
 

 

 

 

 

The Rugged Island: a Shetland Lyric (1933) 
 

Sunday 17 September, 3.30pm 
 

Presented by Sarah Neely 

 

60mins, Silent 

Directed and Photographed by 

Jenny Gilbertson (nee Brown) 

Story by Jenny Brown and Aline 

Gordon 

Preparing and building of croft 

interiors by John Gilbertson 

Cast: Enga Stout (Enga), John 

Gilbertson (Andrew) 

 

 

Times, 01 April 1935: 

It is the object of this comparatively short film, directed and photographed by Miss Jenny 

Brown, to show the landscape of the Shetlands and the manners and customs of the 

Shetlanders. But there is also a story, and, for once, it is a reasonable and possible story 

which really ministers to the main purpose of the film and does not have the appearance 

of forcing the inhabitants into an unaccustomed romance, It is very simple, merely 

describing the fortunes of two lovers who are dissatisfied with the hard life of the island 

and wish to emigrate. The fishing is poor, the work of the crofter laborious. But the young 

man feels that he is bound to stay and look after his parents, and the lovers are vexed with 

each other until they make up their quarrel while rescuing a lamb that has been cut off by 

the tide, an incident which gives an opportunity for remarkable filming of the cliffs. The 

cast is composed of two Shetland families and the acting is direct, unpretentious and 

sincere. But the chief merit of the film is inevitably in the beautiful pictures of the sea and 
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the island and the very interesting and obviously accurate indications of the life of the 

inhabitants.  

The Rugged Island, Sole World Distributors, 1933: 

Midway between the relentless turmoil of the Western Ocean and the fickle waters of the 

North Sea lie the Shetland Islands – distant equally from Norway to the East and Scotland 

to the South. A hundred islands around whose rugged coasts the clamour of innumerable 

seabirds mingles with the ever-present surge of mighty waters. 

Eleven centuries ago, the long boats of the Vikings hastening from Norway and the 

injustices of King Harold, “the Fair-hair,” peopled the Islands with men whose independent 

spirit is reflected in their descendants today. The Shetlands are the last stronghold within 

the limits of the British Isles of a race whose sway extended at one time from 

Constantinople in Greenland, and from Bergen in the North to the coasts of Africa.  

No sea was free from Viking ships and no coast was safe from their sudden descent: they 

came with fire and bloodshed, but remained wherever a foothold was established to leave 

an imperishable mark upon the people they had vanquished. Their virile blood made 

possible the Norman Conquest: the trade route established by them from Finland over 

river systems to Constantinople gathered together the warning tribes of Scythia and made 

the backbone of the Russian Empire today. 

Stirred by such glories, Miss Jenny Brown responded to an environment of salt sprayed and 

precipitous rock and sensed in the hard lot of the Shetland Crofter a fate unworthy of a 

glorious past. From such material she has built a story at once appealing and at once 

beautiful, simple and sincere. A story of everyday life transmuted by the power of melody 

to the gold of romance.  

In her own words “the Scenario of The Rugged Island was built around two crofter families, 

the idea behind the story being to express through these selected lives the story of all the 

Shetland Island people; the hard struggle for living; the desire of youth, to whom closer 

contact with the rest of the world through wireless and newspapers has brought unrest 

and dissatisfaction with a mere existence, to try their luck in a wider sphere; and the 

difficulties that bar their way, lack of actual money, and the dependence of the old folk, 

who have grown prematurely old in their battle to win food and clothing from sea and 

land”.  

Programme note compiled by Jenny Stewart 

                                                  

 

 


