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Censorial model – Institutional? Top down?
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1. New cinema history



“Despite the extensive historical analysis of early cinema, a recently-published 
976-page history of late Victorian and Edwardian England devotes only one 
paragraph to cinema, providing a telling instance of the extent to which social 
and cultural historians have not yet found it necessary to address the historical 
work on early cinema (Searle, passim). In his 2004 introductory survey, What is 
Cultural History?, Peter Burke makes no mention of any work on cinema.”

R. Maltby, How Can Cinema History Matter More?

http://www.screeningthepast.com/2015/01/how-can-cinema-history-matter-more/

Failure of a discipline?

http://www.screeningthepast.com/2015/01/how-can-cinema-history-matter-more/


Need for historical work on film audiences

“Film history has been written as if films had no audiences or were seen by everyone and 
in the same way, or as if however they were viewed and by whoever, the history of ‘films’ 
was distinct from and privileged over the history of their being taken up by billions of 
people who have watched them since 1894.” 

Robert C. Allen (1990)



Cinema history from below

“For cinema history to matter more, it must engage with the social history of which it is 
part, not through the practices of textual interpretation, but by attempting to write cinema 
history from below; that is, to write histories that are concerned not with the kings and 
queens of Hollywood but with their audiences and with the roles that these performances 
of celebrity played in the ordinary imaginations of those audiences.”

Richard Maltby (2006)



Film history    vs.   cinema history

“… terminological and methodological distinction between film history and 
cinema history: between an aesthetic history of textual relations between 
individuals or individual objects, and the social history of a cultural institution.”
.
Richard Maltby (2006)



Film/cinema historiography: research strands

• Classical film history

• New revisionist film history



Film/cinema historiography: research strands

• Classical film history

• New revisionist film history

• New cinema history
• Contextual cinema analysis

• Defocus the film

• Focus on distribution, exhibition, programming, cinema-going
experiences, audiences

• Bottom-up approach

• The spatial turn in film and media studies

• Multidisciplinary empirical methods, digital tools, large databases



http://homernetwork.org/dhp-projects/homer-projects-2/

http://homernetwork.org/dhp-projects/homer-projects-2/

http://homernetwork.org/dhp-projects/homer-projects-2/


Question of sources



Questions of methods



Questions of disciplines



Questions on digital tools for
research and valorisation





http://caarp.edu.au/about















2. Grabbing the audience



1. Exhibition
- Questions: Location and physical

sites… Structures… Who? Where? 
How? 

- Methods / sorts of data…



sources

• maps

• (Industrial) yearbooks

• trade journals

• planning applications

• safety plans

• correspondence

• newspapers

• programme flyers

• photographs

• posters

• local publications

• etc.





DISTRICT

CENTRE

SUBURBS



Variety of cinematic
models
- place
- space
- audience composition
- programming
- audience’s cinemagoing
experiences
- audiences filmic reception
- …



Urban vs. rural cinema exhibition

Asse, advertisement for Kinema Elisabeth, 

(Heemkundige Kring Ascania)

Antwerp, Vendôme, ’50s

(Private archive Paul Corluy)



Commercial and ‘ideological’ cinema exhibition

Ninove, Volkshuis De Redding, (Town archive

Ninove)

Dendermonde, cinema Paleis Koningshof, 1936

(Town archive Dendermonde)



Overview of pillars in 57 Flemish towns
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Evolution of the number of cinema spaces and the number of 
pillarised exhibition spaces 
(case studies)
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2. Programming
- Questions: how and what kind of movies were

shown/performed? What kind of movies did people
see?

- How did the movies travel?

- Methods / sorts of data…
- Film listings in newspapers





Thanks to Karel Dibbets and Cinema Context

Country ProdYear Length

1. Love Parade, The (1929) USA 1929 3500

2. Lied ist aus, Das (1930) D 1930 2986

3. Zwischen vierzehn und siebzehn (1929) D 1929 1987

4. Drei von der Tankstelle (1930) D 1930 2748

5. Blaue Engel, Der (1930) D 1930 2965

6. Atlantic (1929) GB 1929 3167

7. Pagan, The (1929) USA 1929 2283

8. Ich glaub nie mehr an eine Frau (1930) D 1930 2800

9. Sous les toits de Paris (1930) F 1930 2721

10. Dreyfus (1930) D 1930 3118



Quantitative approaches…. 
- Taxes

- Industry data

- Box-office revenues

- Cinema attendance

- …

• e.g. John Sedwick PopStat… econometric
approach… relative box-office revenues earned by 
any one film screened among a population of 
cinemas

2. Programming



Filmtitel Aantal weken in 

roulatie

Herkomst Jaar Genre Officiële 

Filmkeuring

Katholieke 

filmkeuring

Technische 

aspecten

Chanson d'une nuit, La 18 weken Duitsland/Oostenrijk 1932 muzikale komedie voor volwassenen

Ich glaub' nie mehr an eine Frau 16 weken Duitsland 1930 drama R voor volwassenen 

Leise flehen meine Lieder 14 weken Duitsland/Oostenrijk 1933 muzikale komedie A voor allen

Alleen voor U 12 weken België 1935 muzikale komedie A voor allen Vlaams sprekend

Land des Lächelns, Das 12 weken Duitsland 1930 musical R voor allen

Lockende Ziel, Das 12 weken Duitsland 1930 dramatische komedie voor allen

Mon coeur t'appelle 12 weken Frankrijk 1934 muzikale komedie voor volwassenen

Tout pour l'amour 12 weken Duitsland 1933 vaudeville A voor volwassenen

Blaue vom Himmel, Das 11 weken Duitsland 1932 operette ongeschikt

Gräfin Mariza 11 weken Duitsland 1932 operette voor volwassenen

Moi et l'impératrice 11 weken Duitsland 1933 operette A voor volwassenen

Over the Hill 11 weken VSA 1931 drama voor allen

Wenn du jung bist, gehörd dir die Welt11 weken Oostenrijk 1934 muzikale komedie A

Divine Spark, The 10 weken GB/Italië 1935 romantisch drama A voor volwassenen

Frasquita 10 weken Oostenrijk 1934 komedie-operette R voor volwassenen

Heure Près de Toi, Une 10 weken VSA 1932 komedie R voor volwassenen Frans sprekend

Liebeskommando 10 weken Duitsland 1931 operette voor allen Franse dubbing

Madame Butterfly 10 weken VSA 1932 psychologisch drama voor volwassenen Franse dubbing

Maître de forges, Le 10 weken Frankrijk 1933 melodrama voor volwassenen Frans sprekend

One Night of Love 10 weken VSA 1934 muzikale komedie voor volwassenen

Southern Maid, A 10 weken GB 1933 komedie voor volwassenen

Traum von Schönbrunn 10 weken Oostenrijk 1932 operette voor volwassenen Duits sprekend

Viktoria und ihr Husar 10 weken Duitsland 1931 muzikale komedie voor volwassenen Duits sprekend

Bleeke Bet 9 weken Nederland 1934 volkse tragedie-komedie A voor allen

Caravane 9 weken Frankrijk/Oostenrijk/VSA 1934 operette voor volwassenen

Champion du régiment, Le 9 weken Frankrijk 1932 komedie voor volwassenen

Devil's Brother, The 9 weken VSA 1933 klucht R voor volwassenen Engels sprekend

Fille et le garcon, La 9 weken Duitsland 1931 operette voor volwassenen Frans sprekend

Flying Down to Rio 9 weken VSA 1933 te mijden

Gay divorcee, The 9 weken VSA 1934 af te raden

Im weißen Rößl 9 weken Duitsland/Oostenrijk 1935 operette voor allen

Jantjes, De 9 weken Nederland 1934 dramatische komedie A voor volwassenen Nederlands sprekend

Lied geht um die Welt, ein 9 weken Duitsland 1933 volkse muzikale komedie A

Lied, Ein KüB, ein Mädel, Ein 9 weken Duitsland 1932 operette A voor volwassenen

Melodie der Liebe 9 weken Duitsland 1932 operette voor volwassenen 

Princesse, à vos ordres! 9 weken Duitsland 1931 operette voor allen

Rêve Blonde, Un 9 weken Duitsland 1932 operette voor volwassenen

Roberta 9 weken VSA 1935 muzikale komedie A voor volwassenen

Schön ist jeder Tag den Du mir 

schenkst, Marie Luise 

9 weken Duitsland 1934 komedie operette  voor volwassenen

Stern fällt vom Himmel, Ein 9 weken Oostenrijk 1934 muzikale komedie A

Vergiss mein nicht 9 weken Duitsland 1935 dramatische zangfilm R voor volwassenen

Baby 8 weken Frankrijk 1933 muzikale komedie voor volwassenen Frans sprekend

Blonde Venus 8 weken VSA 1932 dramatische komedie R voor volwassenen Franse dubbing

Bossu, Le 8 weken Frankrijk 1934 melodrama A voor allen

Bossu 8 weken Frankrijk 1925 melodrama voor volwassenen

Chained 8 weken VSA 1934 drama voor volwassenen Franse dubbing

Change of Heart 8 weken VSA 1934 dramatische komedie R voor volwassenen

Die Nacht der groBen Liebe 8 weken Duitsland 1933 operette ongeschikt

I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang 8 weken VSA 1932 gevangenisdrama R voor volwassenen Franse dubbing

It Happened One Night 8 weken VSA 1934 komedie R voor volwassenen

Karneval und Liebe 8 weken Oostenrijk 1934 operette R voor volwassenen

King Kong 8 weken VSA 1933 avonturendrama R voor volwassenen Franse dubbing

Knockout - Ein junges Mädchen, 

ein junger Mann 

8 weken Duitsland 1935 operette A voor volwassenen

Little Caesar 8 weken VSA 1931 gangsterdrama voor volwassenen Engels sprekend

Lives of a Bengal Lancer, The 8 weken VSA 1935 koloniaal soldatendrama A voor allen

Mädchen in Uniform 8 weken Duitsland 1931 psychologisch drama R voor allen Duits sprekend

Mystères de Paris, Les 8 weken Frankrijk 1935 drama R voor volwassenen

Or, L' 8 weken Duitsland 1934 avontuur A voor allen Frans sprekend

Pack Up Your Troubles 8 weken VSA 1932 kluchtfilm voor allen Engels sprekend

Quelle drôle de gosse! 8 weken Frankrijk 1935 kluchtige komedie R voor volwassenen

Sons of the Desert 8 weken VSA 1933 kluchtfilm voor volwassenen Engels sprekend

Uilenspiegel leeft nog 8 weken België 1935 volkse komedie A

Witte, De 8 weken België 1934 jongensfilm A voor allen Vlaams sprekend









3. Audiences
Spectator – viewer – audience….

- Questions: who went how, why, where,… to
the pictures?

- Methods / sorts of data…



3. Audiences… new? 
- Emilie Altenloh (1914) PhD on film audiences in 

Mannheim (Germany)

- Robert and Helen M. Lynd, 
Middletown: A study in modern 
American culture (1929) 



3. Audiences… new?
- Robert and Helen M. Lynd, Middletown: A study in 

modern American culture (1929) 

- Herbert Blumer, Movies and Conduct (1933)



“It is important to consider that the movies do not come merely as a film that is 
thrown on a screen; their witnessing is an experience which is undergone in a very 

complex setting. There is the darkened theater…; there is the music which is 
capable not merely of being suggestive …; there are the furnishings —sometimes 

gaudy and gorgeous, which help to tone the experience.”

Herbert Blumer, Movies and Conduct (1933)





3. Audiences
Qualitative approaches…

e.g. Helen Taylor, Scarlett’s Women
(1989): 

- questionnaires and letters female film 
fans (on Gone with the Wind)

- GwtW: a treasured place in personal 
history



3. Audiences…
Jackey Stacey, Star Gazing: Hollywood 

Cinema and Female Spectatorship
(1994) … 1940s/50s

- questionnaires… open-ended and
closed

- letters… 

- Processes of memory formations…

- Role of place

- ‘treasured memories’… “a place which can
be regularly revisited”… “transformation of 
spectators’ own identities”



3. Audiences…
Annette Kuhn: An Everyday Magic: Cinema 

and Cultural Memory (2002) … 1930s 
cinemagoers.. ‘movie-made 
audiences’…

- Postal questionnaire (1999)… cinema-
going in Britain in the 1930s (n= 186)

- Interviews

- “Ethnohistory”

 culturalism, ethnography, oral history…

 Memory work…lived time…



3. Audiences…
Maria Antonia Paz (2003) … Spanish film fans 

under Franco (1943-73)

- Oral accounts or interviews (n= 40)

- Importance of work, family, scarcity
and the role of cinema as 
entertainment, role of stars…



3. Audiences: Questions: 

Where which cinema?  … 
social/economic/cultural
geography of cinema-going… (cf. 
exhibition/social geography)



3. Audience: Questions
Who? Social composition of the audience

Sources?
- Historical reports

- Photos...





3. Audiences…
Audience behaviour

Filmic experience

Cinematic experience

in the cinema











3. Audiences…
Audience
behaviour

Cinematic/cinema-
going experience

outside the cinema



3. Audiences and the experience of censorship



http://www.memoro.org/it/cinema/ricerca.php?ID_DEFINIZIONE=3

http://www.memoro.org/it/cinema/ricerca.php?ID_DEFINIZIONE=3


Cinema Paradiso, J. Tornatore, 1988
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMqE1Fayk28

64

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMqE1Fayk28


Interview Belgium

CITIES                                       VILLAGES

173 interviews
in 21 villages

80 ♂

93 ♀

216 interviews

Antwerp: 155

Ghent: 61

71 ♂ 84 ♀

34 ♂ 27 ♀



CHOOSING A THEATRE
Place-related memories

• centre cinemas, neighbourhood theatres and the hierarchy



CHOOSING A THEATRE
Place-related memories

Reasons:

• proximity towards the home

• accessibility 

• status, identity and audience

• profile of programming



The waiting in line was also very pleasant. We 
laughed a lot. No matter who was standing 

there, we bonded and fraternized. Jokes 
went back and forth. That was a pleasant 

spirit. The mentality then was very different. 
Now people live like individuals, but back 

then, people loved each other more.

(Charles, 1921)



Catholics and cinema

“There were two cinemas which were a 
bit Catholic, I think. They showed 
movies where there was nothing to 
see at all. Certain people went to 
these venues, I know, also because the 
Church said they should avoid other 
cinemas which were associated with 
the devil. Vooruit was openly socialist 
and I think Scaldis also. People didn’t 
know this, but there were many 
socialists in there…”

(G.M., male,  Ghent, born 1921) 



Class ...

“There was a difference according to 
the type of cinema… In the great 
cinemas in the centre… in the 
Majestic, Eldorado, Capitole, 
Select, there was a better 
audience, people from the city. In 
the neighborhood cinemas you 
saw a more popular audience. The 
Agora is an example. They played 
mostly second- or third-hand films, 
films that had been previously 
shown.”



• Price

• Morality

• Luxury

• Different dress codes

• Differences of public 
decency, behavior, hygiene, 
physical cleanness



REMEMBERING A MOVIE
The Magic on Screen

Memories:

• first visits

• regularity of characters

• ‘grandeur’ of the ‘once in a lifetime’ event

• ‘forbidden’ movies

• stars

• language and country of origin



Circumventing the censorship:

“After the war I had to see ‘Gone with the wind,’ but I was only fifteen. So I put 

on my mothers shoes, her coat and her head. Luckily I was pretty tall, so 

they let me in!”

(Jenny, 1930)



You know, I went to a catholic school, and we’d have 
these priests. And they’d tell you that movies were 
the ‘source of all evil!’ But others would claim that 
blouses without sleeves were the source of all evil. 
So we’d figure it was a bit variable.

(Sabine, 1946)



CHOOSING CINEMA
Cinema-going and the importance of the movie theatres in everyday life

Motives:

• habit

• escapism

• extension of home life

• social event

• the only available form of leisure



It was daily routine. You went to the 

movies? So you went to the movies. 

Whether it was a Sunday, during the week 

or on a holiday, it was all the same.
(Roger, 1946)



Cinema and pillarization

• Armand: My first visits to the cinema 
were to a Catholic theatre. So my 
parents had nothing against that. But 
sometimes we went to another 
cinema, and whenever we came 
home from such a cinema, our 
parents would check with us what we 
saw, who we encountered there and 
stuff like that. Because of the strict, 
Catholic education back then.

• …

• Our (Catholic) school was really 
negative about movies. But they 
screened their own movies. They 
selected them and before they 
showed them to us the movies were 
heavily censored.  



I sometimes went to Catholic cinemas. 
But the seats there were really 
uncomfortable, that was not a real 
cinema. But Rex or Metro, that were 
cinemas. Really luxurious and with the 
best movies (Emma, 1923, Antwerpen) 

The movies? That were films that were 
really old and totally worn-out. The 
remains, really. The ones they could get 
for a cheap price, because they couldn’t 
afford expensive movies. They played 
one or two box office hits from a few 
years before, but all the rest … well, that 
was only what they could get (Jan, 1941, 
Mechelen).



The Catholic cinema? Yes, we went 
there. But that was really a family 
cinema. We didn’t go there 
everyday. If we went there, it was 
specifically chosen. But you can’t 
say that it was a real cinema. A real 
cinema is a cinema where the 
exhibitor needs to make a living out 
of it, where he needs to make sure 
that there is a good movie that can 
attract the audience. But there (the 
catholic cinema) wasn’t it like that 
at all (Maria, 1927, Mechelen)



Int: If a film was considered a forbidden movie, would go and see it?

Roger (1930, Antwerp): No, never. That was against the spirit of the age. It was 

like the book Boerenpsalm from Felix Timmermans. We weren’t allowed to read 

that either, because he stood on the forbidden index. If I had read that book then, I 

would have committed a sin. 

Those were just the standards then. You didn’t do such things. The mentality was 

different back then. Everything that didn’t keep you on the rails was dangerous 

and could lead you astray. Everybody knew that beforehand (Olivia, 1928, 

Antwerp).

Off course we went to Church. We had to, they controlled that. And the Jesuits 

there told us what we would see and what not. And our parents would never let us 

see a movie if the priests had told us not to see it. And when we pressed real 

hard, they said: ‘We’ll see what the Catholic Film League thinks of this movie.’ 

(André, 1924, Berchem) 



I remember going to see a forbidden movie. They said it was daring, so I 

wanted to check it out for myself. So I went. I’ll never forget. The entire 

movie I was thinking: when is something going to happen? But nothing 

happened (Liliane, 1930, Antwerp). 



You know, I went to a catholic school, and we’d have these priests. And they’d 
tell you that movies were the ‘source of all evil!’ But others would claim that 
blouses without sleeves were the source of all evil. So we’d figure it was a bit 
variable  (Sabine, 1946, Ghent). 



Our local priest was absolutely against our cinema.

But he regularly visited my aunt (who owned the local

movie theatre) to drink coffee. But whenever he was

on the pulpit during mass, he was always preaching

against the cinema (Mark, 1934, Liedekerke).



If our local priest heard that 

children had gone to the 

movie theatre in Merelbeke, 

he immediately told the 

parents. He had a lot of 

contempt for people who 

went to the cinema. Those 

people were beneath him. 

He talked about that in 

schools. Many people, like 

the priest, thought that 

people who went to the 

cinema weren’t good 

Catholics. He was really 

opposed to the cinema 

(Jean, 1932, Ghent).



4. Discussion




