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Any cinema scholars researching in the last twenty years have realized that 
film history and film theory have often been at odds. As a film historian, 
I have always found film theory fascinating and engaging but located my 
strengths in researching and writing history. Film history itself has been 
theorized by scholars like Philip Rosen, who argues that a film historian must 
work to fill the “gap between sources and synthesis” and find a way to place 
themselves “out of time” while also taking into consideration the philosophy 
of market- driven mass culture such as that posited by Adorno’s culture indus-
try.1 Rosen’s influential musings on historiography bridge history and theory, 
giving film scholars much to consider.

Current film history scholarship demonstrates the increased accessibil-
ity to primary sources since Rosen’s book came out in 2001. As noted by the 
editors of The Routledge Companion to New Cinema History, Daniel Biltereyst, 
Richard Maltby, and Philippe Meers, the “growing amount of fine- grained 
data will enable a profound renewal of the field as it reconstructs older, less 
securely evidence- based narratives.”2 Rosen therefore reminds us to continue 
considering both why and how we write cinema history.

In the digital era, access has changed significantly for many archival 
collections. One can scour databases for period- specific coverage in a trade 
journal, quickly communicate with archivists around the globe about physi-
cal collections, and search through digitally indexed databases. Because of 
the increasing accessibility afforded by digital archives, film studies is seeing 
what we can, perhaps, call another historical turn. Previously accepted his-
tory can be revisited, questioned, expanded, and, when necessary, corrected 
thanks to regular and convenient connection to digital archives.

One perspective on this new approach to film historiography can be 
found in Jane M. Gaines’s Pink- Slipped: What Happened to Women in the Silent 
Film Industries? Much of her text details how shifting ideologies impacted 
views of women’s place in film history. Gaines’s challenge to past narratives of 
feminist film theory is essential reading for historians and theorists working 
on women and film. In answering the question posed by her title, Gaines, in 
her own words, “examines the apparent incompatibilities these [theoretical 
and empirical] approaches yield: the theoretical position that there were ‘no 
women’ as opposed to the evidence of empirical ‘women’ or women theoret-
ically ‘absent’ and then empirically ‘present’ in abundance.”3 Understanding 
that the digital era has made previously accepted narratives less reliable, 
Gaines acknowledges the digital archive and its positive impact on verifiable 
evidence that can more effectively inform film theory.

Gaines finds a through line between history and theory, which both 
appreciates historical research but cautions historians about the pressures 

1 Philip Rosen, Change Mummified: Cinema, Historicity, Theory (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2001), 127– 139. See also Theodor Adorno, The Culture 
Industry (London: Routledge, 1991).

2 Daniel Biltereyst, Richard Maltby, and Philippe Meers, introduction to The Routledge 
Companion to New Cinema History (London: Routledge, 2019), 4. See also Judith 
Thissen, “Cinema History as Social History: Retrospect and Prospect,” in Biltereyst, 
Maltby, and Meers, New Cinema History, 127.

3 Jane M. Gaines, Pink- Slipped: What Happened to Women in the Silent Film Indus-
tries? (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2018), 4.
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of bending a narrative to fit popular theory of the day, a concern she shares 
with Rosen. Certainly, discussion of the abundance of women in early cinema 
would have been both a historical corrective and timely for second- wave 
feminist film theorists. However, as Gaines points out, such discussions were 
passed over even after the organization Women and Film, founded in 1973, 
explored the abundance of women writers, directors, and producers in early 
cinema. Such missed opportunities exemplify why continued empirical 
research is important. In this case, the outdated “no women” narrative that 
fit the politics of 1970s feminist film theory has been replaced with a story of 
abundance of women acting, directing, writing, and producing during the 
silent era. Such historical correctives both address how we conduct research 
by relying on the evidence at hand and affirm why empirical research is 
important, because we cannot adequately theorize and contextualize film 
history until there is reliable footing.

What is more, Gaines asks historians to consider what kinds of answers 
they are looking for in their research. Are they following a popular theo-
retical trend, filling gaps in historical timelines, or trying to answer ques-
tions left unanswered? Gaines cautions historians to be wary of both giving 
credence to and minimizing the significance of historical narratives. For 
example, Gaines muses that while feminist film scholars once minimized the 
impact of women in film, today’s scholars run the risk of overemphasizing 
gender as it now has “less potency than it did when it first disturbed estab-
lished disciplines nearly forty years ago.”4 In addition, the author cautions 
feminist film historians to not “get ahead of the evidence” that supports their 
desire to insert women into film history narratives.5 This is an important 
point all film historians should consider, as we cannot make claims that reach 
beyond the available evidence.

Katherine Groo’s Bad Film Histories: Ethnography and the Early Archive 
offers a more critical stance toward film historiography because Groo aims, 
in part, to address what she sees as undertheorized history as well as under-
represented artifacts of historical study. Groo’s work will be useful reading 
for scholars looking for new inspiration for theorizing history. As Groo 
explains, “The promise that the field might allow for theories of history, an 
ongoing critique of methods, and robust debates about the historicity of film 
artifacts or the spectatorial experience of the film historian has gone, with 
few exceptions, largely unfulfilled.”6 Groo criticizes film historians Douglas 
Gomery and Charles Musser for what she sees as old- fashioned interest in 
empirical evidence and jabs David Bordwell for his, to her mind, outdated 
adherence to Aristotelian poetics. Bordwell’s work, according to Groo, 
“cannot accommodate the nonnormative or the irregular, the unprincipled 
or dynamically unstable objects of history. It cannot engage the early eth-
nographic films or any of the other ‘minor’ or marginal works that prolif-
erate in the silent era.”7 While I would defend the above scholars on many 

4 Gaines, 36.
5 Gaines, 50.
6 Katherine Groo, Bad Film Histories: Ethnography and the Early Archive (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2019), 14.
7 Groo, 17.
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grounds, Groo’s point about nonnormative cinema culture gives historians 
something to consider. Even if the object of a scholar’s research focuses on 
normative Hollywood history (i.e. major studio output), how can they help 
expand the canon? This is certainly important for film historians who are 
mentoring graduate students, who should be encouraged to pursue nonnor-
mative historical research.

Groo notes historian Robert Sklar’s interest in seeing film history 
develop into a dialogic field of study. Certainly, after decades of tension 
between film history and theory, it is refreshing to consider a future of fruit-
ful conversations about disparate approaches to historicizing cinema. One 
of Groo’s key points is to build on scholars such as Geoffrey Nowell- Smith, 
Thomas Elsaesser, and Tom Gunning who seek to study film as a product of a 
specific time and place that is viewed and studied today in a distinct time and 
space. Drawing from Rosen, Groo further argues that history is interwoven 
with the contemporary moment and that fact should not be left out of histor-
ical film analysis.

To this end, Groo posits that “[o]ne would expect an empiricist 
film historian to either neglect or struggle to explain the aspects of film 
history that are not readily observable (e.g., the occurrences of certain 
absences in the archival record).”8 Of course, this is where the digital 
humanities with the help of deep, searchable indexes has started to fill in 
historical gaps previously impossible to fill. It should also be noted that 
while I am engaging primarily with Groo’s theory of history, she delivers 
original research related to her book’s subtitle throughout her study. The 
author showcases the strengths of nontraditional archival work, as exem-
plified by this history of ethnographic film, as a means to re- theorize film 
history by expanding the accepted optics. Nonnormative cinema engages 
differently with empirical sources in that they do not fit neatly into 
established narratives. Groo sets up a useful criticism of empiricism while 
retaining “its openness to theorizing our sensory or spectatorial encoun-
ter with the world” as part of her theoretical approach to film history that 
focuses on the margins of cinema.9

For me, as a film historian, the strongest aspect of Bad Film Histories is 
that Groo channels Charles Sanders Peirce by outlining film’s relationship 
to the iconic and indexical. Following Peirce, film historians should also 
think about what makes a single work or series of film symbolic. In a class 
that I co- teach with a philosophy colleague, we analyze popular culture as 
iconic and indexical and work to find ways that a given film, song, show, or 
comic becomes symbolic. This approach follows the tradition set forth by film 
historians interested in the social context of movies and film culture both 
inside and outside of the studio system. A few recent books have successfully 
followed this methodology, including J. E. Smyth’s Nobody’s Girl Friday: The 
Women Who Ran Hollywood, Emily Carman’s Independent Stardom: Freelance 
Women in the Hollywood Studio System, Steven J. Ross’s Hitler in Los Angeles: How 
Jews Foiled Nazi Plots Against Hollywood and America and Laura B. Rosenzweig’s 

8 Groo, 21.
9 Groo, 22.
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Hollywood’s Spies: The Undercover Surveillance of Nazis in Los Angeles (which both 
tackle the same subject from slightly different angles), and Thomas Doherty’s 
Show Trial: Hollywood, HUAC, and the Birth of the Blacklist, among others.10

Another book that contemplates the how of film history is The Routledge 
Companion to New Cinema History, which aims to “integrate the history of film 
into a broader history of cinema as a sociocultural institution.”11 This collec-
tion is essential for film historians thinking about how their work will fit into 
the field in the coming years. One chapter features Melvyn Stokes’s journey 
moving into film history from a related field. Some of the first histories of 
film were insider accounts of the medium, such as Terry Ramsaye’s A Million 
and One Nights (1926) and Benjamin Hampton’s A History of the Movies (1931). 
Stokes notes how film studies as an academic field began not with historians 
but with experts in a multitude of different fields that relied on semiotics 
and psychoanalysis and could unify around theoretical analysis. As history 
worked its way into the field, film studies moved from a “great men” approach 
to specific period studies to local microhistories, trade press histories, and 
the social experience of cinema, as well as cinema across national borders.

Of course, the newly refined focus in The Routledge Companion to New 
Cinema History is due in large part to access to digital collections such as 
those organized by the Media History Digital Library (MHDL) and its 
Lantern search engine. In his chapter, Eric Hoyt, director of the MHDL and 
lead developer of Lantern, provides insight into using these resources and 
sets up a case study about researching the history of film exhibitors using 
large datasets that allow us to identify patterns and trends previously difficult 
to unearth by physically sifting through thousands of pages of documents. 
Hoyt argues that the MHDL along with Lantern and its accompanying data 
visualization program Arclight allow historians to zoom in close as well 
as search far and wide.12 The impact of these technologies is part of what 
Gaines sees as changing the landscape of empirical research. Using such 
digital resources helps historians look beyond an individual film to the larger 
“institutional, social, cultural, and industrial structures that shape media 
production, circulation, and reception.”13 Using Lantern, the MHDL’s search 
engine, and Arclight, its visualization tool, one can search a list of names to 
find who comes up most frequently in the trade press. Of course, one must be 
careful because this archive is currently dominant in material prior to 1964. 
Therefore, searching for your favorite 1990s film will only harvest irritation.

In another chapter, Maltby observes, “New cinema history is con-
ditioned in its concerns and its focus by its cognizance of the centrality 

10 Emily Carman, Independent Stardom: Freelance Women in the Hollywood Studio 
System (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015); Thomas Doherty, Show Trial: Hol-
lywood, HUAC, and the Birth of the Blacklist (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2018); Steven J. Ross, Hitler in Los Angeles: How Jews Foiled Nazi Plots Against 
Hollywood and America (New York: Bloomsbury, 2017); Laura B. Rosenzweig, Holly-
wood’s Spies: The Undercover Surveillance of Nazis in Los Angeles (New York: New 
York University Press, 2017); and J. E. Smyth, Nobody’s Girl Friday: The Women Who 
Ran Hollywood (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018).

11 Biltereyst, Maltby, and Meers, introduction, 2.
12 Eric Hoyt, “Arclights and Zoom Lenses: Searching for Influential Exhibitors in Film 

History’s Big Data,” in Biltereyst, Maltby, and Meers, New Cinema History, 84.
13 Hoyt, 84.
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of social experience of cinema. This perspective provides it with a view 
from the audience, rather than from the producer.”14 By being able to dig 
through large collections of fan and trade publications, in addition to the 
studio archives, historians can craft narratives from multiple perspectives. 
Robert C. Allen argues that film scholars tend to “overestimate how much 
individual films have mattered” and “underestimate the magnitude of 
cinema as a social and cultural phenomenon.”15 Allen goes further, calling 
the digital landscape the “anti- archive,” a set of accessible information 
that “is so huge and undefinable, and produced not in relation to a fixed 
object of study.”16 In this sense, historians have moved from an era of data 
scarcity to one of abundance. This will even change how we teach and how 
students learn film history. As Allen suggests, “[T]here’s an opportunity 
for a cinema studies class to become a laboratory.”17 To wit, students in my 
introduction to film class spend time analyzing primary documents in the 
MHDL, a practice that exposes them to primary sources and engages them 
in the rewards of research.

The chapters in this collection largely agree that digital tools are rein-
vigorating cinema history research by expanding the canon beyond physical 
archives by allowing researchers to dive deeper into accepted narratives and, 
in some cases, to explore other stories that have longed for archival support. 
For example, Judith Thissen posits that “the history of cinema should include 
studying the material conditions under which movies were produced, distrib-
uted, and consumed.”18 Thissen echoes Rosen, who suggests “[a] major part 
of the work of historiography would have to consist in filling in the inevitable 
gaps between sources and synthesis; and relatedly in establishing some kind 
of positionality that can maintain the authority of the historiography against 
the threat posed to stable position by temporality.”19 In sum, new cinema 
history can offer scholars new avenues for film theory as previously obscure 
information will come to light using technologically enhanced resources.

Each of these texts highlights major changes in film studies, which asks 
cinema historians and theorists to reevaluate the field by taking stock of 
the old boundaries drawn by traditional narratives supported by physical 
archives and finding ways to grow in new directions. Instead of being seen 
as competing aspects of film scholarship, film history and theory should 
be seen, as these works suggest, as operating in tandem. Historians work to 
continually fine- tune timelines, uncover production details, and expand our 
knowledge of different forms of social and cultural engagement with cinema. 
This gives theorists material to ponder and challenges the field at large with 

14 Richard Maltby, “‘Perhaps Everyone Has Forgotten How Pictures Were Shown to 
the Public’: Continuous Performance and Double Billing in the 1930s,” in Biltereyst, 
Maltby, and Meers, New Cinema History, 161.

15 Richard Maltby and Philippe Meers, “Connections, Intermediality, and the Anti- 
Archive: A Conversation with Robert C. Allen,” in Biltereyst, Maltby, and Meers, New 
Cinema History, 17.

16 Maltby and Meers, 24.
17 Maltby and Meers, 25.
18 Thissen, “Cinema History,” 124.
19 Rosen, Change Mummified, 127.
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provocative questions about what cinema means to different people, how it 
operates around the world, and how the medium shapes our perspectives. 
With the new historical turn expanding film history catalogues at many uni-
versity presses, Gaines, Groo, and the contributors to The Routledge Companion 
to New Cinema History remind us that we should never stop questioning how 
and why we write cinema history.
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