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Question 1 
 
Compare and contrast the theatrical model of film exhibition to the festival-based 
model. Identify and discuss the ways in which these models are similar, different, 
complementary and/or opposed. Be sure to address any factors that may help to 
distill these two distinct modes, including questions of taste, film culture, politics 
and/or national, urban and industrial formations. Be sure to address any specific 
and changing historical conditions that have shaped these two distinct modes. 
 

The Art House Convergence Conference held annually in Midway, Utah, is a 

regular gathering of cinema exhibitors, film festival programmers, specialty distributors, 

and other professionals involved in the exhibition of (mostly art) film in North America. 

Complete with workshops on topics ranging from front-of-house operations and 

concessions trends to the organizational niceties of launching a festival, the conference 

offers a chance for theatrical and festival exhibitors to discuss the challenges and 

possibilities facing each sphere of moving image business. It also highlighted for me—

since I attended this year’s conference in January—the syntheses and differences 

between these two types of exhibition.  

 In this spirit I turn to the question placing both models into relation. For a bit of 

historiographical framing, attention to exhibition in film studies can be traced to the New 

History turn in 1980s humanities scholarship. Most prior analyses assumed the primacy 

of films, authors, countries of origin, or, later, apparatus theories of the relationship 

between spectator and screen. In reply, the pioneering works of several scholars 

examined the material history of film and the social experience of cinema-going as part 
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of a wider economic and cultural infrastructure. Suddenly physical movie theatres, their 

itinerant ancestors, and a wide range of extra-textual discourses became more central 

to the field. Likewise did transformations in cultural behaviors or philosophies of taste 

assume greater importance for audience interactions with the cinema. This is the broad 

paradigm that umbrellas my discussion here. Also, while I center on theatrical 

exhibition, I acknowledge that its non-theatrical siblings—crucial mediums for the bulk of 

moving image culture—have helped define and continue to inform what happens inside 

the theater. Finally, my focus remains on theatrical and festival exhibition broadly; my 

second question takes up “art cinema” in particular.  

 With those caveats, in this essay I unpack some of the most salient similarities, 

differences, and negotiations between the theatrical and festival models of film 

exhibition. Doing so means drawing from a conceptual grab-bag of organizing elements: 

the specifics of national or regional contexts; the construction of taste and cultural 

capital; technological developments in exhibition; and evolving or foundational historical 

conditions that molded these two models. We will start with this final point—foundational 

historical conditions—before tracking through others.  

 One fundamental difference between the two models concerns why they took 

shape the way they did. Scholars of early cinema have reconstructed film’s wobbly first 

steps away from entrepreneurial laboratories and toward mass-oriented public 

exhibition that could take root as an industry. The theatrical model of movie-watching 

was established as the most lucrative option from several methods of motion picture 

presentation. Douglas Gomery, one of the main figures in the New History movement, 

writes in his book Shared Pleasures of the ambitious strategies for exhibiting films 
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publically in the United States. Peep show fads, open-air amusement park or circus 

screenings, itinerant exhibitors crisscrossing rural areas, and the inclusion of film 

projection into vaudeville programs all cultivated interest in the movies, obviously, but 

“hardly represented long-term solutions to a motion picture exhibition industry” (17). The 

stand-alone, stationary movie theater—the nickelodeon—offered the kind of controlled 

venue necessary for film-viewing to become a business. Kathryn Fuller Seeley, in her 

own study of early small town and rural cinema-going, reasons that whereas traveling 

exhibitors had to grapple with licensing arrangements that left them with the same films 

for long stretches time, inconsistent local censorship demands, and the practical 

difficulties of mobile projection, stationary nickelodeons could change their selection of 

films weekly, invest in attractive interior design, and build their brand more easily around 

a stable space (23). So the initial impetus for theatrical film exhibition had much to do 

with economic necessity tied to a rising moving picture industry: establishing the spatial 

permanence and cultural legitimacy akin to other forms of entertainment would further 

develop new audiences—and business—in a consumerist, supply chain set-up. 

 The beginnings of festivals obviously come after theatrical movie-going had been 

concretized as the dominant channel for moving image presentation. Theatrical 

exhibition unfurled over several contexts; the ascension of film festivals is more neatly 

attributed to Europe in the 1930s. As told by Marijke de Valck in her oft-repeated 

periodization of film festival history, there are two popularly accepted reasons for the 

emergence of European festivals: 1) as stages for national showcasing and political 

propagandizing; and 2) as a transnational European defense mechanism against the 
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encroaching economic and cultural dominance of U.S. Hollywood films—in other words, 

an alternative distribution opportunity.  

 First, festival exhibition served geopolitical interests at a time when interwar 

European nationalism muscled artistic concerns to the margins. The Venice Film 

Festival, the world’s first, started in 1932, was the pet project of Benito Mussolini and his 

brother, who “hoped that the film festival would give [them] a powerful international 

instrument for the legitimization of the national identity of Fascism” (de Valck 47). The 

pro-Fascist bent of the festival did not become obvious for a few years, when frustration 

over the prejudices against Democratic values persuaded American, French, and British 

officials to form a counter-festival at Cannes (de Valck 48). This idea repeats itself over 

the years as European festivals were initiated by national authorities keen to spread 

their preferred ideologies: the Berlin Film Festival, founded in 1951, was an American 

initiative to revive (West) Berlin as a center for cultural dynamism and openness in 

contrast to Soviet influence. In short, festivals exhibited diplomacy as well as films, 

asserted nationhood along with art.  

 Second, festivals were a means for Europe to resist Hollywood hegemony. Since 

the 1920s, countries in Europe had taken measures to protect their own cinematic 

culture and business—including quotas and tax subsidies for domestic productions—but 

Hollywood remained extremely embedded in the continent in the decades preceding 

and following World War II. De Valck contends that national cinematic industries could 

not compete with Hollywood but that “film festivals [sidestepped] the system by offering 

their European films a chance to receive some prestigious exposure outside of the 

commercial chain of distribution companies and exhibition venues. Inadvertently, the 
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seed was sown for an alternative network that could challenge the hegemony of the 

American studio system…” (58). That European festivals often recruited and benefited 

from Hollywood star power points to a less-than-clear division between the festival 

circuit and major industries. The takeaway here is that festivals were formed as 

alternatives to dominant channels of theatrical exhibition but this essence was 

constricted by European/U.S. American geopolitical doctrines of the time. 

 Both theatrical and festival exhibition have evolved from their conceptual origins. 

We cannot talk about exhibition as a monolithic concept because “the manifest nature of 

public film exhibition carries the assumptions of a particular time. It is an ideological 

invested marker of cultural and public life” (Aclund 95). Thus I next want to lay out some 

of the some major evolutions—conceptual, technological, industrial—that have further 

defined both models of exhibition in specific contexts. 

 Theatrical exhibition has consistently had to adapt to changes in leisure habits 

and technology; the adoption of widescreen technology in theaters is a good example. 

In his book Widescreen Cinema, John Belton understands the emergence of 

widescreen forms such as Cinerama in the United States as the result both of industrial 

developments and sociocultural “changes in the conditions of spectatorship which 

accompanied the shift to a new, more highly participatory form of screen entertainment” 

(5). America’s ballooning middle class, who, after decades of viewing the movies as one 

of a few cheap and enjoyable forms of recreational activity, discovered they had many 

options for how to spend their time and money. Declining audience attendance—

attributable in the post-World War II years to a complex combination of factors—

informed exhibitors’ measures to recapture its once dependable cinema-going clientele. 
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This involved more than simply following their middle-class customers to the suburban 

outskirts of cities; many exhibitors “attempted to deal not so much with superficial 

demographic changes as with the psychological factors underlying declining attendance 

figures—the need of postwar audiences for a new, more participatory kind of motion 

picture experience” (76). Bound up in this new kind of experience—the large, immersive 

screen-size emphasizing spectacle—was an emerging sense among middle-class 

patrons to distinguish themselves both from the “Depression-enforced passivity of the 

lower classes” and the “supposedly willful idleness of the upper classes” (82). The fine 

points surrounding the introduction of widescreen and other attempts to attract 

audiences—such as 3-D—are not as important for my purposes as Belton’s 

demonstration that theatrical exhibition forms a reactionary nexus point between 

institutional or technological creativities and the evolving natures of spectatorship and 

leisure culture.  

 This idea finds a more global iteration in the international rise of megaplexes. 

Charles Aclund picks up this point in his book Screen Traffic: Movies, Multiplexes, and 

Global Culture. His study of the global flow of media through changing platforms and 

industrial structures dog-ears the 1980s as the juncture when major media companies 

(newly consolidated with studios as part of massive world-wide mergers) re-extended 

their reach into theatrical exhibition due to frustrations about independent exhibitor 

practices: “Uncertainties on the part of distributors regarding the quality of the exhibition 

of their films led to a new period of studio consolidation of the distribution-exhibition 

functions, as in 1986, when MCA/Universal purchased 48 percent of Odeon Theaters…” 

(91). One effect of these new relationships was the transformation of the movie theater 
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palace or shopping mall multiplex into the multi-screen megaplex and its attendant 

economies of consumption. Megaplexes, erected across several countries during this 

period, contained more screens, more leg room, more food options, and a permeating 

attempt to conflate multiple entertainment experiences into one space (118). The 

exploding number of screens in fewer concentrated venues led to new release 

strategies that favored distributors, such as faster, wider opening weekends and day-

and-date releases, which siphoned earnings away from theater owners. Like the advent 

of Cinerama, the rise of the megaplex “signaled an industry-sanctioned response to 

changing cultural and economic conditions pertaining to cinematic spectatorship” (129).   

 It would be remiss not to mention the media environment facing theatrical 

exhibitors now. While festivals have proliferated in number, theatrical exhibition has 

been more directly threatened by the digitalization of media and growth of mobile, on-

demand technologies. Chuck Tryon has written at length about changes in moving 

image consumption since the 1980s that have challenged the theatrical model. The 

overarching trend lately, of course, is individuated consumption habits made possible by 

platform mobility: people use multiple small screens to easily access online depositories 

of licensed or pirated content. In addition to drawing audiences away from theaters, 

such a fragmented environment has compelled distributors to shuffle product through 

exhibitors more quickly to capitalize on the platforms available for consumption outside 

the theater, be it cable television, pay-per-view, Blu-Ray, on-line rental houses like 

Netflix or Amazon, or other services (Tryon). Although theatrical exhibition remains 

important for a film’s long-term success in later platform markets—opening weekends 
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still are a prime indicator of lucrativeness—the reality is that it no longer assumes the 

central role in the commercial life of moving images. 

 Having tracked through some of the fundamental ebbs and flows in theatrical 

exhibition, de Valck’s periodization of festival history into three phases warrants more 

consideration. The festival circuit between 1932 and 1968, as mentioned earlier, is 

typically defined as national assertions of political or cultural propaganda. Programming 

was heavily influenced by governmental advisory committees who submitted films in 

line with certain political ideology or that did not run the risk of insulting other nations. 

Formal experimentation and artistic quality were likewise secondary concerns, much to 

the chagrin of filmmakers and critics.  

 It took until the ’60s for radical changes in festival exhibition to occur. The Pesaro 

Film Festival led the way in 1965 by doing away with government-inspired mandates 

and instead favoring films of high artistic or political merit. It also opened up the festival 

space up to a range of extra-textual discourses, including after-screening discussions, 

festival publications, and other events that have now become standard film festival fare. 

Disruptions and protests at Cannes ’68 further signaled a rupture from the initial festival 

format and toward an era celebrating film as art or subversion (de Valck).  

 The third—and we can say current—phase of festival exhibition refers to the 

gradual institutionalization and commercialization of festivals across an ever-widening 

and diverse network. Themed festivals programmed around identity, politics, or niche 

interests have sprouted up everywhere, from megacities to rural towns to undeveloped 

lots. Sales agents now stalk festival grounds, and bidding wars break out among 

distributors for big hits. Corporate sponsorship has become the norm. But like theatrical 
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exhibition, festivals have had to reexamine their place in the global media environment 

owing to changes in viewing habits and film culture. Tryon devotes a chapter in his book 

On-Demand: Digital Delivery and the Future of Movies to the ways festivals are 

reinventing themselves in the digital age as alternative outlets of distribution and 

exhibition. Tryon’s point is that while festivals have historically hinged on a culture of 

exclusivity yoked to geographic and temporal uniqueness, major festivals like Sundance 

and South by Southwest have begun using streaming services and social media to 

connect viewers to the festival experience from the comfort of their homes. Given that 

many films have trouble finding theatrical distribution deals within festivals, Tryon notes 

that filmmakers are “placing less emphasis on live, collective movie-going experiences 

and instead seek to use a range of distribution platforms to reach a wider audience” 

(158). 

 With some historical understanding of each type of exhibition in hand, I want to 

consider the two models according to their respective supply chain management of 

goods (films). We can approach this through dual temporal-spatial axes that throw into 

relief the importance of distribution in analyzing theatrical versus festival exhibition. 

Ramon Lobato, a scholar studying formal and informal distribution outlets for cinema, 

reminds us that distribution “is nothing if not political. If we understand politics as a 

struggle for power and resources, then distribution is politics at its purest” (10). 

Theatrical exhibition makes readable the politics of distribution that media companies 

draw up: they are the sites for the choreographed system of release windows and wider 

market segmentation that forms the basis of a distributor’s business strategy. Festivals, 

by contrast, commonly represent the places where distribution deals are acquired: 
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distribution agents often battle among one another for rights to festival hits, while other 

less celebrated films hold out hope for a distributor to pick them up. The way each 

model helps enact power differs according to their distributive potential and is related to 

their spatial-temporal structures: where films are shown and for how long.  

 Theatrical exhibition comprises the delivery mechanism of the production-

distribution-exhibition triad that sustains the business of moving images. Let’s focus on 

Hollywood as a specific and familiar industry for the purpose of breaking this down. The 

formation of the Hollywood studio system, Gomery and other historians tell us, had a lot 

to do with standardizing and proliferating a product that could fill existing venues of 

exhibition. Theatrical exhibitors depend on a steady stream of films licensed by 

distributors and choreographed through systems of runs-zones-clearances, blind-

booking, block-booking, and other strategies linking them to distributors in a time-

managed tango. This strategic market segmentation, which has grown to include the 

“windowing” of media across several non-theatrical platforms, has become the dominant 

governing system of media distribution ever since (Lobato). 

 Festivals operate according to a different logic, one that “lacks clear governance 

or coordinating institutions” (Iordanova 25). Scholar Dina Iordanova has considered the 

discrepancies between festival and theatrical exhibition, and notes that unlike a 

theatrical exhibition industry, festivals create temporary venues  

that require a regular supply chain which can adjust flexibly to a schedule that 

lacks in permanence… Festivals cannot function as active businesses with 

continuous operations in the way that traditional film distributors and exhibitors 

do… Thus, from the point of view of the suppliers (producers and distributors), 
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the festival does not offer on-going exhibition opportunities for the kind of product 

they work with, which is essentially “perishable” and has only a limited shelf life. It 

therefore presupposes a disrupted supply chain, one that may not be fully 

practical in economic terms but that adds value to the product passing through 

it… (25)  

In place of the financial inefficiencies that festivals create by basis of their fragmented, 

temporal nature, films accrue an “added value” in festivals. This added value dovetails 

with another configuration of film festivals: de Valck’s notion of “sites of passage.”  

 Festivals are fundamentally a global phenomenon comprised of many nodes 

(cities or other venues) that compete with one another to hold the most prestigious 

event and gather the most desirable films and filmmakers. Drawing on scholar Julian 

Stringer’s argument that festivals are selling points for cities as well as films, de Valck 

relates festivals to one another not only according to their arrangement in a calendar 

year but also their “relational status” hierarchizing their symbolic importance. Rather 

than pure economics of runs-zones-clearances, festivals trade in this symbolic currency 

spread out over global space economies, and filmmakers desire that symbolic currency. 

Within festivals themselves, films go through a ritualistic performance that transfers 

them to a higher level as cultural product.  

Both Iordanova’s and de Valck’s research into the spatio-temporal nature of 

festivals as “sites of passage” point out the alternative forms of capital they generate. 

More than any other organizing principle, scholars invoke cultural theorist Pierre 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital to explain what festivals mean for films. Bourdieu 

theorized that people attempt to differentiate themselves from others through their 
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consumption habits. Films traveling through festivals, “differentiated from other film 

practices, especially commercial film exhibition” (de Valck 127), acquire symbolic capital 

associated with “distinction” and “selection”—ways for people to extend their own class 

status. The glamour of festivals—from red carpets to star sightings to end-of-fest 

accolades—stamp films that circulate through them with a (symbolic) currency that only 

becomes fully (economically) realized when they proceed to other stages of their media 

lives. De Valck thus hypothesizes that festivals have continued to thrive alongside 

conventional exhibition venues because they constitute a “liminal zone” of temporary 

exhibition that feeds into rather than competes with the theatrical complex. 

 In this frame, festivals and major theatrical exhibition are not so much 

diametrically opposed as frequently intertwined for mutual benefit. In response to 

paradigms employing auteurs or nations, de Valck has endeavored to understand 

festivals according to the actor-network theory in which individual actors—all with 

different agendas—prove themselves vital to the operation of the system as a whole. 

Film festivals, she reasons, have become “so important to the production, distribution, 

and consumption of many films that, without them, an entire network of practices, 

places, people, etc. would fall apart” (36). One way of making sense of this is to 

consider how festivals mediate between high and low cultural distinctions. Though 

festivals habitually acquire “higher” status in relation to “lower” mass theatrical release, 

in truth this distinction in taste is quite blurred. I mentioned earlier that European 

organizers habitually employed Hollywood stars to help promote their festivals. They 

also host well-publicized gala premieres for commercial releases—usually showing out-

of-competition—and also showcase the celebrity nature of their invited guests. This 
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observation is of course nuanced by smaller, more obscure festivals that serve more 

local functions, but in short, festivals play host to so many diverse interests among 

industry players and filmmakers that it becomes impossible to equate them as opposed 

to the interests of theatrical exhibition. 

 That said, in some cases the temporary nature of festivals can hurt a film’s later 

exhibition potential. Iordanova has studied festivals through the prism of exhibition, 

arguing that the usual conception of festivals-as-alternative-distribution is slightly 

overblown. Festivals supposedly allow films to acquire “real” distribution through 

exposure and handshake deals. But many festival films remain sealed within the 

network and exhaust their theatrical distribution potential in the “now” currency that 

festivals trade in: “Many films which otherwise would not be seen beyond their 

immediate domestic environment stay solely within the festival track. In this respect, 

festivals are no substitute for something else. Screening the film at festivals is not a 

means of getting the film to real exhibition; it is the real exhibition” (25 original italics).  

  So far I have compared and contrasted theatrical and festival exhibition 

according to their foundational purposes, evolving histories, and spatio-temporal 

operations. I would like to conclude with examples of how festivals foster national 

cinemas and global citizens in ways that theatrical exhibition generally does not. When 

conventional theatrical exhibition falls short, how do festivals create “cinemas” in 

domestic and international imaginaries? For a precise example we can turn to Canada 

and Liz Czach’s article “Film Programming, Festivals, and the Building of a National 

Cinema.” Czach argues that festival programming is akin to the inclusive/exclusive 

canonization of national auteurs. Her industrial approach points out that Canadian 
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cinema has typically suffered from a dearth of its own films on its own screens. But the 

popularity of national cinema “spotlights” in the Toronto International Film Festival, for 

instance, helps expand the canon by assigning “critical capital” to films positioned as 

worthy of attention: “Films that gather a considerable amount of critical capital are more 

likely to find a place in the history of Canadian national cinema as part of the canon than 

those films that do not” (82). This is Czach’s adaptation of Bourdieu’s cultural capital 

into a different form emphasizing national identity more than a product’s commercial life.  

 Bill Nichols takes a different approach and asks how the film festival experience 

informs the meanings we ascribe to so-called “new cinemas” from national contexts. 

Unlike theatrical exhibition, festivals are positioned in popular and critical discourse as 

“sites of discovery” that play on distinctions of global citizenry. Festival films construct 

new cinemas as revealing regional cultures, and express themselves using cinematic 

language and form different from standard Hollywood conventions. There are cultural 

and formal "discoveries" to be made at festivals, which lends them the aura of exotic 

travel guide into places where one can familiarize, however partially, with new cultures 

in a “transnational and well-nigh postmodern location” (18).  

But festivals can also determine impressions of a national cinema in problematic 

ways. This is the point made by Azadeh Farahmand in an article examining the global 

reception and domestic implications of Iranian New Wave films of the 1990s. She 

argues that festivals can play a retroactive role in shaping production and distribution 

efforts of nations whose films or filmmakers strike it big at international festivals (86). 

For instance, the success Abbas Kiarostami in places like Cannes opened up Iranian 

cinema to global audiences in helpful ways by facilitating international investment in 



Fech | Question 1   15 

 

Iranian cinema, where censorship and funding issues prove crippling to many 

filmmakers. However, Farahmand contends that Iranian directors “find it difficult to be 

subversive to the hegemony of Iranian society when they also must cater to festival 

tastes and strive to be commercially viable for international companies and markets 

interested in Iranian products” (103). A “don’t rock the boat” mentality takes shape 

among filmmakers whose wider exposure hinges on the predilections of festival 

authorities or international tastes. Further, outside interference in domestic exhibition 

skews impressions of domestic auteurs. European-backed films—those of Kiarostami, 

for example—are sometimes prevented from premiering or showing at all in Iran and 

thus reduces the likelihood that Iranian citizens would consider Kiarostami’s films part of 

its national canon; Kiarostami is already accused of “making films for foreigners” by his 

compatriots: “This situation underscores the problem of maintaining the ‘nationalness’ of 

a national cinema in the context of its trans-national accessibility” (103) that festivals 

make possible.  

 This has obviously been a breezy survey of how theatrical and festival exhibitions 

relate to one another in the global mediascape. Each model, founded according to 

different purposes, has evolved in tandem with shifting conditions in moving image 

culture. These shifts continue to occur. Just this month, Variety reported that AMC 

Entertainment purchased rival Carmike Cinemas, making it the world’s largest theatrical 

motion picture exhibitor with complementary concentrations in both urban and rural 

areas (“AMC”). Such buy-outs likely mean that commercial movie-goers will have a 

shrinking number of film providers on the theatrical circuit. Meanwhile, the festival 

network seemingly continues to expand, offering audiences a dizzying plethora of 
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avenues for films of varying commercial potential. With more transnational connections 

developing between national industries, media companies, and festival organizers, the 

synergies between the theater and the festival remain true sites of discovery.  
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Question 2: 
 
The works on your list address a range of theories and practices grouped under 
the category of “art cinema.” For instance, some uses of this term are in direct 
opposition to American, Hollywood-dominated cinema. Some uses are highly 
European and nationalist. Still others espouse a more transnational perspective. 
Some oppose a dominant film industry and promulgate a radical alternative to it; 
while others accommodate the commercial form. Sometimes the term names 
primarily a programming strategy whereas at others it is a production-based 
manifesto.  
 
Starting with the American and European avant-gardes of the late 1910s and 
1920s (Horak, Hagener) up to recent attempts to “remap art cinema” in the 
radically changed contemporary context (Betz), provide an overview of how the 
terms “art” and “cinema” have been articulated and rearticulated across the 
different historical periods, geographies and institutions represented on your list. 
When possible, identify and discuss the aesthetic principles, the specific 
cultural/institutional formations, and the range of political ambitions of this 
moving articulation.  You may also want to consider industrial and technological 
factors as well. 
 
 It is now common to cite the difficulty of defining “art cinema.” Often to make 

things manageable we conceive it as part of a binary. Art cinema is not conventional 

cinema. Art cinema plays in art house theaters; popular films play at mass-friendly 

megaplexes. Art cinema is anything “foreign” or with subtitles; popcorn films have 

recognizable star actors. Art cinema is slow and meandering; mainstream cinema uses 

quick cuts and action-based narratives. Art cinema aspires to something edifying or 

purifying; non-art cinema lets people escape into entertainment. These oppositions, 

while containing kernels of truth for everyday use, also paint a simplistic picture. It will 

not do, of course, to invoke former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s famous 
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definition of pornography—“I know it when I see it”—to wrap our minds around this 

moving articulation. How art cinema gets defined and deployed as a discourse hinges 

on a web of contexts.   

 In their anthology Global Art Cinema, editors Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover 

claim that whatever art cinema means is best defined by impurity—the perversion of the 

usual frameworks for understanding film. They delineate five ways of thinking about art 

cinema’s impure essence: as an impure institutional space built around exhibition 

settings and extra-textual discourses; as ambivalent to location given its cosmopolitan 

movements and national identity-building; as ambivalent to critical and industrial 

categories of film history because it opposes but also collaborates with dominant 

entities like Hollywood; as troublesome to genre since the parametrics used to describe 

film types are hard to apply to the corpus of art film; and as a producer of impure 

spectators because its audiences have historically included both the sophisticated 

purveyors of taste and those seeking taboo depictions of adult material (7).  

 Taking my cue from this mapping, this essay lays out some of the major 

articulations of art cinema that have unfurled over film culture. While focusing on 

different periods, geographies, and institutions—from the early avant-gardes to 

postcolonial readings—I also sustain a through-line in sync with Galt and Schoonover’s 

categorization of art cinema as impure, porous, or intermediary. In this way we 

circumvent the usual list of binaries used to regard art film and instead “open up 

spaces” (Rosalind and Galt, 9) between them. To help corral this survey into 

manageable periods, I divide my discussion into three sections: Avant-gardes and 

Antecedents; Art Cinema as Object and Industry; and Recent Remappings.  
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Avant-gardes and Antecedents 
 
 The first iterations of art cinema were challenges to the aesthetic and social 

status quo in the form of European and American avant-gardes of the 1910s and 1920s. 

I will hone in on how the avant-garde positioned itself relative to commercial filmmaking 

and the nascent sense of art cinema at the time. In his extensive study of the European 

setting, Malte Hagener considers the avant-garde not along biographical or national 

lines but the archeological: he stresses a network of transnational nodes (cities, 

institutions, events, and inner activities) existing in shifting conditions. Within this 

network resided a number of tensions among avant-gardists, in some cases 

irreconcilable philosophical differences about “what the avant-garde was meant to be 

and the self-positioning of the artists” (35). This quest for self-definition involved an 

ambivalent relationship to artistic canonization: was their goal to elevate film to the level 

of other high arts like painting or literature, or break away from the bourgeois values 

associated with them? Hagener finds it a mistake to equate the avant-garde as a series 

of apolitical personal expressions or formal experiments in line with l’art pour l’art: “The 

avant-garde viewed itself more as a radical socio-political revolutionary movement than 

as purveyors of an aesthetic style” (233). This echoes scholar Thomas Elsaesser’s 

suggestion that the avant-garde be conceived not as formal features or narrative 

disruptions but rather as the relationship established between the film and spectators 

(70). Many avant-gardists theorized themselves counter to institutions of art and their 

means of production and presentation.  

 Yet whatever the radical predilections that arose from its ranks, the European 

avant-garde worked with mainstream industries in mutually beneficial ways; the former 
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needed the latter’s resources and technologies, while industries depended on the avant-

garde’s innovative discoveries (Hagener 41). So it is better to nuance the avant-garde 

against commercialism and not industries. To be commercial as a cinema, the avant-

garde thinking went, was to be conservative in “formal aspects, sentimental in content, 

and traditional in the social norms depicted” (52-53) in order to not upset audiences. 

The most common break from the normative frameworks of commercial cinema was a 

disavowal of linear-minded narratives. But some of the hallmarks of the avant-garde, 

like anti-narrative abstraction and poetic symbolism, contributed to many now-classic 

examples of art cinema. Key avant-garde figures helped create films for major studios 

like Ufa in Germany which, in the 1920s, used the avant-garde as an innovative 

“research and development” team as part of its broader strategy to “sell” Expressionism 

at home and abroad because it solidified a German national cinema (69) that could 

partially compete with Hollywood.   

 Predictably, it did not take long for people to wonder whether a negotiation could 

be struck between avant-garde experimentation and strictly commercial Hollywood-style 

product. By the 1920s films like Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1920) 

stood as exemplar cases of this “intermediate cinema” that contained an air of 

seriousness and stylistic adventure but embodied the narrative conventions of 

commercial cinema more than the formal abstraction of the avant-garde. This form was 

acknowledged at the time, but it not marked as a separate body of film nor an industry 

until much later (Kovacs 21). French film theorist Germaine Dulac first saw the potential 

for this intermediate cinema to become its own institution that would offer an alternative 

to purely commercial: “He [sic] defines the art film neither as a quality nor as a genre 
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(filmed theater adaptation), but as a category of film ‘that want to be commercial but not 

enough…’” (Kovacs 23). Commercial but not enough: an entire industry would be 

founded based on this mediation between opposing poles in the nascent film cultures 

developing around Europe. “Distributors and exhibitors realized that the contradiction 

between the industrial character of the cinema and the artistic use of this industry could 

be resolved by a special institutional network that gathers and concentrates paying 

audiences for that specific kind of cinema,” and this audience was the intellectually elite 

(Kovacs 24). 

 The European avant-garde was not the only art film impulse before World War II. 

A distinct avant-garde also arose in the United States as a counter to mainstream 

cinema. Jan-Christopher Horak, in his edited collection Lovers of Cinema, argues for a 

periodization of American avant-garde movements that accounts for the important years 

between 1919 and 1945. Importantly, the avant-garde was conceptualized only when a 

dominant method was established in the mid-1910s. The earliest days of cinema were 

so undefined that the avant-garde style was not considered “avant-garde” until the 

institutionalization of this linear-minded, classical mode of filmmaking (6). This speaks to 

the general truism that art cinema has constantly been defined by what it is not while 

also negotiating its own internal workings.  

 The early group of American avant-garde filmmakers were categorized as “lovers 

of cinema” who, like many factions of the European avant-garde, were willing to work 

with institutional partners to produce films, while the second avant-garde (emerging in 

the late 1940s) declared themselves more ideologically opposed to such affiliations 

even as they benefited from them in shape of resources and grants. This earlier avant-
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garde, Horak observes, was also linked to amateur filmmaking methods on the fringe of 

commercial cinema. Technology played a role in the self-definition of these art 

filmmakers, as Kodak introduced its 16mm camera in 1924, freeing the amateur 

filmmaker to make films at little expense and with fewer restrictions than the industry 

standard 35mm. This was important because “professionalism was equated with 

commercialism, while amateurism connotes artistic integrity” (19). Here there is the 

sense that art films were those divorced from commercial concerns and instead led by 

playful adventure. While film clubs and societies helped promote art film culture during 

this time, the “little cinema” movement offered an exhibition outlet for the avant-garde. In 

such theaters, designed as more intimate, less commercial-minded spaces for the 

thoughtful appreciation of film and theater, American avant-garde films were often 

paired with European titles, further congealing the two filmmaking practices as “other” to 

classical, narrative-minded Hollywood cinema. 

 This little cinema movement heralded the institutionalization—if not the total 

commercialization—of art cinema and marks an early example of an alternative 

exhibition network. This movement is not ascribed much importance in histories of art 

cinema in the United States but Anne Morey claims that it was actually a substantial 

cinema that makes apparent early “American dissatisfactions with Hollywood and 

exhibition circumstances of 1920 and 1930s” (Morey 235). The little cinema movement 

saw an underserved urban crowd growing more discerning in their tastes for leisure 

options. The efforts of these cinemas’ proprietors are noteworthy for their interest not 

just in alternative cinematic texts but the alternative cinematic spaces for exhibition: 

“Nothing was to come between the viewers and their films, neither the dead hand of the 
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theatrical past, nor the architectural distraction of the movie palace such as twinkling 

lights resembling stars in the ceiling, nor fellow cinephiles” (Morey 242). Such 

observations about the exhibition circumstances for art cinema prefigure the cultural 

tastes of specialized audiences that would later emerge in the postwar efflorescence of 

art house theaters. 

Art Cinema as Object and Industry 
 
 Some articulations of art cinema have been institutional efforts to legitimize 

cinema as a good object. Haidee Wasson’s study of the Museum of Modern Art’s Film 

Program in 1935 details the Museum’s initiative to transfer films “from ephemeral 

entertainment to enduring cultural monument” (2) by exhibiting it in a stable 

museological space or disseminating it outwardly with the MOMA seal of approval. Only 

haphazard attempts to preserve films beyond their brief commercial lives existed prior, 

and the Film Library emerged before core structures of art film circuits—theaters, 

festivals, clubs—concretized substantially in the United States. The Film Program 

operated to make movies serious, to store them as an object worthy of formal analysis 

and historical consequence. It also took up preserving production materials, film 

publications, and exhibition materials—a sign that the discourses informing films 

themselves were crucial for understanding wider mechanisms of this art form “with a 

history that matters to its public in a differentiated field of cultural practice” (5). 

Importantly, the institutionalization of cinema in MOMA did not assume a set of textual 

features, national origins (though the Euro-American canon is favored), auteur directors, 

or relational status to major industries: “Self-consciously artistic European films were 

programmed with select literary adaptations as well as bawdy populist fare” (17). While 
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not articulating an “art cinema” as a distinct variety within the wider body of film, the 

MOMA’s institutionalizing efforts were among the first large-scale endorsements of 

cinema broadly as an art. 

 The end of World War II opened up transatlantic cultural and intellectual trade in 

ways that expanded discourses about cinema as an art. In the 1950s and ’60s, French 

critics associated with the Cahiers du Cinema promoted films as subjective expressions 

of individuality as part of on-going attempts to legitimize the medium and break from the 

literary roots of popular French film. This “birth of the auteur” period—funneled to the 

States and tweaked by Andrew Sarris—became the analytical touchstone for art film 

decades after. Art films became unified and identified by their directors’ aesthetic 

predilections and thematic worldview, which contributed to the “psychological emphasis 

of much art cinema” and its common stylistic tendency to violate “real time” (a slowness 

of pace rooted in long takes, or fast cuts or jump cuts) and express the subjectivities of 

characters (Betz, Beyond the Subtitle 11). This foregrounded sense of authorship 

facilitated a “great, white, Euro-American genius male” paradigm (with a spattering of 

Japanese auteurs) that associated the visionary director with art cinema. At the same 

time, auteurism accommodated visionary authors whose individuality could transcend 

the production confines of major industries. Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock were 

two examples of filmmakers who could stamp otherwise generic material with their 

personality in artistically provocative ways and thus court favor among art cinema 

enthusiasts. 

 Well after art cinema had been institutionalized in theatrical circuits and 

auteurism had been accepted as a principle, critics began to articulate the textual 
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properties that distinguish art cinema. This is the purpose behind David Bordwell’s 

influential article “Art Cinema as a Mode of Film Practice.” Although he also argues for 

an industrial dimension by pointing out how art cinema ascended globally in the 1950s 

in step with the waning influence of Hollywood, he mainly sets art film against 

Hollywood’s devotion to cause-effect narrative structures. No matter the varying styles, 

genres, and national contexts contained within commercial cinema, these differences 

are subordinated to facilitating narratives for audiences. But if art cinema is not 

motivated by linear logic, what is its purpose? Bordwell proposes two enduring 

frameworks for art cinema analysis: realism and authorship, or “a commitment to 

objective or subjective verisimilitude” but at the same time the discernible presence of 

an author who breaks down the cause-effect logic of the narrative (718). Because these 

two impulses can appear contradictory—a film can represent reality while also 

foregrounding its author—art films hinge on developing ambiguity. When audiences 

cannot figure out the narrative function of a scene, for example, their recourse it to 

ascribe meaning to authorial expression: what is the director trying to say? The “open-

ended” nature of many art films, befuddling audiences with cryptic symbolism or 

confusing editing strategies, is “the natural result of a mode of filmmaking built upon 

aimlessness, fragmentation, and ambiguities” (720). Peter Wollen also theorized art 

cinema as a style counter to Hollywood commercial cinema, though his schematic 

breakdown goes further than Bordwell’s and positions art cinema specifically within the 

terms of European auteur Jean-Luc Godard. Wollen’s listing of “seven deadly sins” in 

dominant filmmaking (narrative transitivity, pleasure, closure, and more) are strictly 



 Fech | Question 2   10 

 

opposed to “seven cardinal virtues” of alternative, counter-cinema (narrative 

intransitivity, unpleasure, aperture, etc.) (Wollen 418).  

 Turning attention away from textual characteristics, Stephen Neale helped define 

art cinema as an institution that trades in both internationalism and nationalism. Neale 

was among the first to pay close attention to art cinema’s sources of finance, modes of 

circulation and exhibition, state associations, and the wider structures of the 

international film community (13). The modes that art cinema uses to mark itself as 

different occur within national initiatives to resist American cultural hegemony and foster 

films of artistic quality. Postwar French art film, for example, was facilitated by state 

funding agencies aiming to protect its culture from the massive import of American and 

other films. Quota systems and levied taxes on foreign imports were redirected in 

support of domestic productions (19). A similar philosophy of the state’s role in fostering 

national cinemas led to later interventions in the 1950s designed “to encourage the 

production, distribution, and exhibition of ‘quality films’” (20). These and similar 

situations in Italy and Germany point to the broad institutional and state support that 

national art cinemas “under the pressure and presence of America and Hollywood in 

Europe” (30) enjoyed. Even as art cinema addressed “national problems” posed by 

Hollywood, it also appealed to international values of art and culture that were made 

visible on the international festival circuit: art cinemas often are amplified on 

international stages in ways that concretize their status as national cinema. 

 Art cinema gets articulated by its opposition to commercial filmmaking (Hagener, 

Horak), its formal logics (Bordwell, Wollen), and its national expression of culture 

(Neale) but also its exhibitory potential in the market of cultural consumption. The little 
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cinema movement anticipated later demand for an entire infrastructure—theaters, 

critics, journals—to cultivate alternative cinema-going culture in the United States. 

Some articulations of art cinema claim that one of  “the basic variance[s] that 

characterizes art films as alternative is not a difference in film form or in mode of 

production, but relates to the image surrounding the films: the ways in which films are 

marketed and consumed“ (Wilinsky 39). Barbara Wilinsky, in her book Sure Seaters, 

takes up this perspective and focuses on the immediate post-war climate and examines 

art cinema as “counter-programming“ and “counter-culture“ to Hollywood dominance.  

 Art cinema includes the venues that films travel through and the values attached 

to them. Hierarchies of taste changed a great deal among postwar middleclass 

Americans, and art house cinemas were one place where audiences could actualize 

those distinctions. Programming “arty films” from Europe, mainly, were one way for 

exhibitors (newly freed from their studio owners as part of the 1948 Paramount 

Decision) could chip away at mainstream exhibition markets. Wilinsky employs Pierre 

Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital to reason how art cinemas could generate long-

term economic gains by appearing “above” the usual commercial concerns of its 

mainstream sibling. Disassociating itself from crass Hollywood commercialism courted 

favor among those seeking an alternative consumer experience. Even major studios, 

inside and outside the United States, worked to give their films an “art cinema” polish in 

marketing or distribution for business purposes. Art house theaters themselves, 

adorned with modern, tasteful decor and keen to offer speciality concessions and 

places for thoughtful discussions of film, also catered to this distinction. This investment 

in symbolic capital, Bourdieu reasons, shows long-term returns in economic capital. “It 
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was to the benefit of art film industry participants to support the discursive separation 

between commercial entertainment and art through a disavowal of economic interests 

and a focus on artistic excellence” (Wilinsky 34). 

 Importantly, however, the ability of a niche industry (like art cinema) to subvert a 

dominant body (like Hollywood) depends on the stability of the basic principle of the 

major industry (commercial capitalism). Despite the anti-commercial aura they may 

project, art cinemas rarely disavow commercial interests entirely; the myth of the “non-

commercial art film“ has been perpetuated by a host of agents with interests in 

currencies of distinction, when in reality, certain commercial imperatives dictate the 

business of art film. One common example is the conscious marketing of art films (to 

largely American audiences) as risqué glimpses of sexually taboo material. The 

tendency to associate foreign films with perversion or obscenity, historian Eric Schaefer 

tells us, was a strategy of the U.S. film industry as far back as the 1930s to help 

differentiate Hollywood from European films (Wilinsky 37). Postwar art cinemas also 

catered to licentiousness and secretly hoped their films would cross over into 

mainstream appeal. Accounts abound of art film exhibitors utilizing sexually sensational 

advertisements to lure in audiences outside of their usual high-brow clientele. Tino Balio 

makes a similar point in his book-length study of foreign film imports into the United 

States. Throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, Hollywood studios began luring top 

European auteur talent into their ranks with financial incentives and access to top-notch 

resources. Filmmakers associated with the European art film—like Michelangelo 

Antonioni and Jean-Luc Godard—were employed to capitalize on the attraction many 

young Americans had to foreign films and mature themes. For the sake of brevity, 
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Hollywood wanted to be part of the forbidden sex and mature theme business—it was 

less interested in offering discriminating tastes associated with cultural capital: 

“Hollywood’s venture into art films has to be seen as part of the American film industry’s 

postwar efforts to re-establish its hegemony over international distribution” (Balio 249). 

This reading regards “art film” not solely as a loaded term denoting high-taste but rather 

a business strategy that major studios, as well as smaller art houses, could appropriate 

to entice people.  

Recent Remappings 
 
 The bulk of Anglo-American film studies up until recently has located art cinema 

by distinct formal properties or narrative structures yoked to modernist aesthetics of 

disruption; or films grouped by production period and national origin designed in contra-

distinction to dominant Hollywood cinema. These two streams convene in a period 

“historically and geographically locatable to postwar Europe, especially the 1960s” 

(Betz, Beyond the Subtitle, 10). However necessary and influential, this tendency has 

neglected important geographical and extra-textual nuances. These are the gaps that 

scholars such as Mark Betz seek to fill. His work revives art cinema scholarship from its 

default dependence on author- or nation-based approaches. Two of his interventions 

include moving beyond national to transnational frameworks and complicating “high/low” 

binaries of distinction via extra-textual materials. 

 Betz calls for articulations of European art film that question the usual emphasis 

on national cinemas. His book Beyond the Subtitle: Remapping European Art Cinema 

stresses the geo-political arrangements and extra-textual material of such cinemas that 

“are in fact deeply structuring historical and political tensions of the period that 
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everywhere leave their textual traces” (30). For example, major co-production 

agreements in the 1950s and ’60s among European nations staged continent-wide 

concerns to combat American-style films. But they were also downplayed in popular or 

critical discourse as not whole to the traditional European. International casting 

decisions and the politics of subtitling versus dubbing dialogue expose tensions 

between efforts to “nationalize” or “internationalize” films for broader world-wide 

consumption. How filmmakers, producers, marketers, and critics positioned such 

polyglot productions reveals a great deal about geopolitical and economic interests in 

the European art film. 

 Betz also observes that our post-modern context is continually throwing into flux 

the politics of cultural taste that traditionally holds art cinema above popular fare (Betz, 

“Art” 202). Some of his work challenges the common historiography that sets European 

art cinema’s 1950s and ’60s heyday in alterity to commercial American film culture. His 

article “Art, exploitation, underground” is a reception study that sees fluidity between 

low/high cultural distinctions in art films’ extra-textual framings. For instance, the 

promotional material for European art film in the United States often adopted “low-brow” 

exploitation tactics to concentrate on female sexuality “as iconic markers of the films’ 

purported content” (206). Buxom starlets were often foregrounded on such materials 

more than their European auteur directors, eliding the aura of pretension foreign films 

carried in the States. Betz points out that many scholars note the slippage between “art 

film,” “sex film,” and “foreign film” among American audiences, especially, though these 

narratives still privilege the sophisticated and artistic qualities of the works themselves. 

Betz’s intervention—similar to Balio’s observation—is to frustrate the assumption that 
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the popularity of imported European art film had to do with consumer appetites for more 

artistic content; rather, many audiences were drawn to the “tastefully visualized sex or 

nudity” (212) that became in some cases synonymous with “Europe” in American eyes. 

 Other scholars have looked to yank discourses on art cinema away from the 

European-United States dialectic to recast it more globally. The impurities of art cinema 

that Galt and Schoonover argued for (from my introduction) are productive intervention 

points for considerations of art cinema as markers of globalization or postcoloniality. 

This gives art cinema—long associated with apolitical aesthetic concerns in the name of 

personal expression—a foregrounded political dimension. Rachel Gabara’s chapter in 

the Global Art Cinema collection interrogates the usual opposition between Third 

Cinema and Second Cinema, the former being the revolutionary, political movements 

that sought to counter the supposed apoliticism of the latter’s Eurocentric productions. 

Gabara claims West African filmmaker Abderrahmane Sissako goes beyond this usual 

opposition, making formally experimental work that enacts revolutionary politics (Gabara 

320). Sissako’s and others’ hybrid forms of documentary reject conventional 

ethnographic gazes used by European filmmakers on the African continent and 

experiment with forms that mix personal voice and history, documentary and fiction. He 

“[replaces] art cinema’s investigations of individual psychological reality with 

explorations of individuals in their historical and political contexts, reclaiming at the 

same time a first-person voice for Third Cinema” (331). This finding speaks to the newer 

purposes to which conceptions of art cinema are being put: as global ways for 

filmmakers and critics across cultures and contexts to enact power and meaning.   
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 Art cinema obviously entails much more than these strands. It has been 

articulated contrary to commercial industries and narrative forms of filmmaking; writ 

large as an exhibition industry; appropriated for cultural or financial values; and 

deployed as a global network not bound by traditional geographies. The open-ended 

nature of art cinema does not make it a poor organizing principle. But the term is only as 

useful as the attempts to unpack it are thorough.  
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