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The Four Feathers (1939)—film #1 in the

series “Dreams of an Empire”

Nowadays the term “empire” may strike many as
abstract. But this was not the case for millions of
westerners living in the golden age of European
imperialism. Though their majority rarely
traveled outside the Continent, “empire”
nevertheless became a vivid part of their
imaginary, largely due to films that pictured the
colonies as the West’s exotic playground. This
series will explore how such dreams of an empire
were shaped by western cinema, so as to trace
their lingering attraction.

The first film in the series, The Four Feathers

(1939), is the most known of seven screen
adaptations to the eponymous novel. Its
protagonist, the young officer Harry Faversham,
decides not to join his three comrades on an
expedition to quash a popular uprising in the
Sudan. These friends, as well as his fiancé, each
give him a white feather as symbol of his
cowardice. Dismayed, Harry journeys to Africa in
search of an opportunity to atone for his
misdoing. This search, as can be expected from
an exemplary work of imperialist fiction, will
allow him to undergo an initiation into manhood,
at the expense of the “natives”.
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