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An International Study of Film Museums examines how cinema has been transformed and strengthened through museological and archival activities since its origins and asks what paradoxes may be involved, if any, in putting cinema into a museum.

Cere explores the ideas that were first proposed during the first half of the twentieth century around the need to establish national museums of cinema and how these have been adapted in the subsequent development of the five case studies presented here: four in Europe and one in the USA. The book traces the history of the five museums’ foundation, exhibitions, collections, and festivals organised under their aegis and it asks how they resolve the tensions between cinema as an aesthetic artefact – now officially recognised as part of humanity’s cultural heritage – and cinema as an entertainment and leisure activity. It also gives an account of recent developments around unifying collections, exhibition activities and archives in one national film centre that offers the general public a space totally devoted to film and cinematographic culture.


An International Study of Film Museums provides a unique comparative study of museums of cinema in varying national contexts. The book will be of interest to academics and students around the world who are engaged in the study of museums, archives, heritage, film, history and visual culture.
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This book first began as a way of answering a recurring question about the paradox of putting cinema in a museum, after all one could watch films in many different contexts and need not enter a museum institution to do so. The question was also not tied to cinema not having the same cultural merit as other arts; this debate is well burnt out along with the many fires that consumed many deposits of nitrate films stock. What I did not know at the beginning of this research journey is that there are as many ways of putting cinema in a museum as there are museums of cinema.

Cinema is many things besides films, old and new; it is archaeology, technologies, cinephilia, auditoriums, festivals, archives and libraries, art and cultural heritage. This list is not exhaustive and it is not in any particular order, but is one that applies in an assortment of combinations to all the museum institutions I visited and researched, a list further complicated by their individual histories, de facto existing collections, organisational preferences and national contexts. The last coupling, art and cultural heritage determined another question: how are museums of cinema combining the popular culture of film with cinematographic heritage?1 It is hoped that this book, through the five case studies proposed here, will make a contribution to answering these two questions.

In the last two decades, much writing has been done about the need for a change of viewpoint about the museums and media relationship, which has introduced conceptual and terminological convergence: ‘museum media’; an idea first proposed by Henning (
2006, 2015) and expanded by many others to account for more recent media developments, from gaming to social media. Russo has gone as far as to assert ‘The media museum is here’ (Russo 2012: 155). In many of these accounts and studies, there is no mention of the museums which actually deal in media ‘material,’ whether cinema, radio, television or videogames. This omission seems surprising as one of the claims made is to look at museums from a media theory perspective, what better place to start than the ‘literal’ media museums.

The discussion ‘museums are media’ and ‘museums are not media’ is one that is ongoing especially as writings and theorising about museums increasingly look at them as ‘transmedia texts’ (Kidd 2014), as ‘media producers’ (Pavement 2019) or as generally mediatised practices in line with the social context in which they are embedded (Drotner et al. 2019). In some sense, museums of cinema are an ideal example of the mediatisation of exhibitions, at the same time they are also about the musealisation of cinema; they have been at the centre of the expansion of cinema’s heritage and their very definition includes many different types of institutions and activities, from museums to film libraries to archives. Some institutions encompass all three roles, others only one or two of the three. Some have very little museal activities in the way of exhibitions of cinema’s artefacts, while others have extensive ones covering many centuries of the archaeology of cinema. Specific national contexts and histories are also determinants for some of these differences.

The case studies in this book, and perhaps not different from other types of museums, share a fair amount of power struggles and controversies. These, at times, have caused their fundamental nature and existence to be put into doubt in the same way as cinema was, at least in the beginning, which they strive to musealise. When Truffaut declared that ‘putting a Garbo costume next to the skull from Psycho is a gimmick for tourists’2 he was airing a view, which had been at the centre of the establishment of museums of cinema right from their inception.

Would not funds and generally scarce resources be better spent solely for the conservation of films, future filmmaking and distribution of films rather than exhibiting cinematographic artefacts? The understanding of the weak economic base which brought about such doubts is crucial; on the whole, museums of cinema have commanded very little state support and public funding and in some cases none at all, and when funds were made available they were often limited and precarious. The weak economic foundation, coupled with ‘philosophical’ doubts as to the importance of the material objects surrounding cinema, produced different ideas about the preservation and exhibition of cinema’s heritage in the early history of their formation.

This book will attempt to address the different ways in which cinema, a popular cultural form, has been transformed and strengthened through museological and archival activities since its origins, and how it has addressed what has also been described as the difficulty of ‘exhibiting what has already been exhibited’ which is ultimately the challenge of how to musealise pre-cinema and cinema without foregoing its ‘moving essence.’ This challenge was taken up by many of the early pioneers at the centre of the historical origins of museums of cinema, cinémathèques and archives. This book will discuss in some details some of the key figures involved but also address some of the problems which arose in relation to these ‘larger than life’ characters. It will also look at how some of these institutions eventually followed a different path and took on a life of their own, independently of their creators, who were also usually collectors themselves. This book is also an attempt, albeit of necessity limited, given the international scale of developments in museums of cinema, to account for the continued and determined effort over many decades to safeguard cinematographic patrimony in all its forms, for the nation and its people, for humanity, or simply for the love of cinema.

The first chapter will set out the context and trace the history of the idea to musealise cinema, the ‘configuration’ of this potential museum and the different trajectories which were followed based on whether cinema was seen as art or science and technology. In particular it will look at the writings of Boleslaw Matuszewski, who first discussed the need for a ‘cinematographic archive/deposit’; his was the first writings advocating the need to safeguard cinema’s heritage.

This is followed by a discussion of the origins of the first exhibitions of private collections of pre-cinematographic and cinematographic artefacts in Europe, the technological bias inherent in these collections then housed in science and technology museums. First important examples at the turn of the twentieth century were the exhibition in the Science Museum in London with artefacts lent by Robert W. Paul and Will Day from their collections and in the Národní Technické Muzeum in Prague, with artefacts from French pioneers: Purkyne, Demeny, Marey and Lumière.


The most complete conceptualisation of an ‘ideal’ museum of cinema was first introduced by Paul Rotha’s in an essay entitled ‘A museum for the Cinema’; this is especially important because he was the first to theorise how the division at the heart of cinema, the mechanical and scientific (the technologies/equipment) vs. the cultural and aesthetic (the films) could be reconciled in a dedicated space which attended to both: the exhibition of the instruments and the conservation and screening of the films. In addition, Rotha argued that this institution should incorporate ‘supplementary objects in connection with the cinema worthy of preservation’; these ranged from film posters, books, designs and costumes and still photographs.

This ‘ideal’ museum was one very familiar to the forerunners who contributed to the establishment of the museums of cinema in the fifties, which are part of the case studies for this book, among them: James Card, Henri Langlois and Maria Adriana Prolo, who had a shared vision of a museum of cinema as an institution which would safeguard the cinematographic heritage.

Alongside the idea of creating a museum of cinema a different, albeit related, development took place. In many countries, including Britain an artificial division was set in motion through the creation of institutes for the dissemination of cinema with archival responsibilities for the conservation of film but not in a museum context. This section of the early history of institutions tasked with looking after cinema will discuss the different pathways and ‘models’ which generated from individuals who had a more ‘preservationist’ vision of cinema – preservation at the expense of dissemination – and individuals who firmly believed that a museum context would help both preservation, conservation and dissemination.

This dual trajectory will also be traced through the process whereby ‘technologies of film’ were separated from ‘educational and artistic purposes’ and these were in turn part of the wider debates of the relationship between art and science of the time. Therefore, in the first chapter, an account will also be offered of the first institutions established in the early part of the twentieth century entrusted to safeguard and preserve cinema’s heritage: film libraries and archives and what I have termed different paradigms for the preservation of cinema.

These different paradigms can, however, be seen to come together with museums in the organisation which since the forties was central to galvanise the activities of conservation and dissemination of cinema, The International Federation of Film Archives (FIAF). The intense European and international activities tied to the creation of Cinémathèques, film libraries and archives eventually united together under its aegis. Many museums of cinema became part of FIAF as Associates, especially those with major collections, although they may not had at the time a sustained and systematic programme of film preservation as such. It also facilitated all kinds of cinema-related activities and fostered the intense collaborations between different institutions throughout the last century; although undoubtedly, given the few people involved at least until the 1960s, these were often based on personal acquaintances and friendships. FIAF is still today the most single important organisation for the preservation of cinema’s heritage.

The first chapter concludes with a final reflection on the archaeology of cinema in todays’ museums and their ‘museological’ context. The historical continuity of the medium of cinema is particularly evident in its ‘archaeology’ and over the years this has undoubtedly become a significant interpretative link in definitions of cinema and cinematographic heritage. Recent studies have concentrated on this ‘excavation’ exercise and have unearthed a range of ‘archaeological finds,’ from ‘mondi niovi’ to panoramas to magic lanterns’ phantasmagoria (Griffiths 2008; Huhtamo 2013; Gabrieli 2016). These ‘finds’ are part of the archaeology of cinema’s collections in all the case studies looked at here; they are however uneven in terms of exhibition, as for only three of the museums, they are central to their ethos and practice (in Paris, Turin and Girona).


This is also evident in the curators’ efforts to explain to their visitors its importance within the history of cinema as the original ‘art of the people’: ‘ubiquitous’ objects, such as the Magic Lanterns and many other early optical artefacts of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century are framed as the equivalent of cinema as ‘art of the people’ of the twentieth and twenty-first century. The other two museums discussed, in Bradford and Rochester, have also in their collections many artefacts connected to the archaeology of cinema, but have not to date created a dedicated exhibition for these artefacts but rather have chosen to concentrate on different aspects of cinematographic culture, partly because their resources are also directed towards photography as well as cinema.

The following five chapters trace the history, developments and practices of five museums, four based in Europe and one in the United States. The choice of museums is not random, and indeed there are many examples around the world to choose from (Bottomore 2006) but the visits, exchanges, interviews and especially the consultation of archives require language skills and one of the reasons for the choice of these museums is based on the author’s competence with the languages involved besides English: French, Italian and Catalan. Of course there are other crucial factors determining the choice of these five museums: for example, in the fact that in their differences and similarities they offer a wide ranging models of national museums of cinema’s developments, even if they all share a considerable international brief.


Chapter 2 is the first case study in the book and it considers the history and development of the newly termed National Science and Media Museum in Bradford, UK (NSMM henceforth), formerly the National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, first established in 1983. The museum itself was one of a cluster of new museums in the UK founded in the eighties and it was especially important, as unusually, it was planned to be located outside the metropolis in a northern British town, a region known for its former industrial landscape: Bradford was the town finally settled on for its location.

The chapter first looks at the cinematographic and photographic collection which constituted the precursor of the museum in Bradford, now housed there, which was first exhibited as far back as the beginning of the twentieth century in the then Kensington Science Museum in London. It follows with an account of the BFI, already mentioned in a different context in Chapter 1 and long-term collaborator, especially with lending activities of its extensive film collection. Alongside, and in a way of context, there will also be a mention of a parallel institution, established not long after the Bradford museum, the former Museum of the Moving Image in London (MoMI), whose fortunes turned out to be very different as it closed within 10 years of its opening.

The chapter goes on to discuss the first 25 years of the museums’ activities; in the first decade of its existence, the museum acquired two large collections, in fact not just collections but the entire content of two museums, the content of the Kodak limited Museum at Harrow followed by the John Burgoyne-Johnson Movie Museum based in Buckingham. In 1989, the former Science Museum collections also came under the responsibility of the NSMM, thus becoming ‘a collection of collections.’

Since then the NSMM has undergone a much-needed rationalisation of the entire body of artefacts. Two of the chapter’s section will be dedicated to the cinematography and photography’s collection, respectively. The chapter will conclude on the role played by the museum today, with its wider remit about television, the creation of a television gallery, the introduction of new interactive media technologies, its contribution to the creation of film festivals and the promotion of film and media culture more widely through its three auditoriums, including an Imax screen.


Chapter 3 traces the unique history of the Cinémathèque Française - Musée du Cinéma in Paris, one of the most renowned film library and museum of cinema. It looks at its origins and the activities of his formidable founder and Director Henri Langlois and the context of its ‘modest beginnings’ belying the enormous efforts to safeguard early silent cinema in the transition to sound. Langlois’s passion for cinema was total, he collected every film he could lay his hands on and was one of the first to put into practice a museological view of cinema; for every review and season he organised, he created parallel exhibitions of artefacts surrounding the screenings.

The chapter will discuss the itinerant movement of the institution, from Avenue de Messine, its first site to Rue de Courcelle and finally to the Palais de Chaillot, with its first permanent cinema museum. It will also consider some of the contradictions which were at the heart of the Cinémathèque, as an organisation run by dedicated individuals, of whom Henri Langlois was but one, and the increasing interest in its activities taken by the state, once public funding for the Cinémathèque had been approved.

The French state, unlike the British one, has always taken a more direct interest in all matters of culture, sometimes for better or worse. The crisis at the Cinémathèque in 1968 was a good example of its more negative ramifications when it tried to restructure its organisation and dismissed Henri Langlois, what came to be known as ‘L’affair Langlois,’ totally ignoring the fundamental role this institution played for some of its most celebrated film directors and movements and for national film culture as a whole.

The chapter will conclude on the latter years of the Langlois’ ‘reign,’ his dream of creating an equivalent ‘Palais de Louvre’ for the cinema, the fire which burned the museum down at Palais the Chaillot, and the many years of stagnation punctuated by intermittent failings and successes. This long process finally culminated in the opening on 26 September 2005 of the ‘grand projet,’ which has united the cinémathèque, library and museum collection in one national film centre at 51 Rue De Bercy in the Frank Gehry-designed building which formerly housed the American Cultural Institute.


Chapter 4 is on the Museo Nazionale del Cinema in Turin which has also reopened as a new permanent museum in the new millenium in that city most symbolic building, The Mole Antonelliana. This chapter will discuss the foundational history of the Museo Nazionale del Cinema from its first conception in the forties to the present day. In Italy, like in some of the other case studies discussed in this book, the museum was established by a dedicated individual, Anna Maria Prolo.

The chapter will consider her enduring passion which began during her historical studies in the early Turin film industry, often designated in film’s history as the ‘Hollywood’ of silent cinema. This brought her into contact with directors, actors, screenwriters and producers, who handed over documents, photos, cameras, etc. Prolo traced the beginning of the museum at this point: ‘Almost all of them had documents, photos, cameras, and it is for this reason that on that famous 8 June 1941 I wrote on my diary “thought of a museum of cinema.”’

This lifelong work, similar to the one described in Chapter 3 about Henri Langlois, first yielded results in 1959, with the establishment of a national museum of cinema with regional and state-funded backing at Palazzo Chiablese. Prolo’s collecting activities for a future museum of cinema, privileged the ‘archaeology’ of cinema and as a result the pre-cinema collection of the museum is considered one of the most important in the world, if not for the quantity, certainly for the quality of the artefacts. The museum, however, has also acquired the collection of the British brothers, John and William Barnes following the closure of their small museum of cinema in St. Ives (a portion of their collection relating to South-Eastern England was purchased by the Hove Museum). This is a substantive collection of artefacts with much that classify as ‘archaeology’ of cinema, mainly magic lanterns and slides.


The discussion will also consider the way the museum through its activities has played a singularly important role in Italian film culture of the second part of the twentieth century to capture the spirit of the intense ferment around cinema and especially the immense efforts of its remarkable founder Maria Adriana Prolo. The existence of a museum of cinema in Turin is solely due to her pre-war and post-war efforts, but also to the intense collective activities which ensured that cinema culture, national and international was made available to all. This chapter will conclude by looking at the ways in which, an institution which had begun in an amateur fashion, a concept that film scholarship has reprised to in recent years, has over time become one of the most successful museums of cinema in Europe especially in its present new configuration.


Chapter 5 covers the last of the four European museum case studies and it is also the ‘youngest’ formation, the Museu del Cinema in Girona in Catalonia. It was opened in 1994 by Girona Town Council. It is originally connected, like most other museums discussed in this book, with a large private collection owned by Tomàs Mallol, a filmmaker, who had begun collecting cinema’s artefacts back in the sixties: it contains about 20,000 objects, 8000 of which are pre-cinema artefacts. Mallol was also keen to see his collection as part of a public institution that stayed in its original regional location, Catalonia, and to be made accessible to the general public. Tomàs Mallol, like Maria Adriana Prolo in Italy many years earlier, favoured the ‘archaeology’ of cinema as a collector (as well as amateur equipment and children’s cinema), and this has made the Girona museum an important example of exhibitory practices of the archaeology and pre-cinema up to 1895.

The unique local financial arrangements for the buying of the collection and the museums’ philosophy behind the organisation of the permanent exhibitions stands as an important ‘model’ for the future of museums of cinema and cinema culture more generally. Equally like some the other museums researched for this book, it successfully integrates its permanent exhibition of the ‘archaeology of cinema’ with its other activities of promoting cinema culture more widely. The museum’s particular section on amateur cameras and children cinema-related toys will also receive some attention in the chapter as it plays an important role in the history of the local Catalan film industry and popular culture.

Overall the chapter looks at the ways collections are exhibited, the educational activities undertaken alongside, for example film festivals and retrospectives, and looks especially at their important and extensive cycle on cinema and youth. This chapter will conclude on the specific ways this museum concentrate in Catalan film culture as part of its exhibitions, screenings and educational programmes.

The final chapter looks across the Atlantic to a much larger institution for the last case study. Eastman Museum (formerly George Eastman House: the International Museum of Photography and Film) was first established in 1949 and houses one of the largest collections of films and photographs (as well as photographic and cinematographic equipment and objects) internationally. This chapter will trace the museum’s history, its origins and its passage from ‘shrine’ dedicated to George Eastman, the founder of the Kodak Company, to public museum.

Many key figures will be discussed who have been involved in its foundation, development, transition and consolidation as an international museums of photography in the first instance and cinema soon after. Like all the other institutions discussed in this book, it has also suffered its share of controversy and strife, some of which is described in this chapter up to the late nineties. Eastman museum shares with the Bradford one the predominance around the photographic collection, nonetheless cinema although not always at the centre of the museum’s activities in its origins, it has in recent years grown to be a substantial part of the museum.

This will be traced, for example, back to the intense collecting activities of his first film curator, James Card, and the way he amassed for the museum a huge and important collection of movies from the silent era, the ‘golden age’ of Hollywood and silent German cinema. The rich film collection of over 25 thousand titles is matched by the richness of the photographic collection, which includes the Gabriel Cromer Collection bought from France. The museum has an overall collection of over three million artefacts, including films, stills, posters and documents. The museum international brief is explicit in its collection which is made up of material from Europe as well as North America. The museum, given its origins as the private house and gardens of the founder of the Eastman Kodak company, is also classified as a ‘National Historic Landmark.’

This chapter will discuss the uniqueness of a museum housed in an ‘urban estate’ surrounded by acres of land; it will discuss the developments, expansion and restoration throughout the eighties which attempted to combine its original brief ‘to collect, preserve, and present the history of photography and film’ with the existence of the house and the formal gardens surrounding it. The historical house has been at the centre of much division and contradictions in the museum activities, partly accounted for in this chapter, which were eventually resolved by separating their respective responsibility. The chapter will conclude by considering its undoubtedly wider remit as an international museum in its past and current programming choice of exhibitions as well as its role in the conservation and preservation of its extensive photography and cinema collection.

The individual histories of these five museums are quite extensive and this book can only be a partial account for parts of their history and legacy as museums, their role in safeguarding and curating the cinematographic patrimony, current activities in relation to exhibitions and screenings and their overall role in promoting national and international cinema’s heritage and as well as contemporary cinematic culture. It is really intended as a start of a dialogue about museums of cinema especially as in the last 20 years their fortunes have turned and as we have seen for most of them, large sums of public and private finance have been spent on restoring and redesigning them. This is true of all five case studies researched here, albeit in different ways, again depending on national contexts and types of collections and interests. One particular ongoing feature, as is evident in the French and American example, is the way in which the unifying of collections, exhibition activities and archives in one national film centre is considered the preferred option, in order to ‘offer the general public a place entirely consecrated to film and cinematographic culture.’ This is line with what Dicks called ‘the principle of visitability’ which has also invested ‘self-contained, single-use museum.’ With museums of cinema, there is a double advantage, as my case studies hope to show, they are not part of the dichotomy mentioned by Dicks where we have the ‘public museum’ with its didacticism on the one hand and the heritage site with its ‘more accessible techniques of display’ on the other (Dicks 2003: 120) rather they are what Christie has referred to as an ‘archipelago’:


So film developed, not so much as an empire, but as what we might call instead an “archipelago” of its own – a worldwide network of institutions that conserved, curated, and canonized film, but separately from the institutions that performed the same functions for visual and plastic art, other than at MoMA. (Christie 2012: 224)



The following chapters are a few small islands of the cinema museums archipelago.



Notes


1 See Cere (2005).
2 This was said against Henri Langlois, the Director of the Cinémathèque Française whose efforts to create a museum of cinema, had brought a serious financial crisis for the institution, quoted in Roud, A Passion for Films, 1983, p. 178.
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