content, I could then use the associated scripts or filmstrips to investigate what that 

presentation may have involved. 

 

This process of moving between sources was important to the development of the research 

question. The repeated appearance of projected media alongside theatrical performances 

suggested that this was not an isolated feature of one particular programme or group. I 

therefore began to record not simply whether a filmstrip existed, but what other materials it 

was associated with and how it was intended to be used. This included noting whether 

projection was mentioned as part of a dramatic script, whether individual characters were 
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instructed to present or respond to images, whether a separate narrator or operator was 

required, and whether the filmstrip appeared alongside other forms of educational or 

devotional activity. 

 

I used these observations to establish a set of comparative criteria for the material. For each 

relevant item, I recorded the type of projected media involved, its relationship to any 

accompanying performance, the apparent audience, the organisation or group for which it 

was intended, its position within a wider programme, and any practical instructions 

concerning its presentation. I also recorded references to alternative arrangements, such as 

programmes in which a slide lecture could be substituted for a filmstrip or performances that 

provided an option for groups without access to a projector. This allowed materials that 

differed in format or subject to be compared according to their function within a programme 

rather than simply according to their content. 

 

A similar process was used to examine the wider programmes in which filmstrips appeared. 

Rather than treating a filmstrip as an independent item, I considered its position alongside 

other activities, including dramatic presentations, maps, music, prayer, discussion, costume 

talks, photographs, and other visual material. This made it possible to ask what the filmstrip 

contributed to an event as a whole and, importantly, whether its intended audience could be 

identified more clearly through its surrounding material. A filmstrip might indicate its 

geographical subject without identifying whether it was intended for children, Women's Guild 

members, prospective missionaries, or a general church audience; a programme or script 

could provide this missing context. 

 

This approach also informed the archival implications of the research. As I moved between 

filmstrips, scripts, programmes, and minute books, I recorded instances where the 

relationship between items was evident in the archival material but not immediately apparent 

from their individual catalogue information. I also noted incomplete titles, undated material, 

duplicate copies, annotations, and revisions, particularly where these could affect the 

interpretation of how an item was used. Rather than treating these inconsistencies solely as 

obstacles to cataloguing, I considered them as evidence of the materials' movement between 

the central organisation and local groups and I was able to reconstruct aspects of their 

intended contexts of use while also identifying where the surviving archive prevented firmer 

conclusions. 
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The resulting analysis did not seek to establish how every filmstrip was used, since the 

surviving material could not support such a comprehensive claim. Instead, it identified 

recurring relationships within the material and used individual examples as case studies 

through which to examine those patterns. This distinction was important to the conclusions 

reached below. The findings therefore rested on the convergence of evidence from multiple 

archival formats: scripts demonstrated how projection was incorporated into performances, 

programmes established how these performances related to other activities, and the filmstrips 

themselves provided the visual material around which these events were structured. Reading 

these sources together made it possible to consider the filmstrip not simply as an individual 

object, but as one component of a wider multimedia practice. 

 

Challenges of Archival Research 
One of the principal challenges of this research was reconstructing social context from 

incomplete evidence. The surviving material provides considerable information about what 

organisers were instructed or encouraged to do, but considerably less about what audiences 

actually experienced. Typed scripts often show changes made to dialogue and blocking, and, 

as in the case of Conversation piece illustrated with slides, handwritten notes on where 

during the performance slides should be changed (see fig. 1). It is unclear as to when these 

changes were made during the production and distribution process, and as such the reasoning 

behind the changes and reception from audiences is difficult to ascertain. A script can 

indicate that a projector should be used, for example, without establishing whether a 

particular congregation possessed the necessary equipment or whether the suggested 

programme was performed exactly as written.  
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fig. 1 Conversation piece illustrated with slides. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/65 “Plays 

and dramatic presentations., Undated.” at the National Library of Scotland (NLS). 

 

Overseas Coincidence demonstrates this problem particularly well. The script explicitly 

provides an alternative for groups without access to a projector; the performance can simply 

end before the visual section (fig. 2). Where projection was possible, detailed instructions 

specify that the screen should be prepared. The projector could either be operated on stage by 

one of the performers or positioned independently elsewhere in the hall. The document 

therefore tells us that while filmstrips and slides were considered valuable, they were also 

acknowledged to not be a universally available medium. The filmstrip was consequently 

designed around the practical circumstances of its intended users.  

 

 

fig. 2 Overseas Coincidence. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee 

file., Undated,” at the NLS. 

 

The archival record also presented problems of categorisation, especially moving from the 

original CoS cataloguing system from the 1940s and 1950s to the modern NLS order 
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numbers. Theatrical material is frequently found referencing filmstrips, slide lectures, 

programmes, and other material, but these relationships are not always explicit in the titles or 

catalogue information available to a researcher. Some slides have no recorded titles, while 

some materials lack catalogue numbers altogether. This creates difficulty in establishing a 

clear method for analysing this archive, but also reveals more about the different ways we 

view these materials as opposed to their contemporary use. If a filmstrip was historically one 

part of a larger programme, separating it from the script, programme, or performance with 

which it was intended to operate emphasises its position as a multimedia persuasive tool. 
 

Findings 
Filmstrips as Visual Accompaniment 

At the close of this research period, I identified two broad relationships between projected 

media and theatrical performance. 

 

In the first, slides or filmstrips function as a visual accompaniment to a dramatic presentation 

while remaining separate from the canonical events of the play. Conversation piece with 

illustrated slides, concerning Church of Scotland work in Jordan and Palestine, provides a 

clear example. The dialogue between two women, Mrs Keen and Miss Johnstone concerns a 

recent visit to the Holy Land, where Mrs Keen says she has only enough time to tell Miss 

Johnstone (the audience-proxy) about “the Church’s work.”1 When she describes touring the 

various missionary outposts, the script directs the presentation towards the projected images: 

 

1 Conversation piece with illustrated slides, Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/65 “Plays and dramatic 
presentations., Undated.” at the National Library of Scotland 
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fig. 3 Conversation piece illustrated with slides. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/65 “Plays 

and dramatic presentations., Undated.” at the NLS. 

 

The images are positioned behind the conversation rather than within it. The characters do 

not respond to the images as objects; instead, the projections provide visual context for the 

information being discussed. This allows the dramatic dialogue to remain relatively simple 

while the images provide additional geographical and spatial information. 

 

A similar structure appears in Overseas Coincidence. The purpose of the piece is explicitly 

stated as demonstrating the “blend of Committees under the new OVERSEAS COUNCIL.” 

The subsequent slide presentation is intended to “underline the points already made” by the 

speakers.2 Ostensibly the slides would function as a visual summary of the discussion 

between various characters for the benefit of the audience’s imagination. 

 

2 Overseas Coincidence. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee file., Undated,” at NLS 
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fig. 4 Overseas Coincidence. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee 

file., Undated,” at the NLS. 

 

In these cases, projection is a tool used to consolidate information that has already been 

communicated through speech, rather than introducing new information independently. This 

suggests that the combination of drama and projected media served a pedagogical function. 

Audiences encountered information through multiple channels, with the dramatic component 

providing a narrative or conversational framework reinforced by the use of filmstrips. 

 

Filmstrips Within Dramatic Action 

The second pattern of filmstrip use is more closely integrated. In Made in South America, two 

women, an unnamed minister’s wife and Mrs. Butler, shows slides to a Miss Davidson while 

explaining to her the Church’s more recent work in South American countries. The slides 

therefore become part of the action of the play rather than a backdrop (see fig 5) This 

produces an interesting overlap between the audience watching the play and the 

audience-proxy within it. She is introduced to information about places she has not 

encountered and responds to it as the real audience is expected to do.  
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fig. 5 Made in South America. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee 

file., Undated,” at the NLS  

 

The Healing Church, as part of the CoS Overseas Council theme for 1968, adopts a similar 

question-and-answer structure. It is described as an “illustrated conversation for 5 women”, 

with slides directed by an announcer behind a naturalistic conversation. At the end of the 

discussion, one character states that their “thought provoking conversation” has made her 

“more aware now of the way in which the Church is caring for the whole man throughout the 

world”.3 The purpose of these discussions is to anticipate the questions and concerns of the 

audience, so that they may be contented as the characters themselves are by the end. The 

filmstrip projections within and without the meta-narrative of these plays are meant to aid the 

performers in achieving that goal. 

 

Media Designed For their Context of Use 

It is the relationship between filmstrips and theatrical performance that changes how each can 

be understood. The programmes in which they appeared were themselves often structured 

around scripted or semi-scripted contributions, with individual participants assigned 

particular readings, presentations, dramatic parts, or discussion points. Suggested Programme 

for Jamaica Evening, for example, recommends “50 coloured miniature slides with script 

giving a glimpse of the country, the people and the work of the Presbyterian Church of 

Jamaica.”4 These slides were intended to run alongside maps, pictures, prayer, slides, and 

music in an event designed to provide audiences with a structured and comprehensive 

encounter with a particular place, often for the purpose of educating those yet to go on their 

first overseas mission. 

4 Suggested Programme for Jamaica Evening. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee 
file., Undated,” at NLS. 

3 The Healing Church. “Overseas Council Theme for 1968–69: What in the World?” Church of Scotland, 
Acc.10903/63 “Copies of play committee file., Undated,” at NLS. 
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fig. 6  Suggested Programme for Jamaica Evening. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/63 

“Copies of play committee file., Undated,” at the NLS. 
 

The same principle is visible in the West Pakistan Programme. It suggests either the slide 

lecture Home Life in West Pakistan or the filmstrip Background to West Pakistan, following 

maps, posters, music, and a “costume talk” (see fig. 7). The filmstrip was thus incorporated 

into a particular sequence of activities and could be replaced by a slide lecture if necessary. 

This accompanying filmstrip was specifically directed towards Scottish schoolchildren; 

“Many people have come from Pakistan to work in Scotland. Perhaps there are some 

Pakistani boys and girls in your school. What kind of country do they come from?” This 

example also demonstrates the limitations of considering the filmstrip independently from the 

material surrounding it. While the filmstrip could communicate information about Pakistan 

through its images and commentary, the programme provides information about the particular 

audience for which this material was being presented and the context in which it was 
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expected to be understood. Reading the two together therefore gives a more complete 

indication of the filmstrip’s educational purpose than the projected material alone. 

 

This supports a broader interpretation of these materials as media designed around the spaces 

they engage with. The programmes demonstrate attempts to integrate projected media into 

church halls, Women’s Guild meetings, Sunday schools, and other existing forms of 

communal activity. The flexibility of these programmes suggests that the institutional goal 

was to make and distribute media that incorporates well into various local settings. 

 

 

fig. 7 West Pakistan Programme. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/66 “Assorted plays., 

Undated.” at the NLS 

 

Implications 
Archiving Church of Scotland Materials 

These findings have implications for a practical study of the CoS archives beyond the 

interpretation of individual filmstrips. They also raise questions about how the Church of 

Scotland materials are organised within the NLS and, more broadly, how filmstrip data 

should be catalogued to best suit research purposes at other institutions. The most important 

consideration is the need to preserve and communicate relationships between different forms 

of material. A filmstrip accompanied by a script is not equivalent, from a research 

perspective, to a filmstrip without one. A programme identifying a filmstrip as part of a 

dramatic presentation provides further information about its intended use and audience. A 

staging diagram may establish how the projection was positioned within a performance.  
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This does not necessarily mean that materials should be physically reorganised within the 

established archive. There is sound logic behind maintaining a cohesive organisational 

structure between old and new acquisitions. However the research suggests value in making 

these relationships more visible through catalogue descriptions, linked metadata, accession 

notes, or other forms of cross-referencing.  

 

For example, an entry for the Background to Zambia filmstrip becomes more informative 

when connected explicitly to the Zambia Programme, the accompanying photo talk, and the 

conversation piece on rural health services. The same applies to the India Programme, where 

“The Story of Yesudass” and “United and Uniting” appear alongside three dramatic 

presentations (see fig. 8). Without these connections, a researcher approaching the filmstrip 

independently may understand its content but miss the evidence for how it was intended to 

function. 

 

 

fig. 8 Zambia Programme. Church of Scotland, Acc.10903/66 “Assorted plays., Undated.” at 

the NLS 
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The significance of these relationships is heightened by the fact that some of the materials 

themselves are incomplete. The current organisational system has filmstrips and slides 

without titles, undated plays, duplicate copies, revised scripts, and evidence of materials 

being updated over time. One example is the ‘illustrated Bible study’ Go - - - - - Do 

(Reference no. Acc. 10903/66), for which a later note identifies an addition to slide 18 and 

the crossing-out of slide 23 because it was considered “out of date,” adjustments not made on 

the duplicate copy featured in Acc. 10903/63. Such instances indicate that these were 

working materials which audiences experience differently depending on the version 

distributed to them. An archival approach attentive to the use and reception of these items 

would therefore preserve the existence of individual items through their support by evidence 

of its circulation, adaptation, and association with other materials.  

 

Conclusion and Recommended Further Research 
The research undertaken during the Laidlaw project suggests that missionary filmstrips 

associated with the Church of Scotland at the NLS should be understood within the broader 

performance environments for which they were produced. Across the material examined, 

filmstrips and slides were repeatedly paired with amateur dramatic performance, devotional 

activities, discussion, music, maps, posters, photographs, and other forms of communication. 

Two particularly clear relationships emerged: projected media could function as visual 

accompaniment to a performance, or become central to the dramatic action. 

 

There are, however, limits to what can be established from the surviving evidence and in so 

limited a research period. The material provides considerable information about intended 

programmes but relatively little regarding audience responses or the extent to which 

individual church groups followed the suggested formats. It is also difficult to determine 

consistently where individual performances took place or how frequently particular filmstrips 

were used. Further research could therefore extend this project by examining Church of 

Scotland periodicals, Women’s Guild records, congregational minutes, correspondence, 

photographs, and other local records of evidence of actual performances and audience 

responses. 
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A further direction would be to examine the representation of the people and places depicted 

in these materials. The present research has focused primarily on use and performance, but 

the scripts themselves contain claims about missionary work, education, medicine, religion, 

migration, and local cultures. Closer study combining this representational analysis with the 

performance context could ask how the staging of images affected the interpretation of these 

subjects. 

 

The prevalence of women in these examples is also noteworthy. The materials repeatedly 

position women as speakers, performers, presenters, and organisers in programmes intended 

for Women’s Guilds as well as general church groups. This suggests a potentially productive 

connection between the history of filmstrip use and the history of women’s media work 

within religious organisations, especially since both acting and projection were intended to be 

accomplished by an amateur audience. Such activities may not fit conventional accounts of 

media production media production, which tend to prioritise professional producers, 

directors, broadcasters, or technicians, but the archival material demonstrates that the 

effective use of audiovisual media also depended upon people who presented, staged, 

narrated, and organised them. The boundary between producer, performer, and audience 

could therefore be considerably more fluid than a study of the filmstrip as an object might 

suggest. 

 

These findings demonstrate that the historical significance of the CoS filmstrip collection lies 

in the relationships between the images it preserves and the people, performances, and 

organisations that give them context. The filmstrips examined in this research were adaptable 

materials, capable of being incorporated into different programmes and presented to different 

audiences according to the needs of individual groups. This adaptability also means that their 

historical use cannot be reconstructed from the filmstrips alone. Scripts, programmes, minute 

books, annotations, and duplicate copies provide evidence of the circumstances in which the 

materials were presented and the ways in which they could change between contexts. 

 

The research therefore supports understanding the filmstrip as part of a multimedia event 

rather than as an isolated audiovisual object. This approach not only provides a fuller account 

of how missionary filmstrips operated within CoS groups, but also demonstrates the value of 

preserving the archival relationships between associated materials. Further research into local 

records and audience responses could establish how these planned forms of multimedia 
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communication were experienced in practice, while closer analysis of their representations 

could examine what audiences were being taught about the people and places depicted. 

Making the connections between filmstrips and their accompanying materials more visible 

would enable future researchers to move beyond the question of what a filmstrip contained 

and towards the more revealing question of what it was used to accomplish. 
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