
 

     UNIVERSE is an LVCA DVD donation to the Hugh Stouppe Memorial Library of 

the Heritage United Methodist Church of Ligonier, Pennsylvania. Below is Kino 

Ken’s review of that dvd film. 

 

20 of a possible 20 points                                                      ***** of a possible ***** 

 

Canada   1960   black-and-white live action short documentary with animation 

28 minutes   National Film Board of Canada / Schoenfeld Films 

Producer: Tom Daly 

 

Key: *indicates outstanding technical achievement or performance 

Points: 

2           Direction: Roman Kroiter* and Colin Low* 

2           Editing: Tom Daly* 

2           Camera: Denis Gilson*, Wolf Koenig* 

2           Lighting 

             Special Effects: Wally Gentleman*, Herbert Taylor*, and James Wilson* 

2           Script: Roman Kroiter*     Commentary: Stanley Jackson* 

2           Music: Eldon Rathburn* 

2           Production Design: Sidney Goldsmith* and Colin Low* 

2           Sound: Joseph Champagne* 

             Sound Editing: Kathleen Shannon 

2           Narrator: Douglas Rain* 

2           Cast: Donald MacRae (astronomer) 

2           Creativity 

20 total points 

 



     Made by Shoenfeld Films and the National Film Board of Canada as an 

educational tool for Canadians, UNIVERSE is still a magnificent exposition of the 

wondrous cosmos in which humans live. Shot in black-and-white, its stark 

contrasts provide solemn grandeur further underlined by an ominously 

imposing score. In the opening scenes, a persistent drumming introduces the 

subject of astronomy, with added trumpets ennobling an extended pan which 

begins with a view of local night sky and then stretches upward and outward to 

the remotest detectable reaches of space. Viewers are introduced to nimble 

astronomer Donald MacRae, who works at the David Dunlap Observatory in 

Richmond Hills, Ontario, a comfortable commute by car from Toronto, Canada. 

During the course of one night, Dr. MacRae, familiarly referred to simply as 

“Doc” by the only material visitor interrupting his nocturnal study of outer 

space, is shown preparing an enormous telescope. It will enable him to 

photograph a faraway star about which apparently not nearly enough was yet 

known. A telephone call supplies the complex mission, no assignment for an 

amateur. Any tiny micrometer of miscalculation in calibrating lens settings will 

scotch the assignment, wasting hours, perhaps even days or weeks. 

     Aiming the observatory’s enormous telescope through retractable sliding 

roof panels involves an intricate combination of automation and manual 

dexterity. It coincidentally permits entrance of an exploratory moth, seen quite 

clearly fluttering near the massive astronomical instrument MacRae fluidly 

points to a star-sprinkled canopy dominated by blackness. As he completes the 

process of preparing for a single essential sighting capture, viewers are treated 

to a tour of both known and hypothetical galaxies. Dwarf stars, sun spots, 

Saturn’s rings, comets, asteroids, and identified planets are visited by a 

travelling camera. These are succinctly defined, not always correctly.  

     More recent probes have determined Mars lacks both water and vegetation. 

Venus appears to be quite like what the film describes, except more 

mountainous and with cyclonic winds encircling it at incredibly high speeds.  

     No attempt is made to describe Neptune or Uranus, possibly because 

scientists of that era disagreed about their appearances and compositions. At 

such a tremendous remove from Earth, it was extremely difficult to scan them 



for detailed characteristics, even with the most powerful lenses then employed 

on the terrestrial globe.  

     So UNIVERSE has become outdated as a teaching tool. Not, however, as a 

prime example of cinematic art. Its superlative photography was utilized in 

several later generations of science fiction films and, according to 

www.en.wikipedia.org, NASA obtained thirty prints of UNIVERSE, made copies, 

then sold those to schools and museums for a significant cash influx.  

     Narrator Douglas Rain, whose low-key, unrushed speech was left 

intentionally uninflected, would later become HAL the computer’s voice in 

Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A SPACE ODYSSEY. Thanks to www.imdb.com for 

unearthing this curious connection. 

     With a running time of approximately twenty-eight minutes, UNIVERSE is a 

terse, awesome exposition of film art. Viewers are unlikely to ever forget its 

mysteriously ordered and seemingly endless array of galaxies, of which the 

Milky Way is only one undistinguished representative. The narrator’s 

unanswered inquiry into whether other intelligent lives and alternative histories 

exist on alien planets, though unconfirmed by science at present, appears 

strongly plausible, given the magnitude of space observed so dynamically here. 

     UNIVERSE is essential viewing, suitable for anyone old enough to 

comprehend the vocabulary of its narration. Superb editing is buttressed by 

evocatively unrelenting music from Canada’s workhorse composer, Eldon 

Rathburn. It should come as no surprise to auditors that Mr. Rathburn 

composed music for hundreds of Canadian films, including WHO HAS SEEN THE 

WIND?, CITY OF GOLD, THE RAILRODDER, and CIRCLE OF THE SUN. Don’t pass up 

an opportunity to view and hear this classic.   

    

http://www.en.wikipedia.org/
http://www.imdb.com/

