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Showing and Telling is the first academic work to explore how publicly 
funded film heritage institutes account for their mandate in their public 
activities. It does that by inspecting and evaluating public presentations 
and visitor information about these presentations. The research was 
done by juxtaposing two complementary approaches. The first is 
grounded in the author’s experience as a collection researcher and 
curator and makes a case for the richness of archival objects usually 
ignored for their lack of aesthetic qualities. The second is a survey of the 
public activities of 24 institutes worldwide, based on their websites, in 
February 2014; the latter constitutes a unique source.
This original work uncovers the disconnect between the curatorial 
activities of these institutes and their missions. A central finding is that  
publicly funded film heritage institutes give their public an inadequate 
sense of cinema history. By and large they offer a mainstream-oriented 
repertoire of presentations, overwhelmingly consisting of feature 
fiction; they show a disproportionate amount of recent and new works, 
often through commercial distribution; their screenings consist of  an 
unexplained melee of technological formats (sometimes substandard); 
and their presentations monotonously frame film as art, although their 
professed aesthetics are mostly of a cinephile nature and rest on received 
opinion. Specific materials, early cinema in particular, and specialist 
knowledge, both historical and methodological, are largely restricted 
to their network of peer communities. Wholesome transfer of full 
knowledge, in word and image, to the public is not a major concern.
Showing and Telling concludes with recommendations for curatorial 
activities. Firstly, with a conceptual apparatus that allows a more complete 

understanding 
of film heritage 
and its histories. 
Secondly, with a plea 
for rethinking the 
institutes’ gatekeeper 
function and for 
developing more 
varied, imaginative, 
and informative public 
presentations, both on 
site and online, that 
reflect the range of 
their collections and 
their histories. 
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for 20 years at the Nederlands Filmmuseum, in 
Amsterdam, as a film collection researcher, archivist, 
and curator, where he focused on orphan works, in 
the sense of works neglected in film archiving and 
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To put such works ‘on the map’ he co-organized and 
researched the acclaimed Amsterdam Workshops 
on such pathbreaking topics as early nonfiction film, 
colors in silent film, colonial and exotic imaging, the 
program format, and advertising film. In order to 
safeguard such works he also worked in appraisal 
projects such as ‘Nitrate can’t wait’, ‘American fiction 
1980-2010’ or ‘American documentary 1940-1980’, 
‘Film collection of the Dutch Royal Tropical Institute’ 
as well as various private or home movie collections, 
especially those related to Dutch colonial history.
He has curated and presented archival programs 
in house at the Nederlands Filmmuseum as well as 
at the archival festivals in Pordenone and Bologna, 
the biennial Domitor conferences and other events 
and locations, e.g. Visual Delights (University of 
Sheffield); Forum des Images, Paris; FIAF (Cartagena, 
Colombia); and virtually all Orphans Symposiums. 
At the Nederlands Filmmuseum he curated programs 
on Raymond Depardon; Cary Grant; Dutch colonial 
cinema; Ernie Gehr; Péter Forgács; 100 Years of 
film exhibition, as well as series of documentary and 
experimental film. He has published widely, as editor, 
researcher, and archivist in international books and 
journals. Between 1990 and 2008, he was also a critic 
for the Dutch film magazine Skrien. Currently, he 
is on the editorial board of The Moving Image: the 
Journal of the Association of Moving Image Archivists 
and Domitor’s Early Cinema in Review.
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