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What we will talk about today:

• Introduction

• Our Screen Heritage Project

• Copyright & Death Dates 
o Rules for films in the UK

• The Graveyard Shift events
o How they worked
o Research & Results

Artist: Henry Major, (1889– 1948). Sitter: Sir Charles Spencer Chaplin
Credit: National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution c. 1925



Sir John Paul Getty Jr at the

BFI John Paul Getty Jr Conservation Centre, 1990s

• 40,000 fiction films

• 140,000 non-fiction films

• 1 million+ television programmes

• 600 collections of filmmakers’ papers

• 21,000 unpublished scripts

• 28,000 press books

• 19,000 film posters

• 1,600,000 film stills

• 5,000 production & costume designs

• 3,000 animation cels 

• 49,000 library books

• 5,000 serials with 100,000 issues

• 170,000 press cuttings containing 4m pages

• 9,000 festival files

BFI National Archive 
A snapshot of the collection 
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Our Screen Heritage

A 2-year programme with 5 Strands of 

Activity:

1. Outreach & Engagement

2. Contemporary Collecting

3. New Voices in the Archive

4. Digital Acquisitions Infrastructure R&D

5. Copyright



Why do we 

need to know 

about

death dates? 

Memento mori - 1916 - Rijksmuseum, Netherlands - Public Domain.



2 Key Reasons:

1. To enhance our records about 

people connected with works 
in our collection.

2. To help calculate when 

copyright expires and works 

go into the public domain​

Photo Credit: Adam Bronkhorst/BFI



Copyright exists automatically 
on creation of a work (there is no 

requirement for registration)

Copyright Duration is often 

based on the life of the "author" 
plus 70 years

Every country has its own 
copyright law and rules. The 70-

yr rule is widely adopted 
however some countries have 

shorter / longer durations.

"Copyright Football by #Banksy" by dullhunk is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/14829735@N00/7513216676
https://www.flickr.com/photos/14829735@N00
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse


In the UK, the current copyright 
duration for films lasts for 70 

years from the death of the last 

to die of:

1. The Director
2. Author of the screenplay

3. Author of the Dialogue

4. Composer of original music 
commissioned for and used 

in the film

However...
Photo Credit: Adam Bronkhorst/BFI



COPYRIGHT 

LEGISLATION
Copyright Act 1911

into force 01/07/1912

Copyright Act 1956

into force 01/06/1957

Copyright, Designs 

& Patents Act 1988

into force 01/08/1989

Copyright, Designs & Patents

Act 1988

Amended 01/12/1996

FILM DATES
Made between

01/07/1912  - 31/05/1957

Made between

01/06/1957 - 01/08/1989

Made between 

01/08/1989 - 01/07/1994

Made on/after 

01/07/1994

AUTHORSHIP

Film as a Dramatic Work;

Person who created the 

work (e.g. the director)

Film as Series of 

Photographs:

1st owner of negative (e.g. 

producer)

Maker of 

Cinematograph Film 

(e.g. the ‘Producer’)

(Producer)
Principal Director & 

Producer

Changing Rules for 'Film' Authorship: UK Copyright 

acts 1911, 1957, 1988 and 1996



COPYRIGHT

LEGISLATION

Copyright Act 1911
(into force 01/07/1912)5

Copyright Act 1956
(into force 01/06/1957) 1

Copyright, Designs and Patents 
Act 1988 (into force 01/08/1989)

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 
1988

Amended 01/12/1996

FILM DATES Made between 01/07/1912  -
31/05/1957

Made between 01/06/1957 - 
01/08/1989

Made between 01/08/1989 - 
01/07/1994

Made on/after 01/07/1994

'Films' as 

Dramatic Works
50 Years PMA

'Films' as a 

Series of 

Photographs

50 Years from 

making of the 

negative

Films Not Applicable

50 Years from 

Publication

OR

50 Years from 

Registration

50 Years from end of 

calendar year in which 

the film was made

OR

50 Years from end of 

calendar year of release

70 Years from death of last 

to die of: 

Director

Author of Screenplay

Author of Dialogue

Composer

Changing Rules for 'Film' Duration: UK Copyright acts 

1911, 1957, 1988 and 1996 

Transitional Provisions
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Proposing The Graveyard Shift Event

Our Screen Heritage | The Graveyard Shift

Session Summary

An interactive, competitive, public research 
event to highlight the importance of creator death 
information to copyright knowledge. Similar spirit to 
Wikipedia edit-a-thons.

Aims of the Event

• Participants will have a deeper understanding of 
how moving image copyright is established and 
changes over time

• Participants will understand more about why the 
BFI holds the data it does about film-makers

• BFI will increase data in CID about whether film-
makers in key copyright roles are dead or alive

Considerations

• Venue, timing, staffing, resources



On the day

Our Screen Heritage | The Graveyard Shift

• Public Event – free, booked tickets

• 5 events:

o March 2025 – no theme

o August 2025 – musicians and 
composers

o October 2025 – horror and thriller 
films

o January 2026 – female filmmakers

o March 2026 – no theme

• Divided into teams – prizes for the 
winners



The Research

Our Screen Heritage | The Graveyard Shift

• Using a mix of library and online resources

• Wikipedia and IMDB require a second 
source as they can be user edited!

• Source examples:

o Filmmaker websites and fan sites

o News site obituaries

o Findagrave.com

o Other film archives

o A recorded live stream of the memorial 
service

o Local news and parish gazettes



Data Collection
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Data Collection
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The Numbers

Our Screen Heritage | The Graveyard Shift

770 person records updated

21,681 film works 

in the archive



Post-event related activities

Our Screen Heritage | The Graveyard Shift

Participant Feedback Online & Hard Copy

Write ups in Inside the Archive blogs

https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-
archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog

https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog
https://www.bfi.org.uk/bfi-national-archive/inside-archive/inside-archive-blog


Thank you for listening!

Any Questions? 
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