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Ten years ago this summer, I joined the University of Bradford as its first ever Special Collections 

Librarian.  I came to work in the J.B. Priestley Library, named after Bradford’s most famous literary 

son.  I was thrilled to learn that among the many uncatalogued boxes and shelves was Priestley’s 

Archive.  Its treasures included manuscripts, photographs, and some of JB’s famous pipes.  Soon 

after, I met Tom Priestley, who had given the Archive to the University, and was working with others 

in the University and the region to raise JB’s profile.  The Priestley Archive is our most popular 

archive, and has been at the heart of everything we have achieved since in Special Collections.  This 

is thanks to Tom’s whole-hearted support. 

Thomas Holland Priestley was born in 1932, to J.B. Priestley and his second wife, Jane Priestley.  JB 

was already a household name thanks to his popular novel The Good Companions.  At this time, he 

was turning to the new challenge of drama. Tom attended the first night of Dangerous Corner aged 

less than a month old, which set the tone for a life devoted to the arts.  Tom recalls growing up with 

a father who, unusually for the time, worked at home: “I would find him sitting at his desk ...his pipe 

in his mouth and the usual cotton wool in his ears.  So I would have to manoeuvre myself into his 

eye-line, and there would be the feeling that he was returning from a long journey, that he had been 

somewhere else in his mind ...”. 

Tom was educated at Bryanston School and at Cambridge University, where he found that he too 

was drawn to the creative world, particularly film.  He has said that “I wanted to try and find 

something that he *JB+ hadn’t done”.  His first job was at Ealing Studios.  Tom made his own way - no 

strings were pulled - and began to specialise in film editing.   In 1966, he received a BAFTA (British 

Film Editing of a British Film) for cult classic Morgan: a suitable case for treatment.  This made his 

name: he became known as one of a generation of exciting new young British editors.  His work on 

the technical challenges of Deliverance, in 1972, was both BAFTA and Oscar nominated.  Tom played 

a key role in creating some of the best-known and cinematically adventurous films of his era in 

Britain and America, working with film-makers such as Lindsay Anderson, John Boorman, Bryan 

Forbes and Derek Jarman.  He developed his own philosophy of film editing, for instance, that “the 

continuity of emotion” matters more than conventional continuity.  

Eventually however Tom “reached the point when I felt I had achieved all I could ... I was only using 

part of myself, and life seemed to consist of the flickering images I saw in the lens of my editing 

machine.  Instinct told me I needed to get out more into the world and reach out to people”. 

He did this in two ways.  Tom shared his ideas and skills as a visiting tutor at the National Film and 

Television School.  He also began to play an active role in promoting JB’s life and work.  Shortly 

before JB’s death in 1984, Tom created a fascinating film portrait of him for Central TV, Time and the 

Priestleys.  Tom has since worked to bring JB’s writing to new audiences, achieving the tricky balance 

between the need to manage the Estate effectively with the wishes of readers and scholars to 

publish. 



In the 1990s, Bradford held two great celebrations: the city’s centenary (1997) and JB’s (1994). Tom 

helped make these events happen.   As a result, Priestley enthusiasts were drawn together, to form 

the J.B. Priestley Society, which flourishes to this day.  Tom has always taken time out of his busy 

schedule to support the Society, and is now its President.   He has also supported the Bradford 

Playhouse, continuing a family tradition: JB was its first President and other family members 

particularly JB’s sister Winnie were involved. 

During the late 1990s, Tom began to donate his father’s Archive to the University of Bradford.  JB 

had sent some material to the Ransom Center in Texas in the early 1960s, but Tom believed that the 

remaining archive would be better located in JB’s home town now that it had a University of its own.  

Tom has since been instrumental in the growing success of Special Collections at the University.  He 

has continued to donate Priestley Archive material, including JB’s Great War letters home.  Tom 

directs enquirers, donors and researchers to us, and has licensed us to use Priestley Archive images. 

Tom has worked with us, the Priestley Society and many more in academia, publishing, theatre, and 

the media, to bring JB to new and wider audiences.   

Now JB is celebrated and studied not only for his ever-popular plays, but also for his social concern, 

readability, views on culture, and on Englishness.  His finest books are back in print: Great Northern 

has published new illustrated editions of Bright Day, English Journey, and other key titles, while 

Oberon reprinted many of the plays. Tom’s forewords and introductions help the reader to see 

these works in the context of JB’s life and ideas.   JB is now more than ever in the news, the theatres 

and the conference hall. Tom continues to cross the country to talk about JB to newspapers, the BBC, 

societies, literary festivals and theatre audiences. 

In this City of Film, home to the Media Museum, it is fitting to celebrate Tom’s distinguished career 

in film, and his role in raising the profile of JB, who also understood the power of broadcast media to 

touch, delight and thrill audiences. 

Chancellor, for his outstanding contributions to film, theatre and literature, I present to you for the 

award of the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters Tom Priestley. 
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