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1930s and beyond, making visible much of what is absent from tradi-
tional film histories, and contributing to a reclaiming of women’s 
agency in an expanded understanding of the field of film history.

The book addresses methodological issues in feminist film history 
and includes queer perspectives on both amateur and professional 
film-making. It contains original research on careers and professions 
that have been considered marginal in traditional accounts of film 
history and film archival practices in relation to LGBT+ memory, as 
well as new perspectives on women’s film-making, film feminism, 
reception, and criticism.

Some readers may come to this book motivated by an interest 
in contemporary Swedish film culture fuelled by #MeToo and the 
Swedish Film Institute’s current strategies for achieving gender 
equality in film production. Although the essays in this collection 
do not explain or directly comment on these issues, their variety 
of themes and approaches make a compelling case for a women’s 
film history that encompasses critical approaches to film heritage 
institutions, and considers the exhibition, reception, and distribution 
of film, as well as production contexts. Visibility, invisibility, and 
agency are key issues to take into account when approaching the 
topic of women and film, whether in the past or in the present. To 
understand the complex issue of women’s agency in film today we 
also need to understand the past. Each of the seven case studies in 
this book makes a telling contribution to that aim.

Notes
 1 See, for example, Heyman 2015; Maddox 2017.
 2 For more on #MeToo and its impact on scholarly media research, see the special 

section in Loist & Verhoeven 2019.
 3 https://site.5050by2020.com/home and http://www.5050x2020.fr/. Accessed 17 

June 2019.
 4 Eurimages 2017; https://site.5050by2020.com/home; http://www.5050x2020.

fr/.
 5 Maddox 2017.
 6 Edström et al. 2014, 9.
 7 See Jansson & Wallenberg, in press.

https://site.5050by2020.com/home
http://www.5050x2020.fr/
https://site.5050by2020.com/home
http://www.5050x2020.fr/
http://www.5050x2020.fr/
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 8 https://wfpp.cdrs.columbia.edu/. Eirik Frisvold Hanssen discusses The Women 
Film Pioneers Project elsewhere in this volume in ‘Visible absence, invisible 
presence: Feminist film history, the database, and the archive’.

 9 http://www.nordicwomeninfilm.com/. Nordic Women in Film was launched 
in April 2016.

 10 Lameris 2017, 31.
 11 Russell 2018, 1.
 12 Ibid. 12.
 13 Derrida 1996; Foucault 1972; see also Ebeling & Günzel 2009.
 14 See Smoodin 2014, 96 ff.
 15 Bastian 2016, 3.
 16 Ibid. 7. 
 17 For a brief critical overview of contemporary approaches to ‘the archive’ and 

the notion of ‘heritage’ in cultural theory, see Frick 2011, 11–20.
 18 Fossati 2009, 12–13.
 19 Ibid. 13. 
 20 A further important work is Jones 2012; for alternative video collectives and 

issues with access in European archives, see Brunow 2017, 98–110 and Brunow 
2012, 171–82; for Scandinavian archives, see Brunow & Stigsdotter 2017. 

 21 See Anderson 2014, 100–14.
 22 Frick 2011, 7.
 23 See, for example, Jansson 2016, 18–231; Snickars 2015, 63–7.
 24 Flaig 2015, cited in Russell 2018, 185.
 25 Russell 2018, 185.
 26 Lerner 1975, 15.
 27 Elsewhere in this volume in ‘Activism, ideals and film criticism in 1970s Sweden’, 

Tytti Soila discusses authorship and women filmmakers within the context of 
Swedish film culture in the 1970s, and Ingrid Ryberg considers the problem of 
highlighting individual ‘pioneering’ achievements in ‘An elevated feminist ahead 
of her time? Mai Zetterling’s non-fiction shorts in the 1970s and 1980s’. For a 
useful discussion of authorship which argues in favour of feminist engagement 
with the work of female directors, see Tasker 2010, 213–30.

 28 For a lucid discussion of the historical relationship between feminist theory, 
feminist filmmaking, and ‘women’s cinema’—whether understood as films made 
by women or films addressing women by way of genre or theme—see White 
2015, 1–27.

 29 Lerner 1975, 16.
 30 Ibid. 16.
 31 Ibid. 17.
 32 Ibid. 19.
 33 Hill 2016, 6.
 34 The publications reviewed were Lant 2006, Hastie 2007, and Parreñas Shimizu 

2007.

https://wfpp.cdrs.columbia.edu/
http://www.nordicwomeninfilm.com/
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 35 McLean 2009, 144–5.
 36 Stamp 2015, discussed by Eirik Frisvold Hanssen elsewhere in this volume in 

‘Visible absence, invisible presence: Feminist film history, the database, and the 
archive’.
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chapter 1 

Visible absence, 
invisible presence

Feminist film history,  
the database, and the archive

Eirik Frisvold Hanssen

In this essay I aim to address a series of theoretical and methodological 
questions relating to current projects that disseminate film historical 
research focusing on women’s contributions, and in particular the 
role of the film archive in these efforts. Although the argument is 
of a general nature, it is nonetheless informed by specific circum-
stances. The essay was written in conjunction with the National 
Library of Norway’s involvement in a specific project—the website, 
Nordic Women in Film, initiated by the Swedish Film Institute, and 
linked to the research project ‘Women’s Film History Network: 
Norden’ (2016–2017).1 In a newspaper commentary on the launch 
of the Norwegian content published on Nordic Women in Film in 
December 2017, film scholar Johanne Kielland Servoll described the 
website as a kind of ‘awareness project’ (erkjennelsesprosjekt) similar 
to the logic of counting within discourses on gender equality or the 
Bechdel–Wallace test, revealing how many—or how few—women 
who have worked behind the camera in Norwegian film history.2 At 
time of writing, the website includes biographies and filmographies 
relating to 295 Norwegian women working in the film industry, 
along with 45 in-depth articles and interviews covering a variety of 
Norwegian angles on historical periods, professions, and film genres.
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Contributing material to be published on the website entailed a 
number of choices and questions for the National Library of Norway, 
some of which I will examine more thoroughly in what follows. 
What should be included in such a website? And how can the film 
archive in itself be activated in writing the history of women’s roles 
in film, both in a practical and perhaps political sense?

When framing projects that attempt to display the role of women 
in the film industry, whether by grouping the historical and the 
contemporary, as in the Nordic Women in Film website, or having 
a delimited historical period, such as the database of the Women 
Film Pioneers Project, focusing exclusively on the silent era,3 one 
seems to have to grapple with two sets of co-existing binaries that 
are interrelated but also fundamentally different: what I would 
argue should be termed the invisibility–visibility binary on the one 
hand, and the absence–presence binary on the other.

The invisibility–visibility binary is concerned with how film 
history generally is written—who is mentioned, who is left out, 
and why. On the other hand, the absence–presence binary rather 
emphasizes how the film industry works, with the main attention 
usually (but not necessarily solely) directed towards the present, 
often focusing on absences, the lack of women in certain key func-
tions. The notion of key functions in film production are central to 
both Norwegian and Swedish discussions and film policies on gender 
equality in film production, and usually refers to three professions: 
directors, screenwriters, and producers. In this model, some kinds 
of work, and some types of films, are inevitably considered more 
important than others.

So what do the words absence, presence, visibility, and invisibility 
mean in this context? According to the Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED), the word ‘absence’ can be defined as the ‘state of being absent 
or away from a place, or from the company of a person or persons’.4 
The word is usually contrasted with ‘presence’, defined as ‘the fact 
or condition of being present; the state of being with or in the same 
place as a person or thing; attendance, company, society, or associa-
tion’.5 Referring to these dictionary definitions, Amanda Bell points 
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out that the two terms, absence and presence, are dependent upon 
‘the notion of being’, which means occupying a place. Therefore, 
Bell argues, ‘the definitions of presence and absence explicitly rely 
upon the states within which they are found’, which can be defined 
as, for example, the world, images or representations.6 In our case, 
absence and presence can be located within both the film industry 
throughout history and in the writing and remembrance of that 
history. According to the OED, ‘visibility’ refers to the ‘condition, 
state, or fact of being visible; visible character or quality; capacity 
of being seen (in general, or under special conditions)’ and also 
the ‘degree to which something impinges upon public awareness; 
prominence’.7 ‘Invisibility’, on the other hand, is the ‘quality or condi-
tion of being invisible; incapacity of being seen’.8 While absence is 
understood in contrast or opposition to presence, both visibility 
and invisibility are categories that presuppose presence. The issue is 
rather the capacity or incapacity of that which in fact is present to 
be seen, or to affect public awareness. But absences can and should 
also be made visible. One productive way to display absence is of 
course using statistics. The fact that zero per cent of Norwegian 
feature films between 1911 and 1948 were directed by a woman 
speaks volumes, but does not tell the whole story.

The notion of absence was central to early feminist film theory 
from the very first. Janet Bergstrom and Mary Ann Doane argued 
that the beginning of the theorization of the female spectator in 
feminist film theory took place in Laura Mulvey’s seminal ‘Visual 
Pleasure’ essay in 1975, where ironically, ‘its “origin” is constituted 
by an absence. … What was so overwhelmingly recognizable in 
“Visual Pleasure” was our own absence’.9 This notion of absence 
was, of course, followed by extensive academic work on female 
spectatorship, combining empirical historical research with femi-
nist theoretical perspectives (by the likes of Miriam Hansen, Janet 
Staiger, and Jackie Stacey), and subsequently discourses on how 
to deal with other forms of ‘absences’ from these accounts, linked, 
for example, to ethnicity and sexuality.

If we assume that both absence and presence can be made both 
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visible and invisible, are there ways to think of these two sets of 
 binaries together, particularly in film historical research? How can 
one make visible the striking absence of women in certain key func-
tions in the film industry at the same time as one similarly makes 
visible the significant, continual (often unseen or invisible) presence 
and contribution of women throughout film history? In short: how 
do we make absence and presence visible at the same time?

Regardless of emphasis, projects such as Nordic Women in Film 
and Women Film Pioneers entail explicit ambitions for change, 
directed towards an understanding of the past, as well as the future. 
One type of change is connected with how film history is written 
and understood; another type towards future film policies. Different 
forms of aims involving different forms of change also demand 
diverse methodologies, to a large extent informed by specific institu-
tional conditions—bringing together the practices of film archiving, 
film historical research, and contemporary film policy.

Both film historiography and feminist film theory view the medi-
um itself, individual works, or contexts and practices in the light of 
specific formative cultural and social structures. As a database, the 
Nordic Women in Film project is interesting in the way its formation, 
by the Swedish Film Institute, has been explicitly described as an 
effort to achieve a particular, predefined goal: gender equality in 
film production. The rationale for including a database of female film 
professionals throughout history in an effort to implement specific 
film policy strategies is explained by the assumed polemic function 
of such a website. As argued in a paper published by the Swedish 
Film Institute on the European Council website, efforts ‘to achieve 
gender equality are often met by arguments and explanations as 
to why it simply isn’t possible’, and one strategy is ‘to meet every 
argument with an action’ and ‘each challenge with a constructive 
suggestion’.10 The first of these arguments is defined as follows: 
‘There are very few competent female filmmakers’. The statement 
itself is not attributed to anyone, but seems to be intended as a 
composite of contemporary views (implicit or explicit) without a 
clear source. At any rate, the Swedish Film Institute’s response is: 



37

visible absence,  invisible presence

‘No, we disagree. There are plenty of competent women making 
film. However, those women are not visible enough. This is why we 
are setting up a web site to make female filmmakers in the Nordic 
region visible, from the early days of cinematic art up to the present 
day.’ The concept of the website as a response to an argument, in 
order to subsequently reach particular goals, is repeated in an article 
by Johan Fröberg of the Swedish Film Institute, claiming that the 
website, ‘by showing the plethora of successful Nordic women in 
film, will refute the argument that there are only a few competent 
women filmmakers’.11

When the aim of the project was initially described on the website 
itself, in a short paragraph the two binaries of absence–presence 
and invisibility–visibility were posited together in a way that both 
demonstrates their interrelationship as well as seemingly irreconcil-
able differences. The role of women throughout film history was 
presented in the following manner:

In the early days of film there was a relatively high proportion of 
women working in the industry. They disappeared with the rise 
of the talkies—and did not reappear until the 1970s, even though 
there were pioneers and individuals active during most decades. 
Quite simply, it is time to showcase these women, to accord the 
stories and professional competencies of women in Swedish film 
history their rightful place, and to take a closer look at films and 
contributions that have been forgotten, neglected—or perhaps 
written off by male corps of critics.12 

This is a story of a strong female presence in the silent film era, 
followed by a ‘disappearance’ at a particular point in history (‘with 
the rise of the talkies’) and a subsequent ‘reappearance’ in the 
1970s. Even though the verbs ‘disappear’ and ‘reappear’ are used, 
there is also the assertion that women did not completely van-
ish—‘there were pioneers and individuals active during most dec-
ades’ (although the phrase ‘most decades’ actually implies a total 
disappearance at some point between the 1930s and 1960s). Perhaps 



locating women’s agency in the archive

38

more importantly, the website itself in effect negates the assumption 
of a disappearance, by containing biographies of approximately 775 
Swedish female film professionals through the entirety of Swedish 
film history, and thus an inclusive approach to cinematic authorship, 
along with in-depth articles on female film exhibitors and cinema 
musicians. And along with the account of the fluctuating absence 
and presence of women, there is also an argument concerning 
visibility and invisibility, the need to ‘showcase’, to accord certain 
contributions ‘their rightful place’ in the writing of Swedish film 
history, as well as descriptions of (gendered) dynamics of power 
excluding, neglecting, and undervaluing certain contributions.

Several film scholars, including Jane Gaines, Vivian Sobchack, and 
Vicki Callahan, have pointed out that feminist film historiography 
always relates to the present—as Gaines has put it, ‘the “historical 
turn” in film feminism is also, and as much about feminist film 
theory’.13 The way the formation of the Nordic Women database 
was prompted by contemporary film policy goals somehow ech-
oes Callahan’s call for a non-chronological media-archaeological 
approach to film history, conceived within the framework of the 
present.14 There is nonetheless always a danger of aligning historical 
research with overly specific, predefined, instrumental goals—to 
know a little too well in advance what one is looking for.  History—
and archival research—should ideally provide the possibility of 
surprise. To what extent are models for writing and presenting 
the history of silent film applicable for the writing and display of 
comparable histories about later periods, and the understanding 
of the current situation? To change the way the history of film is 
written must also involve the rethinking of categories. What does 
‘participation’ and ‘inclusion’ in the film industry mean? What does 
‘absence’ and ‘exclusion’ refer to? How broad should the notion of 
‘authorship’, or even ‘key function’, be?

In an essay on the work ahead for what she characterizes as 
‘feminist media historiography’, Shelley Stamp refers to her own 
research on the filmmaker Lois Weber, and reflects on the discrep-
ancy between the extent of Weber’s achievements and the invisibility 
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of these achievements both in contemporary discourses and the 
subsequent writing of film history. Similarly, Stamp argues that 
there is a discrepancy between the wide range of existing schol-
arship on women’s engagement with early film culture produced 
in the past two decades and the limited impact this work has had 
on dominant accounts of silent film history, both in popular and 
scholarly domains. Feminist historiography is not a ‘competing 
narrative that repeats the methods and tropes of conventional his-
tory’. Stamp encourages film historians to look ‘past the screen’, to 
produce ‘film scholarship without film’, focusing on women’s part 
in shaping discourses on cinema, in roles such as film critics and 
film censors.15 Stamp also argues that one important strategy for 
achieving a rewriting of film history is to ‘fundamentally reconceive 
authorship’, because the ‘true scope of women’s engagement with, 
participation in, and production of early movie culture comes into 
view only when we move beyond a focus on female directors and 
screenwriters’—not least because women’s contributions might be 
obscured or uncredited. To write feminist media history should 
also entail tracing ‘alternative genealogies’ and studying ‘alternative 
archives and unorthodox materials’ not usually studied in tradi-
tional film history. And importantly, Stamp argues that a feminist 
media history ‘must make absence productive’. Absences do not 
necessarily need to be filled, but could rather be made visible, as in 
Giuliana Bruno’s work on Elvira Notari, where the impossibility of 
reconstructing a full picture is acknowledged by making absences 
evident, which in Bruno’s account is comparable to the preserva-
tion of frescoes.

The online database, The Women Film Pioneers Project, launched 
by Columbia University in 2013, focuses on female film professionals 
in the silent era. The front page of the website presents ‘the inclusion 
of producers, directors, co-directors, scenario writers, scenario 
editors, camera operators, title writers, editors, costume designers, 
exhibitors, and more’ as a means to ‘make the point that they were 
not just actresses’.16 Unlike the Nordic website, several actresses are 
included but the main focus is given to women working behind the 
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scenes in a broad sense. Like the Nordic website, the Film Pioneers 
database is also associated with a set of goals, albeit articulated 
quite differently. The goal of the project is ‘to jumpstart historical 
research on the work of women filmmakers from the early years 
of cinema, ending with the coming of sound; to facilitate a cross- 
national connection between researchers, to reconfigure world 
film knowledge by foregrounding an undocumented phenomenon: 
these women worked in many capacities’. The Pioneers website also 
foregrounds the numerous female film professionals in the silent 
era, claiming that more women ‘worked at all levels inside and 
outside the Hollywood film industry in the first two decades than 
at any time since’, and that the high incidence of women workers 
‘was not limited to the US’.

Reclaiming the word ‘pioneer’, associated with traditional 
male-dominated film historiography, a striking aspect of the data-
base is the wealth of occupations that are included. An important 
experience in the project, again according to the website, was that 
researchers ‘found more women than anyone expected to find’, 
leading to the adoption of the maxim that ‘What we assume never 
existed is what we invariably find’. This is both reflected in thematic 
articles on female film editors, camera operators, film colourists, 
film exhibitors, and the presence of African-American women in 
the film industry, as well as in the more than one hundred types 
of professions (some overlapping) associated with women listed in 
the database. The wealth of occupations, and subsequently a broad 
notion of cinematic authorship suggest the potential for tracing 
important continuities with regard to women’s contributions to film 
history, also in periods that seem to be primarily associated with 
notions of disappearance, absence, and exclusion. The Scandin avian 
entries, though limited in number, reflect the inclusive approach, 
and include the Norwegian film censor, journalist and theatre critic, 
Fernanda Nissen, Swedish film censor, Marie Louise Gagner, and 
Swedish title writer and designer, Alva Lundin.17

Victoria Duckett and Susan Potter have argued that the field of 
research on women and silent cinema provides ‘the opportunity to 
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explore film history anew’. What distinguishes the period is how 
‘women are located at every stage and in all facets of the silent era 
filmmaking process’; it is precisely the recognition of a multitude 
of contributions, various forms of cinematic ‘authorship’ that they 
argue ‘permits the critical expansion of the word “filmmaker” and 
its relation to histories of cinema, gender and modernity’.18 So while 
research on women in silent film examines a period where women, 
according to many of the historians of the era, were involved in the 
film industry to a seemingly unequalled extent, the inclusiveness 
with regard to a multitude of professional contributions and forms 
of cinematic authorship could also constitute a useful foundation 
for the study of later periods, tracing the continuities in women’s 
contributions throughout film history.

This is because, as Duckett and Potter point out, research refram-
ing the significance of gender in early cinema involves a ‘reorien-
tation’ not only of ‘history but the approach and methodologies 
by which it is undertaken’.19 Such a reorientation begins with the 
‘presumption that film history is incomplete’, and here the authors 
in part direct their attention to the archive, in many ways the basis 
for the writing of history, and the way women’s contributions are 
absent. The challenge lies in recovering ‘the work of female film-
makers, in the broadest sense of the term, without replicating the 
implicitly masculinist paradigms of film theories and histories 
that excluded them in the first place.’ As argued by Gaines, these 
contributions, not to mention the influence and power of women 
during this period, have not only been largely absent from tradi-
tional film historiography, but were also largely unacknowledged 
by feminist film theory in the 1970s onwards.20

A project such as Nordic Women in Film thus presents the oppor-
tunity both to activate and to reconsider the holdings of the archive. 
An archive is of course always comprised of very limited fragments 
and traces of the past, and could never assume to present history as 
a whole. Both the holdings of the archive, as well as access to these 
holdings, are the result of choices, which again are fundamentally 
informed by the relationship between knowledge and power. As 
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Jacques Derrida argued, there ‘is no political power without con-
trol of the archive, if not memory. Effective democratization can 
always be measured by this essential criterion: the participation in 
and access to the archive, its constitution, and its interpretation.’21 
Consequently, what is missing from the archive is of course less 
likely to become part of scholarly research on film history. Thus, 
it becomes vital to ask how a foregrounding of the archive, of the 
collections, of the mechanisms that inform our holdings (many of 
them beyond our control—but certainly not all) and the glaring 
absence of certain materials in itself can contribute to an under-
standing of mechanisms of absence and exclusion in film history in 
a general sense. To include the archive—ourselves—as an agent of 
power actively taking part in processes of ignoring and forgetting 
might even spur us to seek out new collections, such as female film 
professionals’ personal archives. Duckett and Potter argue for the 
identification of gaps in current film histories, linked to a notion 
of forgetting, implying that asking ‘why’ there is an absence is as 
important as asking ‘who’ is in fact absent. Another key question 
posed by the authors is difficult to resolve, but remains fundamental 
to the construction of a database on female authorship in cinema: 
‘How can we write histories of cinema that are more inclusive while 
not eliding processes of exclusion or other dynamics of power?’22 
For an archive, one obvious strategy is self-reflection—drawing 
attention to the processes and dynamics involved in the archive itself, 
including, but not limited to selection processes (what material is 
included, accepted, or actively sought after), as well as other archi-
val activities such as preservation and restoration (what materials 
are prioritized), the organizing of particular collections, including 
cataloguing and the production of metadata (to what extent is the 
existence of the material made known), and of course access for 
researchers and the general public.

In Vicki Callahan’s edited volume on feminism and film history, 
symptomatically titled Reclaiming the Archive, she argues that ‘the 
history we present as feminists always implies a kind of reclaiming, 
rewriting and recontextualization of materials’, adding: ‘What the 
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cinema and feminism represents historically are new ways of seeing 
and thinking about the world, and as such the cinematic metaphor 
is a central one, I would argue to a feminist agenda.’23 One of the 
sections in the book is titled ‘Rewriting Authorship’,24 suggesting 
new and more heterogeneous ways to see and think about cinematic 
authorship, which Callahan links to the broader film theoretical 
concept of ‘enunciation’, claiming that ‘the attention for much 
feminist scholarship has been on finding alternative paths of entry 
into the codes of cinematic enunciation.  Women’s “voices” are then 
found in stars, audiences and formalist strategies rather than in 
the individual humanist author so prominent in most directorial 
studies’.25 Although one can argue that these alternative paths have 
been mapped out by necessity, because of women’s limited access to 
certain dominant arenas in the film industry, they have also been 
instrumental in broader film historical and theoretical debates, for 
example the importance of reception and exhibition contexts, and 
the critique of auteurist perspectives. As Yvonne Tasker argues in the 
same volume, ‘the work of feminist film historians in documenting 
the contribution of women in the film industry represents not only 
an important attempt to write women’s history but a rejection of 
the claims made by, or more typically on behalf of, one person—the 
male director to have priority over the text.’26 At the same time, 
in part because the centrality of the filmmaker remains so strong 
in film discourse, Tasker also argues that the ‘visibility of women 
filmmakers’ (in a male-dominated field) is a crucial question that 
needs to be addressed.

Here, the challenges of limiting oneself to the absence–presence 
binary and a list of ‘key functions’ and a set definition of ‘authorship’ 
are pertinent, at least without a consideration of the historical and 
ideological reasons why certain credits are considered more valuable 
than others, including the recognition that the status of professional 
functions (for example, reflected in wages) fluctuate throughout 
history and across geographies and industries. To compare the 
current situation with a preceding period in film history, such as 
the silent era, the fact that women probably were more prominent 
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in film production and film culture overall is not the only revelation. 
There are also numerous differences in standards, conventions, 
stylistic preferences and notions of authorship, across time as well 
as geographies. The prominent position of the set designer in Euro-
pean (perhaps especially German) film industries in the 1920s, in 
terms of prominence in the creative process, a status comparable 
to the director and screenwriter, the determining role for the look 
of the film, as well as billing and salaries, is well known, and can 
be contrasted with both the contemporary US film industry and 
the current situation in European cinema.27

In conclusion, I would like to include a brief example of how the 
archive itself, or perhaps rather the work carried out in the archive, 
can contribute to alternative discourses and ways of thinking about 
a national film history, and how individuals’ contributions are 
counted. The Norwegian set designer, or ‘film architect’, Grethe 
Hejer (born 1926) donated her personal archive to the National 
Library of Norway in 2014.28 A trained architect, Hejer docu-
mented her work as a production designer over a career spanning 
four decades, which included 23 Norwegian feature films and 58 
television productions.29 In addition to being a document of an 
astounding career, the archive obviously also provides extensive 
insight into Norwegian film and television production history in 
general. The archive also directed our attention to Hejer’s career 
as a filmmaker, directing, or co-directing ten short films between 
1974 and 1989, many in collaboration with film director Kåre 
Bergstrøm and writer André Bjerke, whom she also collaborated 
with on several feature films. Most of these films were shown on 
Norwegian television, but several were also screened at interna-
tional film festivals. To acknowledge Hejer’s practice as a film-
maker along with her work as a production designer, and for the 
first time producing a complete filmography, cannot in itself be 
characterized in terms of an ‘archival find’, meaning that it reveals 
something new or completely unknown—but thanks to research 
in connection with the archive, attention was drawn to notable 
and thoroughly overlooked film-making efforts. The example of 
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Grethe Hejer demonstrates the necessity of looking in unexpected 
places, and the benefits of being open to including various forms 
of authorship (acknowledging the centrality of professions such 
as the production designer) and types of films (including short 
films, documentaries, and television productions). Our approach 
to the writing of film history should be informed by openness to 
what a ‘key function’, or significant contribution, entails, while also 
acknowledging the importance of increasing the visibility of the 
women who have succeeded in the male dominated arenas of film 
directing, producing, and screenwriting.

Notes
 1 http://www.nordicwomeninfilm.com/ For the Nordic Women in Film project, see 

Jannike Åhlund’s foreword and Ingrid Stigsdotter’s introduction to the present 
volume.

 2 Kielland Servoll 2017, 28–9.
 3 Gaines et al. 2013.
 4 OED s.v. ‘absence’. 
 5 OED s.v. ‘presence’.
 6 Bell, ‘absence/presence’, Chicago School of Media Theory: Keywords, Univer-

sity of Chicago, https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/
absence-presence/, accessed 16 June 2019.

 7 OED s.v. ‘visibility’.
 8 OED s.v. ‘invisibility’.
 9 Mulvey 1975, 6–18; Bergstrom & Doane 1989, 7.
 10 Swedish Film Institute 2013.
 11 Fröberg 2014, 26.
 12 http://www.nordicwomeninfilm.com/about/. Editor’s note: the quotation is from 

the version of the website that was launched in April 2016, and the ‘About’ page 
has since been updated.

 13 Gaines 2004, 115–17; Sobchack 2006, 67; Callahan 2010, 2–3.
 14 Callahan 2010, 2.
 15 Stamp 2015.
 16 Gaines et al. 2013, added emphasis.
 17 Myrstad 2016; Olsson 2014; Bull 2014.
 18 Duckett & Potter 2015.
 19 Ibid.
 20 Gaines 2004, 113–14.
 21 Derrida 1995, 4 n. 1.
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 22 Duckett & Potter 2015.
 23 Callahan 2010, 5.
 24 Ibid. 127–57.
 25 Ibid. 127.
 26 Tasker, ‘Vision and Visibility: Women Filmmakers, Contemporary Authorship, 

and Feminist Film Studies’ in Callahan 2010, 213.
 27 See Bergfelder et al. 2007, 42–3; Thompson 2005, 53–7.
 28 The description of Hejer’s archive owes much to Øivind Hanche (2017) and 

Kirsti Ladegård (2018) and their work organising the archive, and Ladegård 
2014 for an unpublished report on Hejer and her archive.

 29 Including notable films such as De dødes tjern (Kåre Bergstrøm, 1958), Edvard 
Munch (Peter Watkins, 1974), and Hud (Vibeke Løkkeberg, 1986), and ambitious, 
high-budget television series such as Benoni og Rosa (Per Bronken, 1975) and 
Jenny (Per Bronken, 1982).
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chapter 2 

Female cinema musicians 
in Sweden 1905–1915

Christopher Natzén

Recollecting her time as a musician at the cinema Nya Biografen 
in Nässjö in southern Sweden, the pianist Elvira Lindeberg gave 
the following description of working conditions in the early 1910s:

‘It was quite hard work, being a pianist a pianist,’ says Miss Elvira 
Lindeberg in Nässjö. ‘The night before the premiere we were able 
to see the film in order to select suitable piano pieces for it. Then 
I had to fit those to the film’s action … In addition, you had to 
provide some sound effects. When someone knocked on a door 
or fired a gun I knocked on the piano or opened and closed the 
piano lid hard. In the latter case, a bass drum could also be used 
if we had access to one. What did it matter that the shots came a 
long time after the gun smoke and sounded like a small nuclear 
bomb, when the audience was so entranced that not even a grenade 
explosion would have broken the illusion.’1

In a few sentences Lindeberg described her job providing a music al 
accompaniment and sound effects for moving images. From picking 
appropriate music and fitting it to the images in order to support 
the narrative to providing illustrative sound effects,  meticulous 
planning was needed if she was to establish a filmic illusion of 
reality. And all this work was carried out under time pressure.

That it was a woman who uttered these words about music and 
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sound effects is not surprising. Women have always formed a part 
of the film workforce, and cinema musicians were no exception. In 
the past decade, researchers have shed light on women’s work in film 
beyond being actresses.2 However, judging by historio graphies of 
film music, it is still mainly a story seen through the lens of Linde-
berg’s male colleagues.3 Descriptions of dealing with bad working 
conditions and long hours in cinemas have been made from a male 
perspective. Male voices have also expressed views on what kind 
of music should be used and how to best accompany a film. In 
that sense Lindeberg’s recollections are an exception to the rule.4

Looking at the membership of the Swedish Musicians’ Union 
(Svenska musikerförbundet), it is evident that from the time of its 
foundation in 1907 the union counted many women among its 
members. Not all of them worked in cinemas, but it was a fact that 
when the cinema orchestras grew in size many of them employed 
female musicians. Some women reached the position of conduct-
or and musical director, which would have been an impossibility 
if they had not mastered their trade. While sons of musicians in 
the early twentieth century often found positions in the leading 
orchestras, their daughters often found employment in cinemas.5

Today, our understanding of the part women played in shaping 
Swedish cinema music culture is clouded by the fact that when 
cinema moved from a low-brow popular entertainment format 
to a more professionalized programming culture in permanent 
venues, cinema music practice also became more organized. The 
Swedish Musicians’ Union had a central role in the increasingly 
standardized musical accompaniment. At the board level, the 
union was an all-male club that organized work and set policies. 
As I will argue, this meant that the female musicians’ impact has 
been omitted from histories of film music, despite forming a large 
part of the development of the music culture in Swedish cinemas.

This essay trains the spotlight on female musicians in cinema’s 
formative years. At this stage it is not possible to give a detailed 
description, but I hope to show it is possible to tell fresh stories 
about musical accompaniment, and that there are numerous traces 
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its aim, according to the editor Bertha Wiman, was to ‘disseminate 
knowledge about professional, independent women working in 
our country in various fields, in order to make the capital of female 
labour force, knowledge, and professional skills as fruitful as possi-
ble’.66 Kvinnligt yrkesregister also reported on women’s organizations’ 
national and international congresses, and published articles about 
the social and legal position of women in Sweden, with yearly sum-
maries of what had been achieved in the ongoing campaigns for 

Figure 3.2. From the Swedish census 1910, Eskilstuna parish, including 
listing of cinema owner Selma Åman. Courtesy of Riksarkivet (Swedish 
National Archives).
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women’s rights, in particular in terms of suffrage and employment 
regulations. In 1921, Sweden’s Constitution was amended to give 
women the right to vote. The publication of Kvinnligt yrkesregister 
ended in 1922, signalling the strong link between the reasons for 
publishing the register and the campaign for women’s suffrage. Several 
of the women who contributed to the publication were journalists 
with progressive views, and educated professions such as ‘lecturers’, 
‘teachers’, and ‘writers’ featured prominently in the register.

Andersson’s listing appeared in the 1910 issue of Kvinnligt yrkes
register, with her cinema theatre (biografteater) placed alphabetic-
ally between sculptresses (bildhuggare) and suppliers of artificial 
flowers (blommor, artificiella). It reappeared in 1911 and in 1912, 
and in 1913 her name was joined by a second cinema owner, Anna 
Ternow in Oskarshamn. After this, the publication did not feature 
any more cinema theatre listings. There is no other evidence to 
suggest that these two women were engaged in the campaigns for 
married women’s right to work, women’s right to vote, or related 
issues, but the fact that they chose to advertise their businesses in 
this context is thought-provoking given our understanding of the 
work of pioneering women film exhibitors in the new entertainment 
culture that was developing in Sweden in the early 1910s. 

There was at least one clear link between Swedish film exhibi-
tion in the silent era and the women’s movement, though: Anna 
Johansson-Visborg, a labour and union activist (and later politician) 
in Stockholm. Her husband Sven Wisborg was a cinema musician 
when they met, but in 1914 they started to run Hornstullsbio-
grafen in the Stockholm neighbourhood of Södermalm, and a 
few years later in 1921 they built Brommateatern, which Anna 
Johansson-Visborg would manage for over thirty years.67 Although 
famous in her capacity as a Social Democrat politician and union 
official rather than for her work as a cinema owner and manager, 
Johansson-Visborg is an interesting example of a woman engaged in 
progressive labour politics and women’s suffrage who also worked 
in cinema management for many years. It is also interesting to note 
that Kvinnligt yrkesregister was mentioned in Filmbladet, the leading 
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cinema trade journal, in 1917, and that the film censor Gustaf Berg, 
a regular contributor to Filmbladet, wrote an article for Kvinnligt 
yrkesregister in 1916.68 Although Filmbladet did not publish  articles 
in direct support of women’s suffrage, Berg’s contribution to Kvinnligt 
yrkesregister, like the decision of the editor to mention the register 
despite the few references to film-related work in the publication, 
suggests that influential figures in the Swedish cinema trade were 
monitoring the progress of the women’s movement, and that some 
of the women active in the campaign for suffrage were interested 
in Swedish film culture.

Selma Åman, the second woman cinema owner listed in the 1910 
census, is not quite as mysterious as Matilda Andersson, thanks 

Figure 3.3. Anna Johansson-Visborg. Photograph from Stockholms stadsfull
mäktiges sjuttiofemårsjubileum, 1913–1938. Photo: Stockholms stadsarkiv 
(Stockholm City Archive). 
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to an interview in Filmbladet in 1916 and a profile in the Swedish 
Cinema Owners’ Association’s portrait gallery.69 In the Filmbladet 
article, Åman explained that her career in film exhibition began in 
the town of Borås in 1904, when her husband took over a cinema 
business there, and she, after some negotiation with her husband, 
was trusted with the responsibility of selling tickets. In 1906 the 
couple moved to the town of Eskilstuna, and when her husband 
fell ill Åman gradually took over the business, becoming its formal 
owner when her husband died.70 She bought a better venue for the 
business, and successfully managed the cinema for several years 
before selling it to the large film company Svenska Bio in 1913. 
Åman then stayed on working as the local manager for Svenska 
Bio, and this was her role when Filmbladet interviewed her in 1916. 
Having started in the business before the first major debates about 
the potential damaging effects of film, which eventually led to the 
establishment of state censorship in Sweden in 1911, Åman  explicitly 
contrasted the ‘simple’ entertainment of the early years with the 
mature art form that she associated with the cinema of 1916.71

Box offices and projection booths
At times in the interview with Åman, her description of the gendering 
of the cinema space prefigures Lant’s description of the projectionist’s 
booth as a male sphere. Åman talked about her late husband’s initial 
reluctance to allow her access to ‘all the mysteries of Cinema’, on the 
basis that it ‘was something that us dames could not understand.72 
The projection booth, that ‘world of wonder’, ‘was not to be entered 
on any account.’73 But she went on to explain that her own curiosity, 
coupled with necessity when her husband fell ill, led her to teach 
herself the business of cinema, including how to project films, after 
an incident with a drunken projectionist: ‘After that experience there 
was practice and experimentation night and day, until I felt safe with 
the cinema machinery and had the time to train a new projectionist.’74

Lant contrasts the ‘opaque box’ where the usually male projec-
tionist worked with the transparent glass boxes where the usually 
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female box office assistants were on display as they sold tickets.75 
These two professions do appear to have been among the most 
divided along gender lines in the Swedish cinema business. The 
first part of the business that Åman’s husband gave her access 
to was ticket sales, and as previously mentioned, the Bostock’s 
Wilhelmina Larsson-Acrel started her cinema career as a cashier. 
The Stockholm cinema owner K. Hjalmar Lundblad, who would 
become an important local cinema manager, started his cinema 
career in 1906 as a projectionist at Östermalmsbiografen, and he 
seems to have met his wife Stina (née Schagerström) when she 
was a box office assistant at the same cinema.76 In an article in 
Filmbladet in 1919, Stina Lundblad was held up as an example of 
how ‘the unerring judgement of a woman’ can result in a cinema 
characterized by ‘meticulous order, good selection of pictures’ and 
‘comfort and wellbeing’.77 Part of this article can be found in the 
Waltå collection, an archive consisting of copies of press materials 
and official records relating to Stockholm cinemas. But the copy 
of the Filmbladet article about the Lundblad couple included in 
the archive section on Östermalmsbiografen has been edited by 
Waltå so that it seems to profile only Hjalmar Lundblad.78 The 
parts of the text where Stina was mentioned have been omitted, 
as has the reference to her in the title of the article—a clear 
example of a woman film exhibitor literally being edited out of 
film history because the person amassing the archive decided that 
her involvement was unimportant. Yet, the reader who consults 
the original article will find that it argued that a woman’s touch 
could be important to the success of a cinema, if only because 
women made up more than half the cinema audience, and that 
a woman working in a cinema might be better placed to cater to 
a female audience’s taste.

Why Waltå—who in his documentation of other cinemas mentions 
women owners, and even remarks on Wilhelmina Larsson-Acrel’s 
long career—decided that Stina Lundblad was irrelevant to the 
history of Östermalmsbiografen we will never know, but one guess 
is that Waltå, who worked for years in Swedish film exhibition and 
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distribution, knew that Stina was later less active in the business. In 
K. Hjalmar Lundblad’s archive (held by the Swedish Film Institute), 
a small collection of mainly professional correspondence, the refer-
ences to his wife are few, and associated with social events. In 1918 
both Hjalmar and Stina were named in an invitation to dinner with 
staff from the film company Svenska Filmskompaniet, but thereafter 
she was hardly mentioned at all except in relation to the planning 
of a wedding (probably their daughter’s) at the Swedish open-air 
museum Skansen in 1930, and a few polite greetings in letters from 
Lundblad’s clients who were on close enough terms to know his 
family. Considering that after the coming of sound Lundblad was 
successful enough to expand his business into a small chain (which 
he owned well into the 1960s), it seems likely that Stina’s work in 
the cinema diminished or ceased completely when the Lundblad 
cinema firm became more prosperous.79

But in 1919 Filmbladet praised Stina for her contribution to 
her husband’s work, and given that both their backgrounds were 
described in Sveriges Film och Biografmän (1920), one might 
presume that at least in the beginning, Stina was more qualified to 
deal with accounts and figures than her husband: K. Hjalmar had 
begun life as a mechanic before becoming a projectionist when he 
was 25, whereas his wife trained at a business school (Påhlmans 
Handelsinstitut), and worked in a book and music shop before 
becoming a cinema cashier.80

Taste and music
Filmbladet’s 1918 article about Wilhelmina Larsson-Acrel has simi-
larities with the description of Stina Lundblad, in that Larsson-Acrel’s 
good taste is emphasized: the author points out that having bought 
the Bostock, Larsson-Acrel had to ‘paint and renovate and decorate 
and embellish’ the venue while ‘at the same time, the programmes 
were selected with greater discrimination’. 81 Both Larsson-Acrel 
in 1918 and Åman in 1916 referred to an earlier era of ‘bad’ films, 
which they contrasted with a contemporary, more sophisticated 
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film culture. For example, Åman talks about competition from a 
travelling exhibitor who showed much poorer film programmes, 
but attracted children by giving away sweets and lowering ticket 
prices.82 And when Larsson-Acrel mentioned the business she took 
over in 1914, she described finding it ‘dragged down’ by all sorts of 
inferior music and variety performances, while after four years of 
her improvements ‘the cinema is something completely different. 
And the audience is also a different one.’83

Larsson-Acrel links bad taste to bad musical performances in 
the cinema. Piano-playing skills were an important component 
in middle-class female education in the early twentieth century, 
and it is well known that many women worked as cinema musi-
cians.84 Indeed, film programmes from Selma Åman’s cinema in 
Eskilstuna for 1910–1913 advertised the fact that the films were 
accompanied by ‘first-class music by Miss Signe Björklund’, and 
when the Elite cinema in Stockholm advertised in the daily press 
to recruit a pianist in 1910, they specified that they preferred a 
female musician.85 And just as women could advance from working 
the cash register to managing the cinema, female musicians could 
also move from accompanying films to curating programmes. One 
example of a woman crossing over from piano-playing to cinema 
management was the musician Ingeborg Sofia Emelia Krysell (née 
Kahl) who started as a pianist at Visby Biografteater, a cinema 
on the island of Gotland. After three years there, working under 
the name Ingeborg Kahl, she seems to have become director and 
musician at a rival cinema, Skandiabiografen, where she stayed 
for at least five years.86

To replace rowdy variety acts with respectable women pia-
nists could possibly be seen as a way to elevate the status of the 
cinema—or just a way to cut costs. Gustafsson warns against the 
tendency to accept at face value the description of Swedish cinema 
audiences in the 1910s as consisting of only uneducated members 
of the working class, pointing out that while Swedish population 
was then overwhelmingly dominated by the working class in terms 
of social stratification, there is ample evidence in contemporary 
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newspaper articles and photographs of members of the middle class 
visiting cinemas, even though the general image of the audience in 
public discourse was that of ‘a faceless mass of the uninformed’.87 
Regardless of whether the kinds of audiences at cinemas man-
aged by Åman and Larsson-Acrel really did change or not, their 
statements fell within a  teleological discourse of cinema culture as 
constantly improving, which chimed with the business interests 
of the industry. After all, at a certain point in early  American film 
production, women directors and  screenwriters came to repre-
sent ‘propriety and uplift’ in a much-criticized business sector, 
just as a discourse of taste, interior decoration, comfort, and 
politeness formed around women working in American cinema 
exhibition.88 When it came to the overall management of cinemas 
and the selection of film programmes, some characteristics that 
at this point were associated with femininity seem to have been 
welcomed in Sweden in the 1910s—as in US screen culture at this 
time—allowing Filmbladet to profile women cinema owners as 
well-suited to their jobs.

Conclusion
Since women entered into the cinema business at different times 
during the formation of Swedish cinema culture, and differed 
in terms of age, background, and civil status, it is important to 
acknowledge that while they shared a minority status as women in 
a male-dominated work culture, women in Swedish film exhibi tion 
never constituted a homogenous group. Fuller-Seeley and Ward 
Mahar suggest that the American film industry’s ‘concerns over 
outside censorship gave women influence in the business’, and that 
some women film exhibitors ‘really did appear to be interested 
in cleansing the movies.’89 To what extent the individuals whose 
work in film exhibition I have traced in this essay were influential 
beyond the walls of their own cinemas is difficult to evaluate, and 
in order to analyse whether there were any particular patterns in 
their curatorial practices that might be seen as connected to their 
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status as women pioneers in a male world a far more detailed study 
of cinema programming practices will be needed.

Thus, there are several dimensions to consider when analys-
ing Wilhelmina Larsson-Acrel’s women-only screenings of a sex 
education film on ‘marital hygiene’. While it may be tempting to 
place her programming of Kvinnans hygien in a context of taste 
and cleanliness, and of course the ideals of women’s education, 
questions regarding commercial appeal and sensationalism must 
also be taken into account, as well as the rather unsavoury—but 
at the time widespread—ideas about eugenics which were part of 
the film’s message. Nevertheless, the similarities between American 
and Swedish discourses on propriety and comfort are fascinating. 
And considering that in 1911 Sweden, unlike the US, actually 
introduced state censorship, after years of debate in which female 
teachers, such as the censor Marie-Louise Gagner, were highly 
active, women can of course be seen to have shaped silent Swedish 
film culture in terms of influencing what was not to be screened.90

Like its American counterparts, the trade journal Filmbladet 
appears to have championed women cinema owners in the latter half 
of the 1910s, possibly as part of a general drive to create a cleaner, 
nicer image of the cinema-going context. But more importantly, it 
is clear that further research is needed into the work practices and 
curatorial choices of women cinema owners. Whereas here I have 
focused mainly on cinema owners in the Stockholm area, future 
research on women’s agency in film exhibition will also need to 
consider the development of cinema culture in provincial towns and 
rural areas. The relationship between cinema culture and women’s 
rights also merits more in-depth exploration. In early Swedish cine-
ma culture there was an interesting tension between an emerging 
modern urban entertainment culture with questionable morals and 
violence, and, on the other hand, an educational tradition closely 
connected with the temperance movement. To understand the role 
women played in Swedish silent cinema culture, it is also necessary 
to consider how women could justify their presence in a film cul-
ture that was associated with both vice and educational potential. 
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As this essay has shown, while earlier generations of Swedish film 
historians may have painstakingly documented other aspects of 
cinema culture, their interest in businessmen and commercial 
and/or artistic success has meant that research topics such as the 
place of women in the music culture of silent cinema, gendered 
exhibition practices, or the relationship between cinema and the 
women’s movement remain largely uncharted.
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chapter 4 

Queering the archive
Amateur films and LGBT+ memory

Dagmar Brunow

A film clip on Vimeo shows two women on the American coast, 
climbing onto a ship pulled up on the shore and then  scrambling 
on some rocks.1 This home movie from 1938 features New York 
schoolteacher Ruth Storm (1888–1981) and a friend visiting 
Maine, where Storm would later retire with her last lover  Almeda 
(‘Meda’) Benoit.2 From the mid-1930s to the mid-1960s Storm 
had been filming her life, mostly on 16mm film. Almost 80 years 
after it was filmed, this sequence was made available to global 
audiences. Setting out ‘to seek, preserve, document, and screen 
amateur home movies shot by or depicting lesbians’, the  Lesbian 
Home Movie Project (LHMP) in Maine has embarked on a mem-
ory project with the potential to rework LGBT+ heritage and 
regional memory alike.3

Everyone needs memories to create their identities. Although 
these rare early lesbian home movies can be a precious addition 
to audiovisual memory, only a small number of them will survive 
(audiovisual memory here being the sum of images, sounds, and 
narratives circulating in a specific society at a specific moment). 
Their preservation is urgent because these films diversify cultural 
memory by offering previously unheard stories. As analogue footage 
is decaying, digitization has not only been used for the purpose of 
preservation and restoration, but also to create access to films via 
online exhibition.4



locating women’s agency in the archive

98

Archival practice can intervene in a film historiography that 
has obscured the agency of women as filmmakers. At the same 
time, it raises questions about queer visibility in the archive. Les-
bian home movies can be found in private homes, in moving 
image archives, mixed-media archives, and in LGBT+ archives, 
for example grassroots or community archives, but their lesbian 
production or exhibition context may be obscured by cataloguing 
and metadata.5 Unless a context is provided by the archivist, silent 
home movie images alone would hardly give away that they depict 
lesbian lives. The same goes for lesbian home movies found at auc-
tions, jumble sales, or flea markets. Too often the footage runs the 
risk of being ‘read’ through a heteronormative perspective which 
erases the lesbian content, for example by turning lovers into good 
friends or colleagues. Once the personal memories have entered 
the public sphere, for whatever reason, ‘lesbian signifiers become 
all but impossible to read, let alone prove’, as Sharon Thompson, 
founder and executive director of the LHMP, reminds us.6 This is 

Figure 4.1. Chenoweth Hall and Ruth Storm at Corea, Maine, in the late 
1930s. Courtesy of the Lesbian Home Movie Project, Maine.
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why a lack of contextualization might lead to forgetting. In this 
case the film will be lost to LGBT+ heritage. The question is how 
archival practice can diminish the risk of unqueering the footage, 
especially in the context of online exhibition. Still, the archival 
practice of creating access is of vital importance, as a film needs 
to stay in circulation to be remembered and to become part of 
LGBT+ heritage. A film which is confined to the shelves will easily 
be forgotten. Since memories are created in the process of reception, 
and through the narratives thus evolving, archives need to create 
access to their audiovisual material. Digitization can contribute 
to archival outreach since it allows for the circulation of films to 
an unprecedented extent. Yet, access cannot be provided to all of 
the content due to legal or ethical considerations as well as lack of 
resources.7 The shift from a private viewing context to the public 
sphere, meanwhile, implies new challenges for the preservation of 
LGBT+ heritage.

This essay argues for the urgency of lesbian home movie preser-
vation, examining the challenges involved when curating access to 
the collections and, in doing so, exploring the relationship between 
archival practice, audiovisual memory, and LGBT+ heritage. Its 
purpose is to contribute to the growing research on queer archives, 
but it also acknowledges the media specificity of moving image 
archiving.8 While research on moving image archives tends to 
neglect specific questions of archiving LGBT+-related films, studies 
on queer archives often ignore the specific requirements involved 
when archiving audiovisual footage. Notable exceptions are one-
off journal articles by US-based archivists, such as Lynne Kirste, 
Special Collections Curator at the Academy Film Archive; Kristin 
(KP) Pepe who became involved in the Outfest Legacy Project; and 
Sharon Thompson, director of the Lesbian Home Movie Project. 
These archivists have offered important insights into the challenges 
of archiving LGBT+-related film stock, but we need more research 
that brings together questions of the archive and its fundamental 
role in the creation of audiovisual memory and LGBT+ heritage.9 
Therefore, this essay will examine three archival interventions 
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against forgetting: collecting, circulating, and contextualizing. To 
start with, let us first tease out the relationship between memory 
and the archive.

Minor cinema, memory and heritage
Lesbian home movies and amateur films challenge the gendered 
and sexual norms of archival visibility.10 Despite the fact that home 
movies follow generic conventions and are performative acts just 
like all forms of documentary film-making, the truth claim for 
home movies has been strong.11 Home movies have therefore been 
acknowledged as a historical source.12 From this perspective, the 
strength of lesbian home movies lies in their capacity to offer a 
window into the past, ‘into ordinary LGBT life, what we did, how 
we lived, our homes, vacations, hobbies, pets, parties, friends, and 
all that is often invisible in film history’, as Kirsten (KP) Pepe states.13 
Likewise, as Sharon Thompson notes, the footage archived at the 
Lesbian Home Movie Project conveys glimpses of everyday life 
by depicting ‘lesbian life outside of the bars documented to date: 
Lesbianism on vacation. Lesbianism in the front yard. Lesbianism 
on the ball field.’14 As a means of self-fashioning, home movies and 
amateur films have the capacity to counter stereotypical media rep-
resentations and to carve out discursive spaces for queer lives. Early 
lesbian home movie footage diversifies the audiovisual memory of 
LGBT+ lives before Stonewall, a memory from which images of 
everyday queer lives were excluded. Home movies and amateur 
film-making can offer fresh perspectives of LGBT+ pasts beyond 
dominant representations framed by criminalizing discourses, such 
as images of raids and police surveillance.

Highlighting the role of the archivist requires a theoretical shift 
from the notion of the ‘archive’ to the process of ‘archiving’. Con-
testing the alleged neutrality and objectivity of the archive, Michel 
Foucault’s, Jacques Derrida’s, and Ann Laura Stoler’s theorizations 
have resulted in a paradigmatic turn from the storage of knowledge 
to its production.15 The archive is ‘a space where queer subjects 




