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A constant and beloved phenomenon in British society over the centuries has been 

horse racing. The first recorded race took place at a horse market in Smithfield in 

1174, and its designation as "the Sport of Kings" was added to James I, who, 

when he came into contact with the farmers' horse races at Newmarket in 1605, 

was so charmed and occupied by the sport that he was reprimanded  by Parliament 

for neglecting his royal duties (Newmarket  is a town in Forest Heath in County 

Suffolk, England known for its galloping sport). Royal patronage for horse racing 

was ensured when James' successor Charles I, equally in love with the sport, 

started the Gold Cup, Britain's first prize trophy race, in 1634. In 1671, Charles II 

became the first (and only) reigning monarch to ride the winner of the Newmarket 

Town Plate, a race he founded six years earlier (and won again four years later). 

The horse-owning Queen Anne founded Ascot Racecourse in Berkshire in 1711  

with the victory prize  Her  Majesty's Plate with a generous reward of 100 

guineas. 

Until that time, the races had mainly been a race between two horses, motivated 

by large sums of betting between horse-owning noblemen, who often rode their 

horses themselves. The development of the sport took off with the introduction of 

Arab thoroughbreds, the advent in 1727 of a yearbook, Racing Calender, the 

construction of racetracks adjacent to cities and thecreation in 1775 of a 
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regulatory authority, the Jockey Club. All this helped to transform horse racing 

into a highly organised sport, but mainly under the control of the aristocracy. 

The establishment of the first, later classic races for a short period of years, the St 

Leger in 1776, the Oaks in 1779 and the Derby in 1780 established the framework 

for modern horse racing. The latter competition, the Derby, named after a roll of 

coins between the 12th  Earl of Derby and his guest to the party of Sir Charles 

Bunbury, quickly became a cause for a mass outing from London, with estimated 

crowds of over 100,000 at Epsom Downs – where some of the audience came to 

witness the new competition spectacle, others to enjoy a traditional rural market. 

The popular holiday atmosphere and the whole large-scale business is 

impressively recreated in the film Esther Waters  (1948), according to Stephen 

Glynn in his book The British Horseracing Film: Representations of the 'Sport of 

Kings' in British Cinema. The film is based on a 1894 novel about a couple, 

Esther andWilliam (played by Kathleen Ryan and Dirk Bogarde) who accompany 

the large crowd of people to the 1881 Derby on their honeymoon, where William 

gambles away her money, forcing Esther to return to the domestic service she had 

when she fell for William. The horse race at Epsom Downs is also a motif, though 

now with an emphasis on class and supremacy, in the American film My Fair 

Lady  (1964, directed by George Cukor, starring Audrey Hepburn in the role of 

Eliza Doolittle and Rex Harrison as Professor Henry Higgins). 

Analyses of how this sport, horse racing, produced in English cinema have been 

few. Like many other competitive sports, the subject has not been considered as 

truly worthy of academic film studies. With Glynn's genre study, there is now for 
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the first time an academic monograph that seriously and exclusively deals with 

how horse racing has been produced in British cinema since the birth of the film 

medium around the mid-1890s. He only deals with feature films and omits 

documentaries in his investigation. Glynn, who works at De Montfort University 

in Leicester, clarifies the specific narrative patterns and iconography of films 

depicting horse racing, with class, gender, crime and national identity as analytical 

categories.  

Thefirst truly national sport in Britain, p. 2, and referring to, among others, sports 

historian Wray Vamplew,  Glynn believes that the horse racing film, along with 

the aesthetic and economic aspects of this sport, is a rich source of British social 

history. Through the representation over time of the racesports on and off the 

racetrack, with its accompanying gaming culture, the racefilm is an ideological 

metonymia for – an ideological concentrate of – the concerns and concerns of 

British society at large. The race film has depicted a strictly ranked society in 

miniature, a hierarchy that ranges from the horse owners of the higher stalls down 

to stable workers, from the royal tribunes to the public gallery. Standing narrative 

poles are romance and noble heroism versus bribery, corruption, doping and 

kidnapping of racehorses. 

Glynn's basic method in the study of British horse racing film regarded as a 

national film genre is twofold. He confines himself, firstly, to the films that are 

nationally produced and financed, that is, by British actors and interests, and with 

mainly British actors. Secondly, quality takes precedence over quantity, in the 

sense that the selection of films also includes those which are not primarily about 

horse racing, but where the sport is present in a way that is important for the plot 
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and the description of different characters in it. This means that a famous gallop 

film such as the double Oscar-winner  National Velvet  (1945), with an act set in 

England that made the London-born Elizabeth Taylor an international film star, is 

disqualified from the study, as this high-budget film was produced, marketed and 

distributed by THE AMERICAN MGM, making it an American film "from head 

to hoof", as Glynn writes with the witty tone that characterizes his portrayal. 

National Velvet  is thus more of a "British" than a British film (a Swedish analysis 

of National Velvet can otherwise be read  here). 

Nor was it just the case that the horse racing sport was further popularised by the 

medium of cinema. The reverse also applied: during the silent film phase, the 

filmmakers' attempts to capture and portray the sport's excitement came to 

encourage artistic and technological innovation. The horse racing thus helped to 

develop and popularize the new film medium, including in early comic short films 

that formed stages in the codification of the genre and its moral conclusions. 

The genre's golden age locates Glynn until the period 1927–1939, i.e. from the 

arrival of the speech film (sound film) until the outbreak of World War II. Now 

music hall artists and others could shine with their batting, their comic talents and 

songs in increasingly popular films about the nationally cherished sport. One of 

the biggest movie stars of the time was George Formby, who had been a jockey 

apprentice as a youngster.  Illegal gambling, bribery and other hustle were of 

course also depicted in interwar films about horse racing, but after the Second 

World War the films and depiction of crime around horse stables often become a 

more serious character. 
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One of the many interesting aspects that Glynn highlights is how popular film 

often took a stand for the people's desire to gamble, bet money (gambling) at 

horse racing competitions, despite various moral interest groups who wanted to 

curb the behavior and instead tried to get working-class family fathers to let the 

payday go to the scarce household cash. 

As in many other countries, including Sweden, the incidence of competitive sports 

on film diminished during the increasingly left-wing radical and anti-competitive 

1960s and early 1970s. However, equestrian sport did not completely disappear 

from the  British cinemas during the period, but had to adapt to current pop 

culture trends. An example of this is  I've Gotta Horse from 1965 with one of the 

great youth idols of the time, the very horse-interested Billy Fury, who  here  

sings the film's title song. From the 1980s, the equestrian film began to recover 

and in various ways mature, in the form of biopics, i.e. biographical 

dramatizations, such as  Champions  (1984) with John Hurt. 

To sum up was horse racing, horse racing, the first truly national sport in Britain, 

which through the ages has attracted people of different social classes, even if the 

upper, more money-rich class was in power, with the royal house as the ultimate 

symbol and guarantor of its national value. In British films, these class 

hierarchies, as well as the dreams and more shadowy activities they created and 

invited to, have been variously themed, praised and criticised, Stephen Glynn 

shows in his book – a book that would have been 100 pages longer, because there 

are very many films that are processed and the descriptions of action often 

become so summary for a non-British reader who is not pre-understood with 

different names and phenomena. 
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At the same time, disparate images and cultural beliefs about and around the horse 

racing continue to be constantly generated in various media and cultural cycles. 

Netflix currently features two British series depicting the horse racing from a wide 

variety, as a fashionable sport with royal ancestries and interests in The 

Crown,and in Once Upon a Time in London as a sport in which various gangster 

groups fight for control of betting on horse racing tracks. The horse racing also 

forms the motif in  this rock video by pretenders from this year, "Turf Accountant 

Daddy". 

In other words, if we are to be able to grasp the images of horse racing – and other 

competitive sports – that are constantly being created and circulating in society, it 

is important not to discriminate against any forms of media or forms of 

expression. 
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