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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This thesis explores the agency and practices of visual material in the construction of 

collective memory and national identity. It is grounded in the case study of one 

particular institution, the Centre national de l’audiovisuel (CNA) in Luxembourg, and in 

the institutional life and transformations of a specific body of images, Luxembourg’s 

Amateur Film Collection and the exhibition Hidden Images mounted in 2007. The CNA 

is Luxembourg’s central repository for film, photography and sound documents brought 

together under the rubric of ‘national heritage’. The amateur film archive comprises 

today about 10.000 objects from the 1920s to the mid 1970s. Made in Luxembourg or 

by people from Luxembourg, the movies, and even more so the film stills as a 

condensed version of the archive, represent the nation, yet as an ensemble they remain 

contained, making a close examination possible. I consider in this context that images 

are not however only indexical referents, but also, and especially, bundled objects 

existing materially in the world, entangled in a complex tissue of social interactions and 

practices, tensioned between document and art work and interwoven with shifting 

institutional aspirations.  Drawing on the work of Ingold, I characterize this as a 

meshwork, in which everything is connected and visual objects evolve organically, 

subject to internal and external influences. Thus, this thesis observes the private family 

films as they meet and mesh with the public institution CNA where they develop new 

agency as historical documents, as works of art or triggers of collective memory.  It 

explores the filmed material in relation to the national and institutional politics of the 

CNA’s emergence, the shifting culture of curatorial intention and ambition for the 

collection, the hierarchies of information within CNA. By making visible the lines, the 

connections and the nodes of this meshwork, as well as its patterns of disruption and 

fracture, this study highlights the varying interactions with Luxembourg’s Amateur 
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Film Collection in particular, and, more generally, the performative nature of family 

photographs and films as they are used to construct images of nationality. The small 

scale of Luxembourg as a nation-state presents a demonstrable case study of the ecology 

of images in national identity building and makes an unusually grounded contribution to 

the wider debate about the ways in which images strengthen a sense of belonging, and 

how archives and museums use photography and film to construct and articulate visions 

of nationhood.  
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FREEZE-FRAMES 

A Preface 

 

  

 

“In a way, it started with a lucky coincidence. I am a film editor by trade, and I was 

working on Anne Schroeder’s documentary film Histoire(s) de Jeunesse(s) [Histories of 

Youth(s)]. As the movie was illustrated by amateur films and home movies [from the 

archive of Luxembourg’s Centre national de l’audiovisuel], she would bring in whole 

boxes of video cassettes, and this is what happened: during the editing process, you are 

always busy going back and forth through the film, looking for images, for shots, and 

all of a sudden, there was that one shot, and I thought: ‘Oh, this shot is beautiful!’ Then 

I started to look more closely. At the editing board you are looking at every single 

image; there is that little knob to move forward or to go back, and so, all of a sudden, I 

stopped at one image and I said to myself: ‘But this image is magnificent!’ And, seeing 

it, I thought: ‘It doesn’t belong to me.’ Still I kept it. I exported the image, thinking: ‘It 

is really great!’ 

 

I have always been interested in photography. I studied cinema, but the interest 

in photography has remained. After all, editing is very much focused on images, on 

framing etc. Therefore, when I saw a second image […] I thought: ‘There must be more 

than only one or two of these. Certainly there must be others.’ And so, in the evening I 

stayed on with the images and I started to search the [amateur] films to see if there were 

more frames, or if this was only a coincidence. And, in fact, as I slowly started my 

search, I discovered several images, and I thought: ‘Wow, this is interesting!’  

 

What I really loved was the fact that these images, to me, were not only linked 

to a familial, psychological or sociological emotion. It really was an aesthetic emotion, 

like seeing a photograph from a professional photographer, and when I say 

photographer, I mean a really good one. And I liked this, because there was this mix of 
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very different emotions, with the aesthetic side of photography and the vibrant aspect of 

amateur films, where you are close to people and friendships. 

I thought that it would be great to make an exhibition with these photos. My goal was to 

make a real photographic exhibition, and not an ‘amateur’ show, because I thought that 

these images needed to be given a different status, so that they could be seen for what 

they truly are, and to detach them from their context, so that they could be seen as an 

oeuvre in their own right. So, this was my goal, and it was at that moment that I 

approached the CNA with the idea of a show.” 

        

 

Yves Dorme to Françoise Poos, Interview, December 2012 

 

 

 

Dorme’s wish was granted. The exhibition, revealingly titled Hidden Images, opened on 

7 December 2007 at the Centre national de l’audiovisuel (CNA) in Luxembourg as a 

lavishly designed artistic installation, combining film clips and stills from the national 

Amateur Film Collection. Many guests had been invited to attend the opening night, 

and I, an occasional collaborator of the institution, was among them, marvelling at the 

aesthetic image surfaces, at wedding pictures or birthday shots, familiar landscapes, 

gestures and expressions frozen in time, preserved for the future. I was moved; these 

images spoke to me about a common past, about childhood memories and bonds of 

belonging. Yet I couldn’t help wondering: Where did these images come from? There 

was not much information available in the gallery. Who were the people who made 

them? What did they mean to their makers? And: What did they come to mean as an 

exhibition? Why was it important for the CNA to display them in such a particular 

fashion, as art objects? On my way out, I was given an exhibition catalogue as a present, 

and I took this portable version of the show back to my home. I went through the 

pictures and the accompanying texts many times since that night in 2007. This 

compelling interest for the Hidden Images from the CNA archive has remained, 

together with the desire to discover their hidden meaning and history. The combination 

of both was the genesis of my research interest and this thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

This dissertation is about images and agency. It pursues the more general questions of 

what images do, and how they are encountered and understood in certain environmental 

frameworks. More specifically it looks at what images do in public institutions, archives 

or museums in the context of nation building, but it also investigates what these 

institutions do with and to images, how they use them and construct meaning with them. 

I am addressing my theoretical reflections through the study of one particular institution 

of national relevance, the Centre national de l’audiovisuel (CNA) in Luxembourg, and 

one specific body of images, the Hidden Images exhibition as a remediated version of 

the Centre’s Amateur Film Collection. I shall argue that this exhibition is effectively a 

metonym for a series of institutional values, processes and practices. 

 

The CNA was created in 1989 with the mandate to collect, to preserve and to 

promote the country’s audio-visual heritage. Its advent on the cultural scene was a 

moment of historical significance. Not only did it officially acknowledge the 

importance of film, photography and sound in the constitution of a common cultural 

memory, but it also confirmed a burgeoning field of striving professionals, practitioners 

as well as theoreticians, in their efforts to explore and to develop audio-visual culture in 

Luxembourg. I was still at university, studying the relations between literature and film 

or media more generally, while the creation of the Centre was debated in Parliament. 

Soon enough however I would myself start to gravitate toward the CNA. My growing 

interest in moving and still images and their combination with sound to convey meaning 

provided the natural pull. But the same interest also led to a number of questions. 

 

 The Hidden Images exhibition occurred at a pivotal moment in the life of the 

institution and therefore is, as I have already suggested, of particular relevance for this 

study. Made entirely from archived image stock, it marked the festive inauguration of 
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the CNA’s new, grand facilities with exhibition galleries, cinema theatres and a media 

library in addition to large archival spaces. The institution could finally come ‘out of the 

shadows’ of its former, makeshift location; public outreach had become possible after 

18 years of a more discrete work of gathering material and constituting a collection. In 

2007, the national audio-visual heritage could be made visible at last and the ‘new’ 

CNA would provide the appropriate, professional framework. The Hidden Images 

exhibition, with its artistic layout and sophisticated museum design, was visible proof of 

the institution’s new potency and vigour. It can also be considered as the epitome of the 

CNA’s artistic aspirations that had formed over the years.  

 

However, the CNA was created as the nation’s central repository for audio-

visual heritage objects. Consequently, the artfully presented selection of amateur images 

from the mid 1920s to the early 1970s as a lush series of filmic family snaps needs to be 

considered beyond a mere art discourse. It is linked to notions of representation of the 

nation and national identity through photography and film from a domestic or amateur 

background. In this context, Dorme’s opening statements raise a number of key issues 

which characterise the biographical development of the institution: How does the CNA 

interpret its mission to preserve and to promote the national audio-visual heritage? What 

role do images play? How are they made to perform in order to construct meaning? 

What do the images want themselves? Why was the need to give  “a different status” to 

the institution’s Amateur Film Collection so strongly felt by Dorme, and why and how 

did it resonate with the visual politics of the CNA more generally? There seems to be a 

shift in the interpretation of the institution’s mandates. How did that happen? And: what 

is the place of memory at the CNA today?  

 

These are the core questions underlying my research, leading to the general aim 

to investigate how memory and identity are negotiated at the CNA, and how the 

institution makes meaning of photography and film in the context of its specific 

mandate in the field of heritage. While my study is important for the assessment of 

cultural and institutional politics on a national level, it also contributes more generally 

to the field of visual culture by analysing how images strengthen a sense of belonging, 

and how archives or museums use photography and film to build visions of nationality. 
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The small scale of Luxembourg as a nation-state enables the undertaking of a 

demonstrable case study of the agency of images in institutions and makes an unusually 

grounded contribution to the field. 

 

The key theoretical strands of this dissertation therefore revolve around notions 

of the nation and its representation, and about (audio-)visual archives or museums as 

storehouses and shapers of memory and identity. Within this framework I am looking at 

images, moving and still, not only as visual surfaces or indexical referents, but as 

material objects entangled in social practices and relationships. Their performative 

nature also plays an important part in my considerations, as does their circulation 

through time and space. Most importantly however, I propose to look at images not as 

isolated occurrences, but as bundled objects entangled and embedded in a larger 

meshwork of nodal points and lines of growth, where they interact continuously with 

the eco-system of which they are part, and change status, form and meaning with 

fluidity. These are complex and sometimes entangled concepts. Therefore I propose to 

outline and position them, regrouped in clusters, before they weave in more detail 

through core chapters of my dissertation. 

	
	
1. Nation, Identity, Archive 

 

The CNA, as the name indicates, is a national cultural institution. Therefore 

ideas of ‘nation’ and ‘identity’ are relevant for my analysis, as well as considerations 

about how identity is negotiated in national cultural institutions. In the vast debate about 

nation, I am subsequently more particularly interested in discussions about culture as a 

way to express belonging (Gellner 1983, Smith 1998, Appadurai 1996, Billig 1995, 

Edensor 2002), and national communities as constructs around a common culture 

(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983, Anderson 1983, Bennett 1995, Samuel 1985, Wright 

1985, Hall 1993). Indeed, argued Ernest Gellner, culture as a shared “system of ideas 

and signs and associations and ways of behaving and communicating” (Gellner 1983: 6) 

is the corner stone of a common belonging. Importantly however, culture is not static, 

nor is it only based on heritage and traditions from the past. It is a dynamic constituent, 

“an active shaping repertoire of meanings and images [which unites] a group of people 
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with shared experiences and memories and differentiate[s] them from outsiders” (Smith 

1998: 187). Moreover the nation is a construct of invented traditions inculcating 

“certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies 

continuity with the past” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983:2). These values and norms and 

their repeated or even routine performance again can be seen as building blocks of 

nations as “imagined communities”: citizens bound together by a deep “comradeship of 

belonging” although their members “will never know most of their fellow-members” 

(Anderson 1983: 4). This belonging can be flagged as overtly nationalistic, or it can be 

discrete and banal (Billig 1995); it can be triggered by the reading of a common 

newspaper as Benedict Anderson stated in his analysis, but it can also be amplified 

through habit, the everyday and popular culture (Bachelard 1969, de Certeau 1974, 

Connerton 1989, Billig 1995, Macgregor Wise 2000, Edensor 2002, Bell 2003). 

Importantly however, the nation is always a symbolic formation beyond geographical 

borders, a system of representation, producing “an idea of the nation as an ‘imagined 

community’ with whose meanings we [can] identify and which, through this imaginary 

identification, [constitutes] its citizens as ‘subjects’ (in both of Foucault’s senses of 

‘subjection’ –subject of and subjected to the nation)” (Hall 1993: 354).  

 

In the creation of this imagined community culture is tightly interwoven with 

politics: the fragmented, post-industrial state invents the nation and simultaneously 

fabricates its culture (Fleury 2011: 75). It is a way of giving meaning to the new entity, 

or in Anderson’s terms, to give it  “emotional legitimacy” (1983: 4) in order to build 

social cohesion between otherwise splintered groups and communities. The 

repercussions of this nation building and the related production of cultural memory 

reach far into the 20th century and the creation of the CNA in Luxembourg can be seen 

as the consequence of a political intention to constitute a nation around its audio-visual 

heritage. The politics of representation of the nation linked to the creation of the CNA 

are the main focus of Chapter I. The representation of the nation through privately 

produced visual material is a key element of Chapter VI, where I analyse how national 

identification is produced through the unreflexive knowledge of the banal everyday of a 

geographical space (Billig 1995, Edensor 2002).  
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What defines Luxembourg as a nation though? Are there specific qualities or 

characteristics of “Luxembourgishness”? What is the common culture around which the 

Luxembourgish nation is built? What are its symbolic forms or patterns of emotional 

belonging? And what should we be looking for in the CNA Amateur Film Collection to 

see ‘Luxembourgishness’ at work? The themes of nationality and identity in 

Luxembourg will be recurring throughout the dissertation, and thus they necessitate a 

few introductory remarks. Moreover the subject is currently actively debated in 

Luxembourg, as the demographic situation and the societal outlook of the country have 

considerably changed since 1985. Indeed, of a total population of 563,000 inhabitants in 

2015, there were 45,9% foreign residents from roughly 170 different nationalities living 

in Luxembourg. The largest minority group is the Portuguese community with 16.4 % 

of the population. A massive Portuguese immigration started in the mid-1960s as a 

consequence of a regulation allowing for family reunion for migrant workers (see also 

Chapter I). They are followed today by the French (7.0%), Italians (3.5%), Belgians 

(3.3%) and Germans (2.3%). Only 6.5% of the resident population are non-EU 

nationals. Importantly however, every day about 164,000 commuters from France, 

Belgium and Germany cross the borders to come to work in Luxembourg, so that the 

country’s workforce is made up of 70% of immigrants and non-resident commuters.1 

 

Luxembourg was a founding member of Benelux in 1947, as well as of the 

European Coal and Steel Community (1952), the European Economic Community 

(1957) and the European Union (1958). As such it was a major player in the European 

integration process. The country was also a founding member of NATO,2 the OECD,3 

the OSCE4 and of the United Nations. There is undeniably a broad international 

outlook. The national language is ‘Lëtzebuergesch’. The legislative language however 

is French, while administrative languages and languages used for legal purposes are 

																																																								
1 statec-sip-lux2015-EN.pdf 
2 The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) was founded on 4 April 1949 through the North Atlantic Treaty. 
This treaty was preceded in 1948 by the signature of the Treaty of Brussels by Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Luxembourg, France, and the United Kingdom and the creation of the Western European Defense Organisation that 
would lead to the creation of NATO. See http://www.nato.int/ 
3  The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) aims at promoting policies that will 
improve the economic and social well-being of people around the world. It was established in 1948 to run the US-
financed Marshall Plan. See http://www.oecd.org/about/history/ 
4 The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) was founded in 1975 at the Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) held in Helsinki, Finland. See: http://www.osce.org/ 
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Luxembourgish, French and German. All three languages are taught in primary 

education, while English is added in secondary education. Multi-linguism and multi-

culturalism are part of the lived everyday in Luxembourg. It is a complex societal 

situation, and though a healthy economy generally allows for a harmonious cohabitation 

of many cultures and languages in the small nation-state, there are frictions, triggered 

specifically in times of global unrest, such as the financial crisis in 2008 or the current 

refugee crisis impacting all European countries. Moreover, there is little general 

knowledge of Luxembourg abroad, and a negative image linked to the profitable 

banking sector and financial dealing, spread in the international press often only gives a 

narrow, even stereotypical, view of the country. 

 

Issues of national identity and belonging then become particularly important, to 

the point that the current government –a coalition of the Democratic, the Socialist and 

the Green Parties- decided to launch a ‘nation branding’ initiative in 2014,5 in order to 

define the national community and to position the Luxembourgish identity on an 

international level. According to the official government website, the objectives of this 

nation branding exercise were “to build the worldwide awareness and reputation of a 

country,	to enhance the attractiveness towards tourists, investors, companies and skilled 

workforce, and to increase its cultural, political and economic influence”.6 To be 

efficient, therefore, “the nation brand must reflect the national identity, while 

highlighting its strengths in an attractive way”.7 The study resulted in the elaboration of 

the country’s profile, and crystallised the three following main characteristics as 

particular signs of Luxembourgishness: openness, reliability and dynamism. 

Consequently, states the on-line report, the country would appear as an attractive “ally 

for moving forward together”.8 

 

If this is the ‘official’ contemporary identity of Luxembourg, The Hidden 

Images from the CNA Amateur Film Collection however give insight into a more 

remote version of Luxembourg. The privately produced visual material gathered in the 

																																																								
5 http://www.nationbranding.lu/en/#toNationBranding 
6 http://www.nationbranding.lu/en/what-is-nation-branding/ 
7 idem 
8 http://fr.calameo.com/read/0007238949a6b90e444f0 
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CNA archives stretches over a time span of about 50 years, between the early 1920s and 

the mid 1970s. The Hidden Images, their soft rolling landscapes marked by green 

woods and yellow fields, the cheerful, open faces of people in their Sunday clothes 

point to a rural nation with a population deeply rooted to the soil. It is the land between 

the rivers Alzette, the Moselle and the Sauer, the nation sung by native poets and 

projected in the national anthem as ‘Ons Heemecht’, ‘Our Homeland’:  

 

In its dark wooded wreath, / Quietly guarded by peace, / So without 

pomp, without expensive shine / It cosily, sweetly smiles. 

Its people may be deemed happy. / These are no idle dreams: / How 

homey ‘t is to live in it, / How good it is to be at home.9  

 

During the period covered by the CNA Amateur Film Collection, the steel industry was 

already firmly established in the south of Luxembourg, but overall, the country 

maintained a traditional, rural aspect, and it is this which is largely represented in the 

Hidden Images. Moreover, the population remained contained. Statistics show only 

313,050 inhabitants on 1st January 1960. The massive Portuguese immigration wave 

toward Luxembourg due to lesser economic development in their homestead and a 

favourable political agreement for migrants between the two countries started only later 

in the 1960s, as I have noted before. The 2007 exhibition and its accompanying 

catalogue thus present the everyday of the small nation-state, rooted in local traditions 

and customs, mostly untouched yet by ‘europeanisation’ and globalisation. I will 

explore the everyday and the popular culture expressed in the Hidden Images in relation 

to national identity more thoroughly in Chapter VI. 

 

Significantly however, the years leading to the creation of the CNA in 1989 

were anticipating the decisive changes that were to affect the country in the future. They 

present relevant parallels to the current socio-political situation in Luxembourg. The 

1970s too were marked by societal changes and instabilities owing to a worldwide 

economic recession and to an increasing flux of migrants supplementing an insufficient 

																																																								
9 Michel Lentz, 1859. Ons Heemecht. “An sengem donkle Bëscherkranz,/Vum Fridde stëll bewaacht,/Sou ouni Pronk 
an deire Glanz/Gemittlech léif et laacht;/Säi Vollek frou sech soë kann,/An 't si keng eidel Dreem:/Wéi wunnt et sech 
sou heemlech dran,/Wéi as 't sou gutt doheem!” See: http://www.nationalanthems.info/lu.htm 
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national workforce. The national identity, perceived as being under threat of 

disappearing, was heatedly debated as well. A university, which could have provided a 

constructive academic framework to steer the discussions was still missing at the time. 

Due to the small size of the country and the population, a full-fledged academic 

institution was neither considered necessary, nor useful for many years. Therefore 

students had to get their academic education abroad until the Université du Luxembourg 

was created in 2003. Studies about identity, or more precisely and pertinently the plural 

identities in Luxembourg have been flourishing since,10 but before 2003 academic 

investigations were scarce and only linked to individual projects. As I will develop in 

Chapter I, the response to the societal tensions in the 1970s came from a reformative 

government and its Minister of Culture, the socialist Robert Krieps. The result was the 

creation of a number of cultural institutions, among which the national audio-visual 

archive CNA, the object of this study. 

 

Archives, such as CNA, become a crucial part in the formation of cultural 

memory and national identity. As physical sites and working institutions they gather 

objects and documents of national relevance, and as political bodies, they define the 

discourse of the nation.11 On the first level, archives are “concerned with the organic 

nature of records creation and accumulation” (Schwartz 2015: 21). They collect, store 

and organise material culture objects from the nation’s past. Moreover, stressed archives 

scholar Eric Ketelaar, archives are also spaces of “shared custody and trust” (2009: 

120), necessary for the building of a group identity. As such they are a “moral 

imperative for one’s belonging to a community. The common past, sustained through 

time into the present, is what gives continuity, cohesion and coherence to a community. 

To be a community […] involves an embeddedness in its past and, consequently, in the 

																																																								
10 See for instance, Kmec, Péporté et al, Inventing Luxembourg : representations of the past, space and language 
from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century, Brill, Leiden, 2011, Ammann and Gretscher, Doing Identity in 
Luxembourg: subjective approximations - institutional attributions - socio-cultural milieus. Transcript, Bielefeld 
2011 or Kmec, Majerus et al, Lieux de Mémoire au Luxembourg (volumes 1 and 2). Editions Saint Paul, Luxembourg 
2007 and 2011. 
11 There is a growing body of post-modernist literature emanating from within the archival profession, concerned to 
understand archives both as keepers of records and as active shapers of memory and identity.  For a detailed 
discussion about the intricate relation of archives, records and power, see the insightful paper by Joan M. Schwartz 
and Terry Cook quoted in my introduction. For reflections about shifting archival paradigms, see Evidence, memory, 
identity, and community (2013) by Terry Cook or Eric Ketelaar (2005 and 2009) also quoted in the introduction. 
Moreover, the journals Archival Science or Archivaria reflect the on-going debate among archivists and archival 
scholars about how to assess their practices and the role in contemporary societies with numerous papers on the 
subject. 
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memory texts through which the past is mediated” (Ketelaar 2005: 54). As repositories 

and working institutions, archives connect the present with the past and therefore create 

continuity. 

 

Importantly however, archives are also spaces where knowledge about the 

common past and identity are debated, where decisions are made about what is worth 

knowing and remembering and what can be or needs to be forgotten. “Archives then”, 

said archival scholars Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook, “are not passive storehouses of 

old stuff, but active sites where social power is negotiated, contested, confirmed” 

(Schwartz and Cook 2002: 1). Indeed, in its singular form, the archive has become a key 

concept in the history of knowledge and the establishment of power, theorised by 

philosophers such as Foucault (1969), de Certeau (1986), Derrida (1994) or Ricoeur 

(1985) for instance. As such the archive has been defined as “the law that determines 

what can be said” (Foucault 1969: 187). It is an “authorised repository” (Ricoeur 1985: 

187), and it is based on principles of selecting and discarding (Assmann 2008). The 

archive is, as historian of science Cornelia Vismann stated, a “chamber of the real” 

[Kammer des Realen] (Vismann 2000: 47). “It is the starting point of certain histories, 

while others never emerge” (Ebeling and Günzel 2009: 9). Not everything can be said 

or shown. Moreover, the political discourse about the nation shapes the archive, which, 

again, shapes the image of the nation.  

 

Throughout my dissertation I will analyse the CNA both as a working archiving 

institution where audio-visual memory objects from Luxembourg are gathered, stored 

and made accessible for future generations and as a ‘discursive space’ in which 

photographic or filmic records are made meaningful (Krauss 1992, Sekula 1992), a 

system of representation defining which image of the nation can be shown and which 

one not. These themes are particularly important in Chapters I to III as they give insight 

into the creation of the CNA and the first archiving projects of the institution. They are 

also fundamental to understand future developments in the institution, and they will 

appear in chapters V and VI as significant elements in the discussion of the Hidden 

Images exhibition project.  
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2. Memory, Heritage and Museums  

 

The CNA was created with the main mandate to gather and to promote Luxembourg’s 

audio-visual memory or heritage. The institution therefore functions both as an archive 

and as a museum. Consequently, memory, heritage and their coming together in the 

museum space are key notions of the theoretical framework of this dissertation.  More 

particularly I am interested in memory individually expressed through mediated 

memory objects such as photographs or films (Chalfen 1986, Kuhn 1995, Kuhn & 

McAllister 2006; Hirsch 1991; Hirsch 1997, Van Dijk 2007) and transformed into 

social or cultural forms of commemoration by archives or museums (Assmann 2008, 

Bal 1999, Crane 2000, Erll 2011, Erll and Rigney 2012).  

 

In his seminal analysis Les Cadres sociaux de la mémoire (1925), sociologist 

Maurice Halbwachs most influentially situated collective memory in social frameworks 

where it is shaped and constructed around the prevalent narratives of dominant social 

groups to which individual memory conforms. According to Halbwachs, the past is 

continually being revised as memories are changing or being re-interpreted over time. 

Therefore, importantly, the remembered past, historically, can only be known through 

fixed representations, or material residues (Halbwachs 1925, Hutton 1993, Assmann 

2008, Hoelscher 2011). These can be documents, monuments, museums, paintings, 

photographs, films or other forms of commemoration. However, as much as these 

“commemorative leavings” (Hutton 1993: 8) represent visions or versions of the past, 

they often do not give direct access to the past as they are cut from their original 

context. Nevertheless, the connections to past experiences do not need to be entirely 

lost, as I am going to argue in the final chapters of this dissertation investigating one 

particular kind of mediated memory object: home mode images (Chalfen 1986), and 

more particularly, home movies and amateur films. For my discussions about how to 

recreate this “living context” (Berger 1980: 57) for family films and photographs I draw 

on theory of photographs as bundled objects (Rose 2010; Pinney 2005; Pinney 2010; 

Edwards & Hart 2004; Edwards 2009), which I will explain in a subsequent section. 
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Interest in memory is often triggered by societal changes or accelerations in pace 

(Halbwachs 1925, Le Goff 1992, Lowenthal 1985, Nora 2004 and 2011). Memory, 

then, creates the link between a fast moving present that is often difficult to grasp and 

the more comforting traditions of the past. Moreover, stated French historian Pierre 

Nora, memory appears as a democratic form of history: “Unlike history, which has 

always been in the hands of the public authorities, of scholars and specialised peer 

groups, memory has acquired all the new privileges and prestige of a popular protest 

movement” (Nora 2002: 7). As such memory has fed a rapidly booming heritage 

industry that made the past accessible to the masses.12 “Collective memory thus 

compensates for loss” (Crane 2011: 105), and commemorative activities, such as the 

preservation of heritage, “attempt to stabilize and clarify the past that remains elusive” 

(Hoelscher 2011: 206). Heritage, memory and identity are therefore closely linked, as 

heritage “consists of the valorisation and preservation by individuals and groups of 

traces of the past that are thought to embody their cultural identity” (Raj Isar, Viejo-

Rose and Anheier 2011:3). However, as French historian François Hartog argued:  

 

“It is less a question of an obvious, assertive identity, more a question of an 

uneasy identity that risks disappearing or is largely forgotten, obliterated, or 

repressed: an identity in search of itself, to be exhumed, assembled, or even 

invented. In this way, heritage comes to define less that which one possesses, 

what one has, than circumscribing what one is, without having known, or even 

been capable of knowing. Heritage thus becomes an invitation for collective 

anamnesis. The ‘ardent obligation’ of heritage, with its requirements for 

conservation, renovation and commemoration is added to the ‘duty’ of memory, 

with its recent public translation of repentance (Hartog 2007:19)  

 

																																																								
12 The	literature	on	heritage	is	vast.	Most influential for my analysis has been Raphael Samuel’s seminal 
investigation of Theatres of Memory (1994) in defence of heritage as a general good as well as Pierre Nora’s analysis 
of Lieux de Mémoire (1989) in France. For a substantial critique of the “rage to preserve the past” see David 
Lowenthal’s discussion of nostalgia and self-aggrandisement in relation to heritage in The Past is a Foreign Country 
(1985) or Patrick Wright on Living in an Old Country (1985 and 2009 for the updated version and preface). As the 
debate about heritage expands into the twenty-first century, Sharon Macdonald’s in-depth analysis of heritage and 
identity in Europe in Memorylands (2013) is notable. For a broader investigation of heritage, memory and identity on 
a global level, see Helmut K. Anheiner and Yudhishtir Raj Isar’s edited volume on the subject in Cultures and 
Globalization (2011). 
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This idea of an ‘”uneasy identity” that needs to be found before it can be asserted is 

particularly relevant for my study, as the creation of the CNA coincided with a time of 

social and economic uncertainty in Luxembourg. An expanded consideration of this 

theoretical framework will inform more particularly my reflections in Chapter I, but it 

will remain important throughout the dissertation. 

 

For the conservation of heritage and the assertion of cultural identity, museums 

play a crucial part. They endow objects with meaning and importance. “Being collected 

means being valued and remembered institutionally”, said Susan Crane (2000: 2).  At 

the same time, museums can be considered as “storehouses of memory”: “a repository 

of memory, location of the collections that form the basis of cultural or national 

identity, of scientific knowledge and aesthetic values” (Crane 2000: 3-4). Or, as media 

archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst argued: “As depot (for filing and registering), the 

museum implies not history but rather memory –the preservation of objects as memory 

triggers and archival resources” (Ernst 2000: 25). As such, museums are external 

memory spaces. They preserve and they display, and through display, they transmit 

memory to the public. They ‘fix’ memory, thus constituting “an apparent permanence of 

the recollected, organised in static time and space. Memory of cultures, nature and 

nations is set to trigger memory in and for multiple, diverse collectives. These memories 

then become components of identities” (Crane 2000: 3). Museums thus mediate 

between the past, the present and the future, and between publics, determining, similarly 

to archives, what will be shown and what not. As a consequence, “the museum [has 

become] a medium in the proper sense” (Ernst 2000: 31).  

 

The analysis of the CNA as storehouse and medium of memory is a central 

theme of this dissertation. Considerations about how memory is negotiated at the CNA 

are particularly important in my investigations of the Hidden Images exhibition as an 

epitome of the institution’s image and memory practices developed in Chapters V and 

VI. However, they also play an important role in my analysis in Chapter IV, where I 

discuss the architectural frame of the new CNA building. Here, the discourses 

surrounding its conception and the messages it conveys as medium of memory merge in 

a physical and geographical setting. Design, I will argue, becomes core to the 
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articulation of these values, while it also materialises the important tensions within the 

institution that I will further explore in my analysis of the Hidden Images exhibition 

project. 

 

 

3. Images, Bundled Objects and Compressed Performances 

 

If this dissertation is about images and agency in the framework of building memory 

and identity, then leading questions need to be about where the action and impact of 

images comes from and how it becomes apparent. The most obvious manifestation of 

the power of images resides in their visual surfaces. In that sense, the Hidden Images 

from the CNA archive provided a particularly attractive selection with compelling 

motifs and subtle, artistic framings, keeping the public tightly bound to the indexical 

trace. However, a semiotic analysis of images’ content alone does not yield much 

information about why the home movies from the CNA archive came to be shown in 

such a particular way, and how they became such moving memory objects. I therefore 

propose to look at the CNA exhibition artefacts in particular and images in general 

precisely “beyond the visual” (Edwards 2006, 2008, Rose 2004) and to consider them 

as material objects embedded in a complex organic tissue of social relations, practices 

and exchanges (Edwards and Hart 2004, Edwards 2010, Batchen 2004, Pinney 2005, 

Rose 2007 and 2010). In other words, I look at images as “working objects” (Frizot 

1998: 12) with active agency and specific material qualities as they develop as 

“compressed performances” over time (Pinney 2005: 259).  

 

To build my argument I draw on work by Elizabeth Edwards on the 

photographic object as material culture: this view stresses “the social dynamic of 

photographs in specific cultural environments, as photographic objects are handled, 

caressed, stroked […] talked about and sung to in ways that blur the distinction between 

person, index and thing”. As material objects, photographs trigger a number of 

performances, continued Edwards, and these reinforce their “physical presence in the 

social world” (Edwards 2010: Loc 1081 of 8929 Kindle Edition). However, while it is 

the image that motivates these actions and performances, their material support plays an 
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important part too: it grounds them physically in their social and geographical 

environment, and therefore it is an integral part of the performative actions they trigger. 

Materiality and image are two inseparable components of the visual object. I will extend 

this way of thinking about photographs as bundled, material objects to films as well, as 

the Hidden Images project involved both moving and still images, travelling fluidly 

from one environment to another, to be ultimately united in one sophisticated exhibition 

design.  

 

The material qualities of visual objects also link photographs and films to the 

world of the senses. The pleasures they trigger are not only visual, but multi-sensory, as 

scholars from photography (Pinney 2005, Edwards 2006 and 2010, Rose 2007), film 

(Mulvey 2009; Barker 2009; Marks 2000) and more generally from image studies 

(Mitchell 2005) have argued. Looking at images is embodied, as the whole body 

becomes engaged with the material, performative object. Thus cultural theorist W.T.J. 

Mitchell for instance insisted that there are no pure ‘visual media’, and that “natural 

vision itself is a braiding and nesting of the optical and tactile” (Mitchell 2005: 263). 

Similarly anthropologist Christopher Pinney coined the term “corpothetics” to stress 

“the sensory embrace of images, the bodily engagement that most people […] have with 

artworks” (Pinney 2001:	158). “In this photographs [and films] become memory texts, 

trigger emotion, elicit feeling, create affect, not merely through visual apprehension of 

content, but through their material and sensory qualities as objects” (Edwards 2010: Loc 

1093 of 8929). These combined notions of materiality, affect and memory are key to my 

consideration, in chapters V and VI, of the way in which home movies from the CNA 

archive were encountered by Yves Dorme as objects of affect and memory, and how 

they were subsequently transformed into a multi-sensory exhibition display to speak to 

a broader public. Again the ideas I outline here will be brought into more extensive play 

at that point in my dissertation. 

 

Materiality however plays another crucial part in the development of my 

argument around institutions, images and identity. Not only do photographs and films as 

material practices speak of agency and affect, but their material conservation and 

presentation also reveals personal and institutional projections as well as rhetorics of 
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value. Here I draw on combined reflections from Elizabeth Edwards (2009) and 

anthropologist Corinne Kratz (2011) about how worth and meaning is constituted 

through materiality and display.  This position becomes especially pertinent in Chapters 

V and VI, where I identify and consider the place of memory at the CNA and the 

recurring and symptomatic patterns of functioning of the institution, as well as 

disruptive tensions in the archive.  

 

Considered over time, the home movies from the CNA archive have come to be 

many different things: building blocks of family identity, documents of historical 

relevance, aesthetic artefacts and objects of cultural memory. Thus, I argue throughout 

this dissertation that the home movies from Luxembourg’s national audio-visual 

archives change status and location, and even sometimes appearances, not in a linear 

fashion, but often in unpredictable ways, with disruptions and fractures along many life 

lines, all the while they remain the same: family films. But how is this possible? How 

can objects, and more precisely photographs or films, have not one, but several 

identities? And still remain the same? At an early stage of my research, I was 

influenced by Arjun Appadurai’s (1986) concept of the “social biography” of objects 

and the connected method of observing things in motion at different stages of their 

trajectory. However, the traditional social biography model revealed itself inconclusive 

for my investigations. Not only does it ultimately affirm the predominance of culture 

over objects by endowing things with quasi-human characteristics (Pinney 2005: 259), 

it also addresses the trajectory of objects, in space as well as in time, in a linear way. It 

sees things travelling from one life stage to the next –consecutively, which does not 

apply for my particular case study. Therefore I turned again to reflections about images 

as material culture, drawing especially on Pinney’s work (2005) about the materiality 

of images and his thoughts about the spatio-temporal perception of photographs.  

 

In his analysis of how things happen and from which moment objects come 

from, Pinney tried to find a way to define images from different vantage points in space 

and in time, placing their specific objecthood in the centre of his considerations. He 

argued that images are “densely compressed performances unfolding in unpredictable 

ways” (2005: 269), meaning that images, as any other objects, contain a series of 
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declensional forms or identities that appear only over time. Notions of the German 

philosopher Edmund Husserl’s theory of the ‘transcendent’ object (1913) resonate 

throughout Pinney’s writing. Indeed, to briefly summarise Husserl’s key 

phenomenological idea: objects transcend immediate perception as they display an 

infinite number of often surprising features that only become apparent in the course of 

longer observations. Therefore an object can have many “flexional forms” (Pinney 

2005: 267). Objects and therefore also images have a complex identity that exceeds the 

present (Pinney 2005: 268). In other words: there is more to images than what can be 

seen from one position in time, and the features that are eventually displayed are not 

necessarily coterminous with their historical context of creation. The family films from 

the CNA collection illustrate this point. Therefore the analysis of the various 

performances of the home movies as they unfold over the years is central to my 

theoretical reflections and sustains my core argument to consider photographs and films 

beyond their image surfaces as bundled objects entangled in a wide range of significant 

social practices. 

 

 

4. Meshworks and Eco-Systems 

 

As discussed in the previous section, I have chosen to investigate the Hidden Images 

exhibition and the Amateur Film Collection from the CNA archives as objects within a 

complex organic tissue of social relations and exchanges. The methodological model 

that I have been following for my study therefore is based on observation, and can be 

considered as broadly anthropological (Rose 2007). This brings certain concepts into 

play, such as agency, which I have already touched on. Indeed, I am looking at how the 

home movies from the CNA archive display their various performances: from the 

arrival of the home movies at the institution, to their embodied encounter in the editing 

room where they collided with personal projections, and their meeting and meshing 

with institutional politics and imaginations as a multi-media exhibition.  

 

However, the films from the CNA Amateur Collection do not conform to a 

linearity. Nor are their life stages consecutive, as I have discussed above, and an 
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analysis based on the concept of a ‘social biography’ revealed itself as unsatisfactory. 

As visual objects, the ‘hidden images’ from the CNA archives move back and forth 

between multiple geographical and conceptual spaces, and sometimes, different 

interactions or performances occur simultaneously. Moreover, at each interaction the 

tissue of social relationships generated by the images expands. Therefore it rapidly 

became clear that I needed to look at the visual objects not in an isolated, but in a 

connected, interrelated way. Ways of thinking about networks as complex social 

assemblages and connections as expounded by Bruno Latour, offers a productive frame 

through which to think about the multiple connections of CNA’s films. As Latour has 

argued,  “the notion of network is of use whenever action is to be redistributed” (2010: 

np); - a process to which the home movies are subjected as they enter the archive or the 

gallery space. Indeed, as Latour emphasised, thinking in networks, is:  

 

A mode of inquiry that learns to list, at the occasion of a trial, the unexpected 

beings necessary for any entity to exist. A network, in this second meaning of 

the word, is more like what you record through a Geiger counter that clicks 

every time a new element invisible before has been made visible to the inquirer. 

[A] network is defined by the series of little jolts that allow the inquirer to 

register around any given substance the vast deployment of its attributes. Or, 

rather, what takes any substance that had seemed at first self contained (that’s 

what the word means after all) and transforms it into what it needs to 

subsist through a complex ecology of tributaries, allies, accomplices, and helpers 

(Latour 2010: np).  

 

It is this “deployment of attributes” supporting the CNA Amateur Film Collection and 

the Hidden Images exhibition as a remediated version of the archive, its “tributaries, 

allies, accomplices and helpers”, that I bring to the surface of my analysis in order to 

understand the different performances of the visual material, the redistribution of action 

and agency, in a constantly growing network, for it is along the lines and nodes of this 

network that the images unfold their actions or performances.  
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However, while the Latourian model serves as a fundamental idea for ways to think 

about the redistribution of action and agency, it did not entirely allow me to investigate 

the multi-layered performances of the family films from the CNA collection. The 

classic actor-network theory indeed focused on the knots or nodes in assemblages, “the 

little jolts” (Latour 2010: np), and their linear connections. The visual objects from the 

CNA archives however evolve organically within a dense relational field. These 

relational fields, stressed anthropologist Tim Ingold, are not made of connectable points 

but of interwoven lines. They are not networks but meshworks (2007: 80). As helpful as 

the concept of networks is in establishing and tracking interactions between single 

elements, it can be, and has been critiqued 13, notably for representing static situations, 

when, in fact social relationships are constantly fluctuating. Aware of its limitations, 

Latour himself has moved away from the initial ANT model. Frances Larson, Alison 

Petch and David Zeitlyn, in their study of social networks creating the Pitt Rivers 

Museum in Oxford, provide a useful comparison because they look at the shifting life of 

a cultural institution. They draw attention to the way in which the network metaphor 

suggests a “distinction between ‘nodes’ or actors, and the links, or relationships, they 

share”, while they see a strong argument that actors cannot be so easily separated from 

the relationships of which they are part (Larson, Petch and Zeitlyn 2007: 216 – 217). 

Tim Ingold developed this argument extensively, as he reflected about lines and 

bindings, and the entanglements of life in an open world.  

 

Ingold builds on the notion of “fluid space” as defined by ethnographer 

Annemarie Mol and sociologist John Law (1994), and their idea of substances which 

flow, mix and mutate as they pass through a medium, sometimes congealing into more 

or less ephemeral forms that can nevertheless dissolve or re-form without breach of 

continuity (Mol and Law 1994: 659 – 664). Ingold proposed to look at relations or lines, 

and even objects in a tissue of lines, as a “path of flow”, similar to capillary systems. 

Therefore, he stated:  “Every organism -indeed, every thing- is itself an entanglement, a 

tissue of knots whose constituent strands, as they become tied up with other strands, in 

other bundles, make up the meshwork” (Ingold 2008: 1806, added emphasis). 
																																																								
13 See for instance an edited volume on reflections about Actor-Network Theory and After by John Law and John 
Hassard (1999), Andrew Feenberg and considerations about Modernity Theory and Technology Studies: Reflections 
about Bridging the Gap (2003) or Langdon Winner: Social Constructivism: Opening the Black Box and Finding it 
Empty (1993). 
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Ingold, here draws on Heidegger and his understanding of a thing not as an object but as 

a place of “gathering” (of the court or the people), as would be the original meaning of 

the German word “Thing” or “Ding” -a “binding together of the threads of life” 

(Heidegger 1971: 177; Ingold 2008: 1806 – 1807). According to Ingold, a being or a 

thing should thus be considered “not as a self-contained object like a ball that can 

propel itself from place to place, but as an ever-ramifying bundle of lines of growth” 

(Ingold 2008: 1807). There are resonances here of Deleuze and Guattari’s metaphor of a 

rhizome (1980) -a labyrinthic space of shortcuts and detours- in this patterning of the 

inhabited world. Extending the biological metaphor, Ingold himself, however, prefers 

the image of a fungal mycelium (Ingold 2003: 302-306), as it draws on the idea of a 

mass of interwoven hyphae submerged in another organic matter.14 Thus it forces to a 

radical reconceptualisation of the environment as a zone of dense entanglement with 

“interlaced trails, continually ravelling here and unravelling there” (Ingold 2008: 1807). 

 

For my research and analytical purposes, to shape questions and to illuminate 

answers, I use Ingold’s idea of a meshwork as a metaphor to help me explore the 

complex entanglement of the CNA Amateur Film Collection and the Hidden Images 

exhibition with their institutional environment. This metaphor allows me to investigate 

the archived privately produced visual material in an organic development and 

embedded in the environment of which it is a product. Indeed, the Hidden Images 

exhibition cannot be considered as a disconnected or isolated event. It is the result of a 

set of institutional practices that has evolved over the years. These practices again are 

influenced by political, historical and personal projections and desires, which also 

contributed to shaping a particular understanding of images at the CNA.  It is the 

complexity of these entanglements that lead me to opt for the metaphor of a meshwork 

for my investigations of the Hidden Images. It reflects, more generally, the multi-

layered, densely interwoven relations that images sustain with the world or environment 

they originate from. 

 

																																																								
14 See the definition of ‘mycelium’ by Merriam-Webster online: “the mass of interwoven filamentous hyphae that 
forms especially the vegetative portion of the thallus of a fungus and is often submerged in another body”. 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mycelium 
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In this framework, I propose to consider the visual objects gathered in the CNA archive 

and in the exhibition as “things” (Heidegger 1971: 177), which are not static or “self 

contained”, [but understood as] “an ever-ramifying bundle of lines of growth” (Ingold 

2008: 1807) with a series of “flexional forms” (Pinney 2005: 267) developing over 

time. With this metaphor in mind, I will trace back the lines of the film clips and stills 

from the Hidden Images exhibition to their origins in the private sphere. From there, I 

will follow them as they unravel, form and reform nodes or intersections within the 

CNA, which are relevant for my study: at their incorporation into the public archive 

where they are transformed into historical documents; at the moment they were 

encountered by the film editor Yves Dorme as appealing aesthetic surfaces, and, finally, 

when they were publicly displayed in the museum gallery and in the exhibition 

catalogue. The overarching goal remains to determine the agency of the images under 

scrutiny in their institutional setting. 

 

The notion of environment added to the idea of an organically growing 

meshwork is important, as it finally leads me to the concept of an ecology or eco-

system. Ecology can be defined as “a branch of science concerned with the 

interrelationship of organisms and their environment” or as “the totality or pattern of 

relations between organisms and their environment”,15 while eco-system designates “the 

complex of a community of organisms and its environment functioning as an ecological 

unit”.16 I propose to use these ideas to study the privately produced visual material at 

the CNA in the framework of building memory and identity and look at, precisely, the 

interrelations of images and institution, in order to determine how they function 

together as an ecological unit. Indeed stated Edwards and Lien, reflecting about the 

work of photographs in museums: “In this context the photographic ecosystem of 

museums is vital, in that it is central and sustaining to a whole range of museum 

practices, and vital because it is dynamic and shifting” (Edwards and Lien 2014: 4). The 

observation of images as part of an organic ecology allows me to link the visual objects 

to the CNA’s institutional history and to a set of specific practices, which have 

developed since the creation of the Centre in the 1980s and I. This is the central focus of 

																																																								
15 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ecology 
16 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/eco-system 
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Chapter I and II. Moreover the notions of eco-system and ecology enable me to identify 

and analyse, as I do in Chapter III and IV, the shifting culture of curatorial intention and 

ambition for the collection as well as the hierarchies of information within the 

institution. 

 

The idea to consider the CNA Amateur Film Collection and the Hidden Images 

exhibition as an ever-ramifying bundle of lines of growth in a zone of entanglement is 

particularly relevant here. It allows me to investigate the visual objects under scrutiny in 

their organic development, embedded or enmeshed in their environment. The notion of 

environment is important, as it finally leads me to the concept of an ecology or eco-

system. Ecology can be defined as “a branch of science concerned with the 

interrelationship of organisms and their environment” or as “the totality or pattern of 

relations between organisms and their environment”,17 while eco-system designates “the 

complex of a community of organisms and its environment functioning as an ecological 

unit”.18 I propose to apply these concepts to my study of visual objects at the CNA in 

the framework of building memory and identity and look at, precisely, the interrelations 

of images and institution, in order to determine how they function together as an 

ecological unit. Indeed stated Edwards and Lien reflecting about the work of 

photographs in museums: “In this context the photographic ecosystem of museums is 

vital, in that it is central and sustaining to a whole range of museum practices, and vital 

because it is dynamic and shifting” (Edwards and Lien 2014: 4). The observation of 

images as part of an organic ecology allows me to link, in chapters I and II, the visual 

objects to the CNA’s institutional practices as they have developed since the creation of 

the Centre in the 1980s. Moreover they enable me to identify and analyse, as I do in 

chapter III and IV, the shifting culture of curatorial intention and ambition for the 

collection as well as the hierarchies of information within the institution. 

 

Interestingly Latour, in recent theoretical developments (2010), and Ingold both 

use the same ecological reference in relation with networks, respectively with 

meshworks. The concept of an ecology has enabled me to look at the visual material 

from the CNA archive in their natural flow, to discern disjunctures, or accidents in the 
																																																								
17 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ecology 
18 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/eco-system 
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terrain that prompt deviations and ramifications as the lines spread and grow. I analyse 

these nascent patterns in chapters I and II, while I discuss how they develop into 

predominant currents or even into invasive growths within the institution CNA, in the 

central chapters. The home movies as bundles of lines are intricately interwoven with 

the structure and nature of the collecting, archiving and exhibiting institution CNA, with 

its modes and methods of functioning as well as its processes of decision-making. The 

CNA, in this sense, is the central node, the place where all the lines come together or 

depart.  

 

Looking at the Amateur Film Collection and the Hidden Images exhibition is 

therefore looking at the CNA, its the history of its practices as they have developed over 

the years. Thus, the concept of an ecology or eco-system, more generally, helps me 

illuminate how visual material is linked to making meaning in institutions, and how 

archives and museums, such as the CNA, use photography and film to negotiate 

heritage, memory and identity. On a more general level, this enmeshed view allows me 

to study the interactions of images with the world they inhabit and to analyse their many 

entangled lines as they spread and unfold. 

 

 

5. Structure of Thesis: A Brief Survey 

 

The combined theoretical concepts that I have outlined, and particularly the idea of the 

meshwork, shape the structure of the dissertation. Chapter I therefore explores the 

wider meshwork of the CNA embedded in the political and socio-cultural currents that 

led to its creation. Indeed, institutional practices develop over time. They are the result 

of a long evolutionary process and it is not the eco-system in a contemporaneous state 

that will yield the necessary information about patterns of functioning within the unit, 

but a detailed analysis of the historical developments of the meshwork. To fully grasp 

the way meaning is made of the archived material stored at the CNA, this dissertation 

therefore starts by tracing the history of the institution, focussing on the most relevant 

moments for subsequent evolutions, such as the debate in Parliament or the state of 

topography of the Luxembourg audio-visual landscape in the 1980s. 
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Chapter II comprises an ethnographic study of the early years of the CNA in order to 

give a more detailed insight into the developing meshwork. Here I will follow the CNA 

from being an abstract concept to becoming an operating institution by exploring its 

history as seen by its founding director. I also investigate the first projects in 

photography, which helps determine the active and the passive memory of the 

institution, what is remembered and what is forgotten at the CNA. A discussion about 

the current state of the photography archive will make apparent first tensions and 

disruptions in the eco-system. 

  

Chapter III takes a closer look at one particular nodal point in the meshwork, 

which is the CNA: the creation of the Amateur Film Collection in 1995. The detailed 

analysis of this important moment in the history of the institution provides me the 

opportunity to discuss the Centre’s politics of collecting and archiving filmed material 

in relation to size and representability of the archive. Simultaneously I will investigate 

home movies and amateur films as material objects and social practices and their 

‘transformation’ into historical documents as they enter the archive and become part of 

the CNA collection.  

 

In Chapter IV, then, I set the stage for the Hidden Images exhibition and discuss 

the ‘new’ CNA in its architectural frame. The inauguration of the state of the art 

facilities, in 2007, not only represented a pivotal moment in the life of the institution. 

Its spatial design and architectural ethos also translate the hopes and aspirations of a 

Centre that has come of age. An exploration of the architecture thus gives insight into 

the political and institutional discourse that established the CNA as a potent cultural 

player on the national scene, while it reveals growing gaps between the original idea of 

the CNA as a repository of the country’s audio-visual memory and its evolving 

interpretation of its political mandate. 

 

Chapter V shifts the focus from the frame to the content, and explores in detail 

the Hidden Images exhibition and the accompanying catalogue as metaphor and 

symptom of institutional practices. Here I discuss the meshing of visual objects with 
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personal and institutional desires. In particular I consider the agency of the home 

movies as they appeared as objects of affect and visual pleasure in the editing room and 

their subsequent performances as they were staged in the exhibition and in the book. 

Moreover this investigation, I argue, reveals a growing strand in the meshwork of the 

CNA: the increasing attention to art and authorship, while reflections about memory 

and identity slowly diminish. 

 

 Following this analysis of institutional practices, Chapter VI investigates the 

tensions, lacunae and disruptions in the eco-system of the CNA. In this chapter, I use 

the Hidden Images as “objects to think with” (Edwards 2009) –about memory and 

heritage at the CNA, and the rhetorics of values promoted through the particular use of 

images in the 2007 exhibition. I look at the institution’s politics of considering heritage 

as art, the hierarchies of the senses and the low status of sound at the CNA as well as 

the Centre’s ambiguous approach to amateur practices. Finally, this last chapter looks at 

the CNA as an arena of institutional conflicts and a shifting interpretation of the 

mandate, before the conclusion opens up the perspectives and discusses the importance 

of re-establishing a balance in the institutional eco-system, re-connecting national 

archives and cultural institutions such as the CNA to memory.  

 

	

6. An Ethnographer in the Archive:  A Few Considerations on Methodology and 

Ethics 
 
As I have outlined, my thesis explores the practices of visual material in the 

construction of collective memory and national identity. Its findings contribute to the 

wider debate about the ways in which images strengthen a sense of belonging, and how 

archives use photography and film to build visions of nationhood. The Hidden Images 

exhibition made of film stills and clips from Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection 

and the public institution CNA that gathered, archived and displayed them provide a 

revealing case study for my investigations of images and institutions at work. And while 

images are the central focus of my study, the institutional framework is equally 

important to understand how meaning is made of visual material.  

 



	 37	

I want to consider briefly how I approached the research for this thesis, as a set of 

practices and as a set of conceptual and ethical demands. I began my research in the 

autumn of 2009 on a part-time basis. The six years spanning my study can be divided 

into two significant periods: the first, from April 2010 to December 2012, can be 

defined as a time frame of extensive ethnographic fieldwork within the CNA, while the 

second, from January 2013 until October 2015 was a period necessary for the evaluation 

of the results of my fieldwork, additional research and interviews, as well as theoretical 

reading and, finally, the writing up of my dissertation. 

 

I had started my investigations by excavating the historical, social and political 

context leading to the foundation of the institution in 1989. This phase included archival 

work in the National Library where I consulted the main newspapers from Luxembourg 

about articles related to the creation of the CNA and the perception of the institution 

throughout its history. The online archives of Luxembourg’s Chambre des Députés 

provided insight into the political debates of 1989, but also into the discussions 

surrounding the project of a new building for the CNA in 2001. The Centre itself does 

not keep catalogued paper archives. Therefore archival work within the institution 

depended almost entirely on serendipitous findings, such as old flyers and brochures left 

in storage rooms or electronic documents that team members had kept on their hard 

disks. I analysed the newspaper articles, the transcripts of political debates as well as the 

documents I came across at the CNA through discourse analysis, to make apparent 

“groups of statements which structure the way a thing is thought” (Rose 2007: 142). In 

this case, this particular analytical method allowed me to discern the general patterns of 

thinking that produced the institution CNA at its creation. It also helped me to detect 

changes in the official discourse as the CNA evolved over the years. 

 

In April 2010, I was offered a work contract at the CNA to assist with the 

planning and the organisation of a permanent exhibition of a selection of photographs 

from the Farm Security Administration file (see chapter V) that had been curated by 

Edward Steichen for the Museum of Modern Art in New York, in 1962. The exhibition 

in Luxembourg was to be installed on the grounds of a former steel plant, next to the 

CNA, and was scheduled to open in September 2012. I had known the institution for 
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many years, and had collaborated occasionally on smaller projects in the past. Most 

importantly however, through my journalistic work I had become part of an on-going 

and lively debate about Edward Steichen who was born in Luxembourg in 1879. 

Although the family immigrated to the United States only eighteen months after his 

birth, Luxembourg strongly claims the celebrated photographer as its native son. I had 

been interested for quite a while already in Steichen’s career, his work, but more 

particularly in the reception of his work in Luxembourg. In 2007, I had organised an 

exhibition about Steichen’s colour photography that had been very well received. When 

Jean Back, Director of CNA, offered me a work contract at the CNA for the Bitter 

Years project he was interested in my expertise about Steichen.  

 

It was a prestigious project of national relevance and international scope. It 

touched on notions of heritage and institutions and the changing meaning of images, 

issues that were at the centre of my concerns for my dissertation. I hesitated however, 

not knowing how I could combine being a researcher and an active staff member at the 

same time. I had already presented my research project to Jean Back. He did not see any 

inconveniences or any ethical problems, as long as my own research would not interfere 

with the planning of the exhibition and the research for the catalogue. Back’s only 

concerns were related to issues of time management, not however to possible conflicts 

of interests. Thus there were no parameters set to my research, nor was my access to 

information restricted. In retrospect, the way I was recruited by the CNA reflected a 

series of characteristic institutional practices, such as its ad-hoc policies or the absence 

of conceptual structure, which I will discuss later.   

 

I finally accepted the proposal, not least because it offered me a unique chance 

to see the institution at work from the inside. In terms of cultural theorist Mieke Bal: I 

was hoping to make possible the “convergence of academic and practical agency” (Bal 

2002: 138) which remains traditionally challenging, as theory and practice often differ, 

as I will also develop in this thesis. Indeed, scholars do not usually have the time to 

spend long periods in cultural institutions. On the other hand, cultural institutions often 

are hesitant to give in-depth access, and thus insight, into their practices to external 

researchers, as they have to maintain a flawless image in order to negotiate political and 
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financial support. Working for the CNA could therefore give me the opportunity to 

understand collaborations between researchers and institutions more generally. 

 

The fieldwork at the CNA proved to be very fruitful indeed. First of all, it gave 

me direct access to people and data. Thus I conducted a number of semi-structured 

interviews with team members who had been involved in the 2007 exhibition: the CNA 

founding director, Jean Back, the head of the Amateur Film Collection, Viviane Thill, 

the photo archivist, Hélène Kaizer, and the photo curators, Marguy Conzemius and 

Michèle Walerich. I had previously explained the research project, and provided the 

interviewees with written statements as well as oral information about my study, 

following standard academic requirements. Moreover, all interview partners signed 

release forms that allowed me to use the gathered data for my research.  

 

The conversations were open and candid to a certain extent, despite the presence 

of my recording device. It is clear however that these were complex situations. I had 

known many of the interviewees for many years. A few of them had been colleagues or 

friends before they had become interview partners in a research project. There was a 

certain rapport of trust. Nevertheless I was constantly aware of the fact that each of 

them also performed their professional identities or ideal selves during these recorded 

conversations as they articulated their complex personal and professional investments in 

the CNA. Thus, for instance, Jean Back, chose not to comply with my written 

questionnaire but to articulate and stress, in emphatic personal narratives, his authority 

as director of the institution. He wanted to be the leading force in our conversation, 

which would correspond to his leading position at the CNA. Told in a jovial tone, his 

account insisted most of all on his achievements -despite political adversities or humble 

means to develop the Centre into a stately institution- while he carefully avoided 

reflecting about what could be perceived as flawed. Similarly, the photo curators, as 

well as the head of the Amateur Film Collection and the photo archivist clearly 

positioned themselves as professionally competent in their respective fields. They also 

‘used’ the conversation and my combined status of colleague and researcher to voice 

discontent, every now and again, about how the institution was run, or about how they 

disagreed with other departments within the CNA, but at same time to establish 
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professional competences. Hierarchical resentments and competitive stances common at 

any work place therefore were at play here too. 

 

In the same line, the conversation with the film editor Yves Dorme, a main 

‘protagonist’ in the story of the Hidden Images exhibition, also translated his desire to 

be acknowledged as author, editor and filmmaker, next to describing his encounter with 

the Amateur Film Collection. In this sense Dorme’s repeatedly stressed surprise when 

discovering a first beautiful still in the flow of the movies should not conceal the fact 

that, during the whole process, he acted as a professional cinematographer with a 

thoroughly trained eye which defined him. Analysed critically therefore, this surprise is 

revealing on another level: it points to an ambiguous understanding of privately 

produced visual material, which I will analyse in detail in Chapters V and VI.  

 

As such my experience and use of interviews accords methodological 

commentaries on the interview as a research form. As I have noted, the conversations 

reflect complex situations where impressions of selves and projections of identities 

were continually composed (Gubrium, Holstein et al, 2015: 373), often accompanied 

with the drama of a storytelling framework. This is commonly acknowledged in 

interview settings, particularly during longer conversations. E Goffman stated for 

instance: “What talkers undertake to do is not to provide information to a recipient but 

to present dramas to an audience. Indeed, it seems that we spend more of our time not 

engaged in giving information but in giving shows” (Goffman 1974: 508-509). This 

was particularly manifest in my conversations with Back and Dorme, but seeped 

through also in interviews with Thill or Bettinelli, a private filmmaker who was 

represented in the Hidden Images exhibition. Thus I keep in mind that interviews are 

not neutral tools but “reality-constructing [and] meaning-making occasions” (Gubrium 

and Holstein 1995: 4). And, while I am using the interviews evidentially in my thesis, 

and they do carry much information that illuminates my argument, I am at the same 

time mindful of the critical dynamics of the form, and this resonates throughout. 

Discourse and narrative analysis were important tools to put the recorded conversations 

into perspective. Additionally, information that I could gather from other staff members 

during the time I was working at the CNA allowed me to cross-check certain facts that 
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were mentioned during the more formal interviews, in order to include or to dismiss 

them. 

 

Importantly however, for almost three years, I was also part of the lived 

everyday of the institution. I had become a ‘participant observer’, a team member with 

the added theoretical distance of a researcher; or a researcher integrated in the active 

decision-taking processes. This embeddedness gave me insight into the functioning of 

the institution that theoretical, external research alone could never have provided. 

However, my position as participant observer was not always an easy one. 

 

There were deadlines to meet for both the research and the exhibition project, 

and, towards the opening of the exhibition in 2012, it was almost impossible to focus on 

anything but the work for the CNA, the catalogue that I was editing, and the practical 

details of the installation of the photographs in a complex space. Moreover, despite 

there being no fixed parameters, or maybe precisely because of the lack of set rules, 

there was a growing expectation from the side of the institution and especially from 

Jean Back, that my study should describe the CNA in positive terms only. To Back, I 

had clearly become a team member; only every once in a while he would acknowledge 

my academic research and then would express his concerns about possible critiques that 

could potentially harm the reputation of his institution. Thus, at times it was difficult to 

negotiate my position as researcher. I could not ignore comments that were made 

casually but that were revealing of patterns of functioning of the Centre. Nor did I want 

my research to be perceived merely as a clinical dissection of the institution. As all 

ethnographers or insider researchers, I had to “examine as honestly and carefully as 

possible [my] personal reasons for undertaking the research and [my] feelings about it” 

(Davies [1988] 2008: 95). So: what did I want this research to be?  

 

My theoretical reflections led me to think about how projections and desires 

shape work in and of institutions on many levels. Then, what were my own projections 

and my own desires? My position, clearly, was not unbiased: through my research, I had 

come to consider photographs as material objects acquiring meaning through social 

practices (Rose 2007; Rose 2010; Edwards 2005; Edwards 2006; Edwards 2007; Pinney 
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2005; Pinney 2010). The CNA however thought of photographs as image surfaces and 

indexical referents. I wanted to share my theoretical knowledge about photographs -or 

films- as specific practices, and broaden the perspectives of the institution about the 

visual material that they were mandated to preserve. Not unlike Yves Dorme, the author 

of the 2007 Hidden Images exhibition, I wanted to give a ‘different status’ to visual 

objects, more specifically to amateur photographs and films, and ‘save’ them from their 

monosemic existence at the CNA. On the other hand, I was assailed by doubts: 

“Shouldn’t I keep my thoughts, opinions and wishes to myself?” Who was I after all? 

Moreover, the institution CNA had developed its own dynamics over the years, and did 

not want any change. As Sharon Macdonald noted in her ethnographic study of 

London’s Science Museum: “suggestions to rethink […] what had been done were 

experienced as deeply disruptive” (Macdonald 2002: 155) and, in my case, were 

considered as a troubling critique. Thus I was caught in the tensions, contradictions and 

hesitations that are inherent to qualitative research (Denzin and Lincoln 2003). I was 

struggling with what is generally termed the ‘researcher’s implication’ in the study 

(Geertz 1988,	Favret Saada 1977,	Agier 1997), the construction of empathy and the 

negotiation of positionality. 

 

I felt increasingly uncomfortable in my double role as team member and 

researcher. I was experiencing, as most ethnographers embarked “on any long-term 

close involvement with another culture […], a personal stress […] and emotional 

extremes, [that went] from great exhilaration to serious feelings of inadequacy and self-

doubt” (Davies 2008: 94). I was at a dead-end. I kept a research diary, which followed 

the ups and downs of the last months at the CNA. Significantly, in November 2012, I 

noted a quote from Pnina Motzafi-Haller from her reflections about native 

anthropologists, and her particular involvement in the Jewish Mizrahi community that 

she studied:  

 

At some point I decided that the emotional pain and direct involvement I had 

with the subject blinded my understanding and led me in circles I could not 

break out of. I felt that I needed to have a better grasp of conceptual and 
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analytical tools and that the best way to achieve this would be to stay away from 

the Israeli material until I had acquired those tools (Motzafi-Haller 1997: 203). 

 

I had to stay away from the CNA in order to successfully complete my research. 

Therefore, by the end of 2012, shortly after the opening of the exhibition, I left the 

institution. I had underestimated the time it would take me to ‘disentangle’ from my 

work life at the CNA and become once more the ‘unaffected researcher’ I needed to be 

to conclude my study. However, theoretical reading, the acquiring of ‘conceptual and 

analytical tools’ mentioned by Motzafi-Haller, was crucial in this respect, and accounts 

of auto-ethnographic experiences (e.g. Hobbs and May 1999 or Shaffir and Stebbins 

1991) helped me to assess my own situation as participant observer and to use it in the 

building of my research argument. Indeed, as I have noted above, my encounter with the 

CNA reflects in many ways typical patterns of functioning of the institution, but only 

the theoretical knowledge about insider or auto-ethnographic research allowed me to 

remove personal considerations and effectively understand my experiences as part of 

the research process. 

 

 In 2013, I thus started to evaluate my field notes and my interviews (Holstein 

and Gubrium 1995, Holstein 2012). I also conducted more interviews with Paul Bretz, 

the architect of the new CNA building, with Jeroen de Vries who designed the Hidden 

Images exhibition layout and with families who donated their films to the CNA and had 

been selected to participate in the exhibition. They were transcribed and subsequently 

evaluated according to the same method of discourse analysis that I had used for the 

previous recorded interviews. By the time I started to write up this dissertation, I had 

gained enough analytical knowledge and critical distance to give a balanced account of 

the institution CNA, its methods and patterns of functioning and its use and 

understanding of images in relation to memory and national identity. Importantly also, 

my fieldwork at the CNA and my research about the institution has lead to another 

collaboration with the CNA, to which I will come back in my final conclusions later. It 

is another research project about photography, memory and heritage, which I can 

address now, informed by my previous study. 
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Chapter I 

 

 

POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION AND THE CREATION OF 

LUXEMBOURG’S CENTRE NATIONAL DE L’AUDIOVISUEL (CNA) 

 

 

 

My research is situated at a nodal point where images and institutions mesh in an 

intricate tissue of actions and agency. The activity there is lively, particularly from my 

chosen vantage point, “close to the ground”, - to borrow Clifford Geertz’s famous term 

(1973: 24). The meshwork intertwining institutional practices and image performances 

is dense: visual objects are made, they change location, they are reconfigured and burst 

into new actions, new performances. Not only once, as we shall see, but a number of 

times. The institution under investigation, as I have discussed in my introduction, is 

Luxembourg’s Centre national de l’audiovisuel (CNA); the visual objects are the home 

movies from the Centre’s Amateur Film Collection remediated as a complex multi-

media exhibition. How did they get there? Why do they matter? The present form of the 

institution offers only partial insight. More answers are found however by tracing back 

the historical origins of the CNA. Indeed, the CNA itself can be considered as a 

complex eco-system shaped by political visions, socio-cultural influences and personal 

preferences that are rooted in the past. In this first chapter I therefore propose to 

disentangle the tightly interwoven lines of growth that give its current shape to the 

CNA, and follow them back to their roots in the 1980s. This ‘excavation’ will allow me 

to set the parameters of the meshwork that I will analyse in-depth in the following 

chapters. 

 

The CNA was created with the mandate to collect, to conserve and to promote 

Luxembourg’s audio-visual heritage. The nation is the focus of this institution, as its 

name clearly states in an expressive and affirmative gesture: the nation and visions of its 

history, memory and identity constituted through audio-visual testimonies. While 
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looking at the institution’s past, this chapter is consequently also investigating questions 

of nation and national identity, seen through the prism of the cultural institution CNA. 

Indeed, the nation is defined not only at a political, geographical or economic level, but 

contains strong cultural elements, as I have outlined in my introduction. It is an 

“imagined community” united by a deep “comradeship of belonging” rooted in a 

common culture (Anderson 1983: 4). I thus propose to look at the CNA as an 

expression of a national, cultural community imagined by its political founder, Robert 

Krieps, Minister of Culture from 1984 to 1989. I will investigate the CNA as a ‘system 

of representation’ (Hall 1993: 354) influenced by the currents of democratisation of 

culture and cultural democracy in Luxembourg, and I will look at it as an eco-system 

where political and personal desires shape and condition the terrain for future growths, 

stagnations and disruptions within the institution.  

 

As part of the wider meshwork in which the origins of the CNA are embedded, 

the particular Luxembourgish audio-visual landscape dominated by one single private 

broadcaster is also of relevance and deserves closer scrutiny. I will draw further 

parallels to the foundation of the French Institut national de l’audiovisuel (INA), little 

over a decade earlier, to make apparent relevant strands of political inspirations and 

influences coming from abroad. Moreover, in the shaping of the institution, the public 

debates in Parliament in Luxembourg play an important role. I will discuss these at 

length to shed light on the perceived general needs to create an institution dedicated to 

the nation’s audio-visual heritage and to understand the CNA’s wide-ranging mandates. 

Thus, in looking at the political, cultural and societal moment of inception, and by 

making visible the nodes and lines that form the meshwork defining the institution, this 

chapter sets the frame to understand the general functioning patterns of the cultural 

institution CNA, which, in 2007, produced the Hidden Images exhibition, the main 

centre of attention of this dissertation. To begin with, however, I will give a brief survey 

of Luxembourg in the decades before the creation of the CNA to set the socio-cultural 

context surrounding the birth of the new cultural institution.  

 

The 1950s in Luxembourg were characterized by an economic upsurge closely 

linked to the development of the steel industry, which significantly shaped the country 
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since its implementation in the last decades of the nineteenth century. The economic 

growth was still strong in the 1960s, but the steel and petrol crisis of the early 1970s 

created a sudden and alarming awareness of the limitations of the possible economic 

expansion of the country. At the same time, Luxembourg experienced fundamental 

societal changes. Student protests were questioning traditional values and life styles; 

leftist unions organised a strike on 9 October 1973 against the liberal right wing 

government, during which social-political goals prevailed over labour claims (Pauly 

2013: 128 – 130).  

 

Moreover, the country was subject to a new, important immigration wave, which 

caused new demographic shifts and triggered a number of tensions. Since the beginning 

of the process of industrialisation around 1870, the economic and demographic 

evolution of the small nation-state was closely linked to migration.19 The steel industry, 

for instance, had attracted migrant workers from Italy in the early decades of the 

twentieth century. In 1930, they represented 18,6% of a population of 299,782 

inhabitants.20 After the Second World War, the growing construction industry needed 

additional input of foreign labour forces in order to expand, but many Italians had 

returned to their country in the 1950s, as Northern Italy itself saw its economy booming. 

In order to sustain a necessary flow of migrant workers, the Luxembourg government 

agreed to a new regulation allowing for family reunion, hoping to appeal again to 

workers from Italy. The regulation however attracted mainly Portuguese immigrants 

who started to arrive in Luxembourg in 1964. However, they came not only as single 

workers, as was the case for Italian migrants earlier, but mostly as entire families. This 

new immigration wave raised the number of foreign residents considerably and changed 
																																																								
19 “Before the rise of the steel industry in the mid-19th century, Luxembourg was a poor and rural country. Driven 
by the hope of carving out a better life elsewhere, numerous inhabitants left their homeland. The number of 
Luxembourgers who left the country between 1841 and 1891 is thought to be more than 72,000 (out of a total 
population of 212,800 inhabitants in 1891). In the 20th century, the population of Luxembourg has constantly been 
growing. In 100 years, it has almost doubled from about 260,000 in 1910 to over 500,000 in 2010. Today, the Grand 
Duchy has more than 563.000 inhabitants. This exceptional population growth is largely due to immigration, which 
has always gone hand in hand with the country’s economic development. Initially, the steel sector attracted many 
Italians and Portuguese. Then came the French, the Belgians and the British, attracted by the tertiary sector. All this 
means that the country’s population now comprises nearly 46% non-Luxembourg nationals.” 
http://www.luxembourg.public.lu/en/le-grand-duche-se-presente/population/emigration-immigration/index.html  
20 See, for instance: http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigration-luxembourg-new-challenges-old-country. 
Also for more general information about the migration background of the Luxembourg population: 
http://www.statistiques.public.lu/en/news/population/population/2013/04/20130409/index.html and 
http://www.statistiques.public.lu/stat/TableViewer/tableViewHTML.aspx?ReportId=383&IF_Language=fra&MainT
heme=2 
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integration patterns in the country (Pauly, 2013: 141). Today, as I have noted in the 

introduction, the Portuguese community represents 16,4% of a total resident population 

of 563,000 inhabitants.  

 

 Simultaneously Luxembourg embraced the European integration process. As a 

founding member of the EU, the country hosts the European Court of Justice, the Court 

of Auditors, the European Investment Bank, the Secretariat of the European Parliament, 

and several services of the European Commission since 1965.21 With the prestige of 

these European institutions and offices however, as well as with the development of a 

prosperous banking sector, the presence of foreigners still grew more substantially. In 

the 1970s, Luxembourg was subject to what Stuart Hall referred to more generally as 

“the fear of becoming a fragmented, hybrid nation: inextricably multicultural, mixed 

ethnically, culturally and linguistically” (Hall 1993: 357). This fear was felt particularly 

strongly in Luxembourg, so it seems. Historians Kmec, Majerus, Margue and Péporté 

give valuable insight into the situation in their 2010 investigations on Inventing 

Luxembourg:  

 

At the end of the 1970s, in the context of increasing immigration and decreasing 

birth rates, Prime Minister Gaston Thorn of the Democratic Party (DP) 

wondered about a possible ‘demographic suicide’ and the Liberal-Socialist 

government asked a foreign specialist for a report on the issue.22 The editor of 

the liberal newspaper d’Lëtzebuerger Land, Lucien Thiel, spoke about an 

“ethnic empoverishment” […] of Luxembourg.23 In the 1980s, the director of 

the National Office for Statistics (STATEC) also recommended an increase in 

“natural” reproduction rates and a reduction of immigration rates.24 These three 

examples, representing three very different political standpoints, reveal a deep 
																																																								
21 The presence of the EU is mostly felt in the country’s capital, Luxembourg City. On 31 December 2015, 77.185 of 
a total of 110.499 inhabitants (69,8%) of the capital were foreigners. 90% of the foreigners living in Luxembourg 
City are EU nationals. http://www.vdl.lu/vdl_multimedia/Publications/La+ville/Etat+de+la+population+2015.pdf 
22 Gérard Calot and Jean-Claude Chesnais, La démographie du Luxembourg: passé, present et avenir. Rapport au 
Président du Gouvernement. STATEC – Cahiers Economiques 56 (Luxembourg: Statec, 1978). As I have pointed out 
in the Introduction, no academic structure was present at that time in Luxembourg to provide a theoretical framework 
to analyse the societal shifts and the connected anxieties. The Université du Luxembourg was only founded in 2003, 
and the history of research in and about Luxembourg, compared to other countries in the EU, is relatively new.   
23 Lucien Thiel, “Kollektiver Selbstmord auf Raten?”, Journal, 23 February 1982, 3. 
24 Georges Als, “Des menaces contre l’identité nationale?’ Forum 58 (1982): 2-4; Als, “Evolution démographique et 
identité luxembourgeoise”, Les cahiers luxembourgeois 5 (1988): 15-34. 



	 48	

anxiety based on an ethnic vision of the nation-state. In this context, history and 

language were used to postulate a national identity in need of rescue (Péporté, 

Kmec et al, 2010: 7). 

 

Culture, in other words, came to be perceived as a main element in creating a feeling of 

national belonging in these years of societal change and disquiet. Here, socialist 

politician Robert Krieps played a decisive role with his politics of “cultural democracy”, 

which led, among others, to the creation of the CNA in 1989.  This will be the centre of 

the following section. 

 
 
 
I.1. Robert Krieps and Cultural Democracy 
 
 

Born in 1922, Robert Krieps had been a leading figure within the Luxembourg Socialist 

Party (LSAP) since 1952, when he became Secretary of the party’s Control 

Commission. In 1955 he became member of the Executive Committee, and in 1964 he 

was elected Member of Parliament. In 1974, the traditionally dominant Christian Social 

People’s Party (CSV) lost the national elections, opening the way for a government 

coalition joining the liberal Democratic Party (DP) to the Socialist Party. In this new, 

reformative government, Robert Krieps was assigned the responsibility of the Ministry 

of Justice and the Ministry of National Education. During this first mandate, he laid the 

foundations of the cultural policy that he was going to develop during his second 

mandate, from 1984 to 1989, as Minister of Culture. As Minister of Justice, he 

promoted the abolition of capital punishment as well as the legalisation of abortion and 

managed, through a set of educational reforms, to contribute to the modernisation of the 

Luxembourg society.  

 

Defending the ideal of equality among citizens, Robert Krieps advocated in 

favour of making cultural participation possible for every member of society. “Cultural 

policy”, he declared in a speech in Parliament on 24 July 1979, “needs to aim to help 

men, all mankind, to fully realize their destiny as human beings, that is to say, everyone 

within the limitations of his own possibilities and talents, and with respect to his 
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indispensable dignity, his fundamental equality…”(Krieps in Linster 2009: 204).25 26 To 

Krieps, culture was not limited to those belonging to a social elite, nor was it linked to a 

high level of education. “Culture”, he stated on 12 May 1980 in a written contribution 

to the left wing newspaper Tageblatt, “is the totality of the very human activities whose 

immediate finality is not the augmentation of material richness but the fulfilment of the 

dream of every human being to surpass him- or herself. Culture thus encompasses 

sports, leisure occupations, personal growth and more generally, the conscious claim of 

one’s existence (Krieps 1980 in Linster 2009: 205).”27  

 

Krieps aimed at a “cultural democracy”, where all citizens ideally would have 

equal access to a vast array of cultural manifestations, and where high and popular 

forms of culture are equally valued. His vision was derived from a cultural policy 

initiated in France under the label of  “democratisation of culture” as early as the 1920s 

with the foundation of the Théâtre National Populaire (TNP).28 The concept of making 

culture accessible to everyone was further developed under the mandate of André 

Malraux, France’s first Minister of Culture in 1959, and grew to be the defining cultural 

policy of the country during the post war period. Indeed, the founding decree from 24 

July 1959 defines the missions of the newly created French ministry as follows: 

 

To make humanity’s, and first and foremost France’s capital master works 

accessible to the largest possible number of French citizens; to guarantee the 

largest possible audience for our heritage, and to foster the creation of works of 

art and of the spirit that enrich it.29 

																																																								
25 “La politique culturelle doit viser à aider l'homme, tous les hommes, à réaliser pleinement leur destinée humaine, 
c'est-à-dire chacun dans les limites de ses moyens et de ses dons et dans le respect de son inabdicable dignité, de son 
égalité foncière..." Krieps in Linster 2009: 204. 
26 All translations from French, German or Luxembourgish are by the author of this dissertation. As far as possible, I 
have included the original language versions as footnotes. 
27 “La culture, c’est l’ensemble des activités très humaines dont la finalité immediate n’est pas l’augmentation des 
richesses matérielles mais de la réalisation des rêves de chaque être humain à se dépasser. La culture englobe ainsi le 
sport, l’occupation des loisirs, la recherché du dépassment de soi-même et plus globalement la prise en main d’une 
manière consciente de son existence”. Robert Krieps: “Pour une politique culturelle cohérente”. Tageblatt, 12 May 
1980 cited in Linster 2009: 205. 
28	French national theatre created in 1920 to bring theatre to the general public. 
(http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/590285/Theatre-National-Populaire-TNP) It found a permanent home 
in the Palais de Chaillot, Paris in 1937, and was particularly successful after the Second World War under the 
direction of Jean Vilar. See: Loyer Emmanuelle. Le théâtre national populaire au temps de Jean Vilar (1951-1963). 
In: Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire. N°57, janvier-mars 1998. pp. 89-103.	
29 Décret fondateur du 24 juillet 1959 sur la mission et l’organisation du ministère des Affaires culturelles : il s’agit 
« de rendre accessibles les œuvres capitales de l’humanité, et d’abord de la France, au plus grand nombre possible de 
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The political aim to unite the nation around a cultural identity appears clearly in this 

mission statement, however the culture that is promoted here is the traditional “high” 

form of cultural expression, represented by canonical works of fine arts on display in 

museums, or performing arts and music featured in theatres or philharmonic halls. 

Democratisation of culture thus seeks to disseminate, through government policy, 

“major cultural works to an audience that does not have ready access to them for lack of 

financial means or knowledge derived from education” (Evrard 1997: 167).  

Cultural democracy on the other hand, emerged in European cultural policy debates in 

the 1970s as a critique of democratisation of culture, which was seen as an elitist 

approach to culture that ignored cultural expressions and practices outside the 

recognized canon (Matarasso & Landry 1999; Baeker 2002). In cultural democracy 

each segment of taste, each manifestation of culture in the largest sense, can find a 

legitimate expression (Evrard 1997: 169). Thus, politicians were hoping, and Krieps 

was among them, that class distinction would disappear, and cultural practices as 

socially determined (Bourdieu 1979) could be levelled in order to build one 

homogenous, unified society of equal citizens. 

 

The key concept linked to the implementation of cultural democracy was called 

‘action culturelle’ or ‘animation socio-culturelle’30, as promoted in Luxembourg starting 

in 1975. In 1977 and 1978 alone about 500 cultural manifestations were organized 

throughout the country to attract a large public (Linster 2009: 194). These events would 

range from cooking classes to concerts by local bands, from exhibitions and folklore 

evenings, to theatre festivals and book readings. The main objectives of this ‘animation 

socio-culturelle’ were the decentralisation of the cultural provision as well as its 

diversification. Indeed, in the logic of a cultural democracy, cultural activity would not 

reside only in main urban centres and thus reinforce the predominance of intellectual 

elites. In order to reach all citizens and inspire the masses, it was deemed necessary for 

culture to leave the traditional strongholds of museums, concert halls and other 

																																																																																																																																																																		
Français ; d’assurer la plus vaste audience à notre patrimoine culturel, et de favoriser la création des œuvres d’art et 
de l’esprit qui l’enrichissent. http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000000299564 	
30 The term ‘animation socio-culturelle’ was widely spread in Luxembourg at the time. There does not seem to be an 
exact English translation, as the concept itself is linked to cultural politics defined by geographical space and 
historical time. Therefore I will continue to use the French term throughout the chapter. 
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consecrated spaces, to establish its presence also in small towns and villages to be 

accessible for everyone.31 It was the era, in Luxembourg, of the creation of cultural 

centres (‘centres culturels’) throughout the country. The same concept of 

decentralisation also played an important part in the choice of the location of new 

cultural institutions, such as the Centre national de l’audiovisuel, a decade later. 

 

According to Krieps’s vision it was also crucial to increase the awareness of the 

individual citizen towards its natural and socio-cultural environment and to stimulate 

participation in cultural events. Here ‘animation socio-culturelle’ also played an 

educational role, as Krieps stated in his 1976 preface to the programme of the Festival 

de Wiltz for performing arts: 

 

The educational process is essential for the accomplishment of cultural 

democracy, which asks for a profound transformation of our understanding. This 

transformation, which is the goal assigned to ‘animation socio-culturelle’, seeks 

to kindle consciousness and responsible participation of the citizens (quoted in 

Linster 2009: 198). 32 

 

Krieps thus pursued a vast educational goal in opening culture to a large number. 

Moreover, he consistently stressed the importance of culture as a means of unification 

and of strengthening social cohesion. Especially in the troubled time of the 1970s, with 

a shifting economic and social climate, the construction of a cultural memory linked to a 

common identity became of growing significance. Government intervention in the form 

of a state driven nationalism aimed at stabilizing a situation that could easily deteriorate. 

Here the cultural action plan proposed by the new minister played a crucial role. As 

Krieps said in 1989 at the end of his second mandate, looking back on the decade of the 

1970s:  

 

																																																								
31 Krieps’s policy of ‘cultural democracy’, however innovative it may have been for Luxembourg at the time, was not 
unanimously acclaimed. Opponents, for instance, deplored that it resulted in a distinction between “elitist” and “anti-
elitist” culture, thus increasing class differences instead of erasing them. See Linster 2009: 195.  
32 Robert Krieps, “L'avenir des arts du spectacle”, Préface de la brochure programme du Festival de Wiltz, 1976. “Le 
processus éducatif est essentiel pour la réalisation de la démocratie culturelle qui exige une transformation profonde 
de nos conceptions. Cette transformation, qui est le but que l'on a assigné à l'animation socio-culturelle, se propose 
d'inciter à la prise de conscience et à la participation responsable des citoyens”. 
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There is no doubt that the men and women, disoriented by the events of the post 

1968 era, were looking for comforting references. The future didn’t seem 

reassuring, so it is towards their cultural heritage, the past, human values that 

they turned to with a fervour that was a surprise to many of us.33 (Krieps in 

Linster 2009: 197) 

 

In this quest for an identity that could withstand the perceived menace of foreign 

domination, the language spoken by most people of Luxembourgish nationality, 

“Lëtzebuergesch”, was considered to be a means of preserving national characteristics 

(Péporté, Kmec et al, 2010: 313). Following a general trend in Europe to validate 

dialects and minor languages, Luxembourg developed its own linguistic consciousness 

around the ‘vernacular’ mother tongue that had been established in the interwar period 

as the unifying language, and was now being consolidated. In 1971, the purist linguistic 

movement Actioun Lëtzebuergesch was created by a non-governmental association 

close to the leading, conservative party to promote the Luxembourgish language. The 

government itself, influenced by the activities of Actioun Lëtzebuergesch, had become 

aware of language as a political tool. A new textbook for Luxembourgish was 

introduced in Lower School in 1973. In 1975 a government decree re-instated the 

historical and phonetic spelling used by the textbook and the accompanying dictionary. 

Finally, on 24 February 1984, Luxembourgish was declared national language by law, 

elevating the spoken dialect in importance to the rank of the High German and French 

used in the country for official or written matters (Péporté, Kmec et al, 2010).  

 

As a corollary of the societal changes and the affirmative action of valorising 

and promoting the Luxembourgish language, new artistic and literary creations 

flourished (Péporté, Kmec et al 2010: 317 – 322). Thus, towards the end of the 1970s, a 

group of left wing writers claimed Luxembourgish their language of choice and started 

to investigate their identity and their country through literature.34 This affirmative 

																																																								
33	“Il ne fait pas de doute que les hommes et les femmes désorientés par tout ce qui s’était produit depuis 1968, 
cherchaient des references sécurisantes. L’avenir ne paraissant guère rassurant, c’est vers leur patrimoine culturel, le 
passé, les valeurs humaines qu’ils se tournaient avec une ferveur qui surprit plus d’un”. Robert Krieps, L’Europe et la 
culture: le cas du Luxembourg. 27 April 1989. In: Linster 2009: 197. 
34 Guy Rewenig (b. 1947) and Roger Manderscheid (1933 – 20..) were the most prominent figures on the literary 
scene, as they were “reviving the novel in Lëtzebuergesch” : “The year 1985 represented a milestone in 
Luxembourg’s recent literary history. 1985 is the year when Guy Rewenig’s first novel (in Lëtzebuergesch) Hannert 
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appropriation of the ‘local’, which in the case of Luxembourg collapses with the 

‘national’, illustrates Stuart Hall’s reflection of the effects of globalisation: 

“Paradoxically”, said Hall, “globalisation seems […] to have led to a strengthening of 

‘local’ allegiances and identities within nation-states” (1993: 355), as was the case in 

Luxembourg in the 1970s and 1980s. However, Hall continued:  

 

“This may be deceptive, since the strengthening of ‘the local’ is probably less 

the revival of the stable identities of ‘locally settled communities’ of the past, 

and more that tricky version of the local which operates within, and has been 

thoroughly reshaped by, ‘the global’ and operates largely within its logic” (Hall 

1993: 355). 

 

In the destabilizing phase of opening to a European integration process, although 

looking to its past and its local identities for stability, Luxembourg found a new cultural 

dynamic that used the local assets in a global or, more precisely, in a European logic. 

Out of the societal crisis of the 1970s grew a thriving cultural upsurge, embracing the 

multicultural and multilingual particularities of the country. Novels proliferated, 

looking often very critically at the country and its recent or its contemporary history, its 

sociological structures and its everyday life. This literary production not only 

represented a new stage in the development of Luxembourgish as a recognized, national 

language, but was also a testimony of a new cultural awareness.35 At the same time, the 

recently published novels, such as Schako Klak by Roger Manderscheid, provided the 

basis for screen adaptations and a ‘new’ means of creative expression: audio-visual 

productions in Luxembourgish for the Luxembourgish population. It is precisely this 

new field that caught Robert Krieps’s attention.  

 

																																																																																																																																																																		
dem Atlantik appeared. This book was followed by a number of substantial novels in Lëtzebuergesch written by this 
author […]. In Rewenig’s wake after 1988 came a large-scale trilogy with an autobiographical basis by Roger 
Manderscheid […]. Both authors received great public acclaim for these books, reaching unusually high sales for the 
limited size of the market […].  
http://www.eu2005.lu/en/savoir_lux/lux_publications/about_literature/about_literature.pdf  
35 During the 1970s […] a kind of literary self-assurance was developing, which Roger Manderscheid noted in 1978 
in his collection Leerläufe as being the “end of self-effacement, unity of individuals, formulation of our current 
conception of ourselves as Luxembourg authors writing in Lëtzebuergesch, German or French”.  
 http://www.eu2005.lu/en/savoir_lux/lux_publications/about_literature/about_literature.pdf  
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Already during his first mandate, Robert Krieps had shown a particular interest for 

film and audio-visual culture. A first film festival was scheduled in 1978, and the same 

year a work group “for the elaboration of a revival strategy for the 7th Art endangered 

by the growing numbers of closing movie theatres” was constituted (Linster 2009: 194). 

As in many European countries, the cinemas in Luxembourg attracted fewer and fewer 

viewers.36 In the preface of the 1978 film festival, Robert Krieps expressed his concerns, 

and proposed a series of actions to be taken in the future. Among the declared objectives 

were the following:37 

 

- to create public awareness for the values of the 7th Art in the framework of 

cultural animation 

- to save and to restructure the cinema infrastructure in the main cities 

- to organize workshops for students and adults 

- to extend the “Cinémathèque Nationale” located within the National Library 

- to create a Centre for Documentation accessible to every citizen 

- to create and install a fund for cinematographic creation 

 

Krieps’s first mandate came to an end in 1979 owing to a change in government 

coalition, but Krieps continued his political work in parliament in the ranks of the 

opposition. With the small manifesto issued on the occasion of the film festival 

however, the shape of the future CNA was roughly outlined already with its mandate to 

collect and to document (as a centre for documentation), but also to educate (through 

workshops) and to create public awareness. What would change however was the scope 

of the institution that was yet to be created. While Krieps, in 1979, targeted mainly 

cinema and film, the CNA, in its final version also would come to include photography 

and sound, television as well as radio to cover the whole audio-visual spectrum of mass 

media. 

 
																																																								
36 Cinema had enjoyed a large popularity for many decades, but in the 1970s, in Luxembourg as well as in most 
European countries, the numbers of theatres and theatregoers were constantly diminishing. There had been, for 
instance, 58 movie theatres after the Second World War. The number had slowly decreased to 48 in 1968, but in 1977 
only 16 theatres were left. Concurrently, the number of theatregoers had gone down from 2 million in 1967 to 745279 
in 1977. The number of new releases was also dwindling. While there were 227 new films in theatres in 1977, in 
1979/1980, there were only 164 (Thilges 1989: 9-15). 
37 Robert Krieps: Quelques réflexions sur l’avenir du cinema au Luxembourg/Programme du premier Festival de 
Cinéma, septembre 1978.	
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Krieps’s second mandate, from 1984 to 1989, then was characterized by new initiatives 

mainly in the audio-visual domain, such as the creation of a public radio station, and the 

preparation of a fund for audio-visual productions in Luxembourg that Krieps also had 

announced already in the statement prefacing the first film festival in Luxembourg. The 

creation of the CNA grew out of a number of perceived necessities. The conservation of 

the collective memory in Luxembourg was an important aspect of the cultural policy 

defined by Krieps. At the same time, he showed a keen interest in cinema and audio-

visual culture as historical testimony and as an expression of national identity. In 

addition, there was a deep concern to develop and diversify the audio-visual landscape, 

which was determined by the monopoly position of a single private broadcasting 

corporation, the Compagnie Luxembourgeoise de Télédiffusion (CLT) operating a large 

network of radio and television broadcasting stations from Luxembourg under the brand 

mark name RTL. Indeed, while the company pursued thriving interests on a European 

market, the input on a national level remained modest. This particular configuration was 

an important element in the later creation of the CNA, and needs to be examined in 

detail. 

 

 

I.2. One of a Kind: the Luxembourg Audio-Visual Landscape 

 

For nearly sixty years, from the 1930s to the early 1990s, the Luxembourgish audio-

visual landscape was dominated by the presence of one single player: the Company 

Luxembourgeoise de Télédiffusion (CLT), the first private broadcasting company in 

Europe. The CLT was an important taxpayer, and thus contributed to the wealth of the 

country. However, through its monopoly position, the CLT also dictated the rules in the 

audio-visual field, compromising the development of a national audio-visual 

consciousness and the establishment of a professional production sector. A short 

overview of the history of the CLT in Luxembourg will shed light on the relief of a 

particular audio-visual landscape and on a complex burden of inheritance for the future 

CNA. 
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The CLT came to Luxembourg in 1931 as the Compagnie Luxembourgeoise de 

Radiodiffusion (CLR) and started to broadcast its commercial radio programmes to a 

large European audience out of Luxembourg with a monopoly concession from the 

Luxembourg Government. In 1954, permission for television exploitation 

complemented the audio broadcast concession. CLR then was changed into CLT, 

Compagnie Luxembourgeoise de Télédiffusion, and continued to expand its empire, 

developing TV and radio stations under the well-known brand name RTL (Radio Télé 

Luxembourg). Though privately owned, CLT nevertheless had to comply with 

Luxembourg Government regulations. To a certain extent the company had to perform 

specific functions of a public service nature, such as the broadcast of the Sunday mass, 

emergency broadcast in case of natural or man-made disasters, and public health 

messages. But unlike public broadcasters abroad, CLT was under no obligation to 

produce programmes and content of cultural value for Luxembourg. The particularity of 

the ‘Luxembourg model’ resided in its method of financing. In a 1988 essay on 

Television in Luxembourg, Roland Jager (legal advisor to the CLT) gave the following 

summary:  

 

In most European countries public broadcasting is financed mainly through a 

public tax that every owner of a receiving set pays to the State, and only 

incidentally through commercials. In Luxembourg however, the viewer, with the 

exception of a short period in the 1960s, never had to contribute directly to the 

financing of the broadcast services (Jager 1989: 39).38  

 

Unlike the public broadcasters from other European countries, the CLT was allowed to 

air commercials as compensation for lack of support from public taxation, thus 

generating its own income to pay for the programmes. This income again was subjected 

to a common tax regime with an elevated rate. Additionally, the CLT had to pay a 

considerable concession fee to the Luxembourg Government on an annual basis. Thus, 

said Jager: 

 
																																																								
38	“Si dans quasiment tous les autres pays européens la radiodiffusion de service public est financée essentiellement 
par la redevance (publique), c’est-à-dire par une taxe que chaque détenteur d’un poste récepteur acquitte à l’Etat, et 
accessoirement par la publicité, le téléspectateur au Luxembourg, à l’exception d’une brève période dans les années 
60, n’a jamais été astreint à contribuer directement au financement de la radiodiffusion.” (Jager 1989: 39)  
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The Luxembourg Government completed the tour de force of not only avoiding 

spending taxpayers’ money for the organisation and exploitation of a national 

broadcasting system, but on the contrary ensured significant budgetary income 

(Jager 1989: 40).39 

 

But there was not only applause for this financial ‘tour de force’. Romain Kohn, media 

sociologist and editor for the weekly journal d’Lëtzebuerger Land voiced his criticism 

concerning the national media policy in his 1988 Bestandsaufnahme und Perspektiven 

der Luxemburger Medienpolitik [Inventory and Perspectives of the Luxembourg Media 

Policies]: 40  

 

The Luxemburg media policy used to be largely decided at the Villa Louvigny  

[the RTL headquarters] where it was fit to size. None of the parties had a reason 

to complain. On the contrary: both the Luxembourg Government and the CLT 

took advantage of this singular division of tasks: the bigger the CLT profit, the 

higher the income tax revenue was for the Luxembourg Government (Kohn 

1989: 53). 

 

On a financial level, the benefits of the presence of the CLT certainly have been of 

considerable advantage and have contributed to the prosperity of the country. From a 

cultural point of view however, the gains are much more uncertain. While the CLT kept 

developing radio and television programmes for audiences in France, Belgium, 

Germany, the UK or the Netherlands with great regularity, there was only one radio 

programme in Luxembourgish for a Luxembourgish audience. Radio Lëtzebuerg started 

to broadcast in 1959. Nine years later, in 1968, a television programme in 

Luxembourgish language was finally introduced: Hei elei, Kuck elei, a newsreel and a 

sports and culture “magazine” broadcast once a week on Sundays from 1:00 to 3:00 pm. 

Hei elei soon became the Sunday meeting point for family members gathering around 

																																																								
39	“L’Etat luxembourgeois a réussi ainsi le tour de force non seulement d’éviter de dépenser l’argent des 
contribuables pour l’organisation et l’exploitation d’un système national de radiodiffusion, mais bien au contraire, de 
s’assurer des recettes budgétaires importantes (…)”	(Jager	1989:	40).	
40	“Damals wurde die Luxemburger Medienpolitik maßgeblich und maßgerecht in der Villa Louvigny bestimmt. 
Grund zum Klagen hatte keine der beiden Seiten. Im Gegenteil: sowohl der Staat als auch die CLT profitierten 
ausgiebig von dieser eigentümlichen Aufgabenteilung: je größer der Gewinn der CLT ausfiel, desto mehr floß in den 
Staatssäckel” (Kohn 1989: 53).	
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the TV set after lunch. It was the only way to ‘see’ the news from ‘home’, and to 

visually identify with Luxembourg. What other countries had had for many years  –a 

visual contact with their own society in their own language- Luxembourg was only 

discovering. The need for a television programme in Luxembourgish was evident: the 

Hei elei audience was constantly growing over time and, in 1987/88 reached an average 

of 120.000 viewers every Sunday.41  

 

The national media landscape remained unchanged for over two decades, from 

1969 until the early 1990s. The main source for visual information and entertainment 

for people living in Luxembourg continued to be provided by programmes and stations 

in foreign languages, from the CLT group or from public television stations from the 

neighbouring countries Germany, France and Belgium (Kohn 1989: 53).		Paradoxically, 

Luxembourg was hosting Europe’s largest media corporation, yet had not developed an 

own audio-visual culture. In retrospect therefore, the presence of the CLT appears 

ambiguous: while it had made the development of Luxembourgish radio and TV 

programmes possible in the first place, its predominant position for over half a century 

had oppressed the creation of a national cultural awareness in the audio-visual field. 	

 

The need for changes was growing in the 1980s. Kohn’s 1988 essay is 

representative for the concerns expressed at the time. Kohn pleaded indeed for an 

independent media department within the Government structures, for a media council 

inspired by models from the German public sector. He also asked for a media centre, 

and offered his view of the CNA, that was to be launched officially a year later:  

 

Ideally, the CNA could function as an archive (an audio-visual memory so to 

speak) and as a place for documentation; it could concomitantly work on an 

educational level and maybe even do research in the field of media (Kohn 1989: 

54).42 

 

																																																								
41  See: Le Cinéma et la télévision au Luxembourg. Ministère des Affaires Culturelles, 1989. P.102 
42	“Ideal wäre, wenn das CNA als Archiv (quasi als eine Art audiovisuelles Gedächtnis) und als Dokumentationsstätte 
funktionieren könnte, wenn es zugleich Ausbildungsaufgaben übernähme und vielleicht sogar ein wenig 
Medienforschung betriebe” (Kohn	1989:	54).	
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As a media sociologist, Kohn perceived the need for a scientific institution that would 

reflect on the country’s singular position in the audio-visual field. His short summary 

however also pointed to a larger range of perceived needs for the creation of a ‘media 

centre’: it should be an archive to gather and store Luxembourg’s audio-visual memory, 

a place where documents could be collected and consulted, and it should be able to 

educate Luxembourg citizens and residents about audio-visual practices and culture. 

With his ‘mission wish list’ for the future media centre, Kohn referred indirectly to the 

mandates of the French Institut national de l’audiovisuel (INA), created in 1975. The 

INA indeed served as an initial model for the Luxembourgish CNA. Its mandates and 

its ties to the preservation of a national audio-visual past reveal striking parallels, and 

therefore need to be considered in detail. 

 

 

I.3. External Influences: the Creation of the French Institut National de 

l’Audiovisuel (INA) and the Preservation of Heritage 

 

The Institut national de l’audiovisuel (INA) was created in 1975 as a “public cultural 

company in the audio-visual field, mandated with the preservation, the valorisation and 

the transmission of [the French] national audio-visual heritage”.43 As such it serves as 

repository for the national television and radio archives, it sustains research in the field 

of the audio-visual ‘language’, initiates professional training and fosters the production 

of new audio-visual work. According to information on the institution’s web site, its 

main goal is to conserve and to ‘give life’ to the French audio-visual heritage, which is 

advertised as the result of 80 years of radio broadcast and 70 years of public television. 

It also includes about 1,200,000 photographs taken during the early years of French 

public broadcasting. At the time this dissertation is written, the INA has archived five 

million hours of television and radio documents out of which one million are digitised. 

The institute plans to be completely digitally accessible in 2018.44 

 

																																																								
43 “L’INA est une entreprise publique culturelle de l’audiovisuel chargée de la sauvegarede, de la valorization et de la 
transmission de notre patrimoine audiovisuel.” http://www.institut-national-audiovisuel.fr/nous-
connaitre/entreprise/1974-1985.html 
44 http://www.institut-national-audiovisuel.fr/nous-connaitre/entreprise/index.html 
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While the immediate reasons for the creation of the INA were directly linked to the 

splitting up of the French public broadcaster, Office de Radiodiffusion Télévision 

Française (ORTF) into a series of individual channels, the general interest in audio-

visual documents as representations of national history, collective memory and identity 

was linked to the wider debates around the concept of ‘heritage’ at the time. France had 

shown an awareness and concern for the preservation of representative national 

monuments in 1851 already with the establishment of the Missions Héliographiques.45 

The vast photographic campaign was launched to identify relevant architectural sites 

that, later on, would be restored in order to be preserved for posterity. Other countries 

soon developed similar interests in monuments or landscapes. In 1872, for instance, 

Yellow Stone National Park was created in the United States with the desire to preserve 

a natural landscape, and, two decades later, Sequoia, King’s Canyon and Yosemite 

Parks were added. In Britain, the National Trust, for preserving landscapes and later 

country houses, appeared roughly at the same time (Hoelscher 2011: 201).  

 

The desire to preserve thus has a long history. Still, heritage, as “a mode of 

cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past” (Kirshenblatt – Gimblett, 

1998 : 7) for political reasons, such as the creation of stability as it was the case in 

Luxembourg, is much more recent. Raphael Samuel (1994) perceived the 1960s and the 

historicist turn in national life as the pivotal moment for the advent of heritage in the 

United Kingdom. And geographer Steven Hoelscher concurred on an international 

level, stressing that: “the phenomenal growth in the number of museums, historic 

properties, and conservation zones during the past four decades far outpace[d] anything 

before it” (2011: 201). Simultaneously to the growing number of spaces and sites, 

which celebrate the preservation of the national past, the notion of heritage itself “has 

been broadened and indeed transformed to take in not only the ivied church and the 

village green” (Samuel, 1994: 159). It extends now to “environments, artifacts, and 

activities that, in the past, would have been considered beyond the scope of historical 

attention” (Hoelscher 2011: 201). Thus heritage, today, is “inconceivably more 

																																																								
45 Missions Héliographiques was a project initiated by writer Prosper Mérimée in 1851 to document with 
photography the state of architecturally significant monuments in France architecturally so they could be preserved 
and restored. The photographers were Edouard Baldus, Hyppolyte Bayard, Gustave le Gray, Henri Le Secq and 
Auguste Mestral.They made a total of 258 photographs throughout France. See: http://www.luminous-
lint.com/app/contents/the/267/ 
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democratic, than early ones, offering more points of access to ‘ordinary people’, and a 

wider form of belonging” (Samuel 1994: 160). Therefore the preservation of France’s 

audio-visual “patrimoine”46 by an ambitious, public institute can be considered as part 

of this wider movement of democratisation and expansion of the concept of heritage, 

where value is also given to image and sound objects to establish and explore cultural 

links to the past.  

 

Since its creation INA has become the main public archive for the country’s audio-

visual heritage. As such, it plays an important part in the construction of memory. 

Indeed stated archivist and archival scholar Terry Cook, “archives are constructed 

memories about the past, about history, heritage, and culture, about personal roots and 

familial connections, and about who we are as human beings” (Cook 2012: 101). 

Therefore INA, as most archives, is not only a ‘storehouse’ of memory; it actively 

produces remembrance following its mandate, which consists not only to preserve but 

also to promote and to valorise the national audio-visual heritage. Access to the 

preserved documents plays a key part in the institution’s promotion strategies, as the 

production of cultural or collective memory relies on methods of sharing and 

transmission. Significantly therefore INA steadily pursues the digitisation of the totality 

of its holdings in order to be entirely available online and therefore broadly publicly 

accessible. This transparency or openness makes INA a postmodern archiving structure 

according to Cook’s terms: “a cultural memory resource” (2012: 109), “documenting 

citizens as much as the state, margins as much as the centre, dissenting voices as much 

as mainstream ones, cultural expression as much as state policy” (2012: 110). 

 

However, INA has other mandates as well: the transmission of professional 

knowledge, for instance, was a concern and today INA also functions as a training 

centre to 5000 professionals per year.47 Finally, the creation of the institution was 

																																																								
46 Nurturing a shared past, stressed Steven Hoelscher, does not mean the same thing everywhere. Even translations of  
« heritage » carry significant nuances. « In French, the word patrimoine means something more personal than the 
English heritage, while the German Erbe connotes a meaning more patriotic than the Italian iàscito. (Hoelscher, 
2011 : 202) Raphael Samuel said about patrimoine that : « heritage's French cousin, is even more ecumenical in its 
ambitions and catholic in its tastes. It brings under the umbrella of legislative protection, and state or regional 
intervention, not only historic buildings and historic monuments, but also a great range of material and cultural 
artifacts -family albums, for example, which have inspired a rich literature of historical and critical commentary” 
(Samuel 1994: 210). 
47 http://www.institut-national-audiovisuel.fr/nous-connaitre/entreprise/index.html 
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accompanied by reflections about the changing audio-visual field and the increasing 

predominance of mass media. To prepare society to make informed choices in the 

consumption of television programmes, to understand the challenges and the stakes of 

this new age of mass communication, it was deemed necessary to build a public 

institute that would conduct research with an educational output. “French society has 

entered the era of mass communication and passionately questions the ways in which 

the new instruments will change, for better or for worse, the behaviours of its citizens”, 

stated journalist and media expert Thomas Ferenczi (2010: np), voicing a general 

preoccupation of media analysts. “Will the development of “mass media” contribute to 

the happiness of humanity, or, on the contrary, will it be its doom? Should we embrace 

or should we worry about the broadcast of a mass culture in an increasing number of 

households that, depending on the views, either opens new horizons to French citizens, 

or estranges them from the true culture” (Ferenczi 2010: np).48  The fears of a society 

alienated through mass media, and of the loss of tradition were widely spread at the 

time. We will find echoes of the same concerns in the parliamentary debates around the 

creation of the CNA in Luxembourg a little over a decade later.  

 

The preservation and the valorisation of an audio-visual memory represent the 

core functions of both the INA and the CNA.49 However, the two audio-visual 

institutions started from very different premises: while France, in 1974, already had a 

rich audio-visual tradition, Luxembourg had yet to invent its own. France had a strong 

public broadcasting system, and programmes that could give a visual account of the 

nation and shaping its collective memory. Luxembourg’s private broadcasting company, 

on the other hand, had left a rather small, albeit distinct heritage with the two-hour 

Sunday news and entertainment programme. Thus, with little experience or guidance on 

the national level, the CNA needed to respond to many perceived needs in the audio-
																																																								
48 La société française vient d’entrer dans l’ère de la communication de masse et […] elle s’interroge avec passion sur 
la manière dont les nouveaux instruments vont modifier, pour le meilleur ou pour le pire, les comportements des 
citoyens. […] Le développement des « mass media » va-t-il contribuer au bonheur de l’humanité ou, au contraire, 
faire son malheur ? Faut-il s’inquiéter ou se féliciter de la diffusion, dans un nombre croissant de foyers, d’une 
culture de masse qui, selon les uns, ouvre aux Français des horizons nouveaux et, selon les autres, les éloigne de la 
vraie culture? (Ferenczi 2010: np)  http://www.ina-expert.com/e-dossier-de-l-audiovisuel-pierre-schaeffer-quel-
heritage/pierre-schaeffer-inspirateur-de-la-creation-de-l-ina.html  
49 However, in Luxembourg the discussions about a research component for the new audio-visual centre –to the 
dismay of media theorists like Romain Kohn- remained tangential. The INA, on the other hand, emanating from a 
public broadcasting system with a sound research tradition, followed this path to develop further the lines grown by 
the ORTF, and was founded as a national organism “capable to study the politics of the new communications 
technologies” (Ferenczi 2010: np). 
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visual sector, from collecting and archiving, to producing and educating, as we will see 

from the debates in Parliament that I will discuss in the next section of this chapter.  

 

 

I.4. Political Debates and Legal Frameworks (I) 

 

In 1984, Krieps became Luxembourg’s first Minister of Culture. As I have discussed, he 

had laid the foundations of his cultural policy from 1974 to 1979, during his first 

mandate as Minister of Justice and Minister of Education. During this period, the idea 

of a national audio-visual centre, which should safeguard the totality of the Luxembourg 

audio-visual heritage, had started to take shape. Now, as Minister of Culture, Krieps 

was determined to give a tangible form to his idea as quickly as possible, and expedited 

the legal process necessary to launch the new cultural institute before the end of his 

second term. 

 

The draft bill 3210, aiming to legally establish the Centre national de 

l’Audiovisuel50, was introduced in Parliament on 9 June 1988.  Preliminary work to 

determine future mandates, and first activities had been initiated in 1985 within the 

Ministry of Culture. Jean Back, a civil servant known for his interest in and 

commitment to photography, was appointed to explore and to set the framework of the 

future Centre. At the same time, pressed for action by its political leader, the Ministry 

had launched a vast programme to collect and conserve of audio-visual documents on 

‘traditional supports’, such as photographs, post cards, slides and sound recordings. 

This programme was called “Mémoire Collective Audiovisuelle” [Collective Audio-

Visual Memory] and aimed at encouraging local authorities to constitute their own 

audio-visual archives that would testify to the daily life of their citizens.51 It was the 

starting point for the reflections leading toward the final mandate of the CNA. 

 
																																																								
50	At that time the spelling differed slightly from the current form Centre national de l’audiovisuel with the corrected 
lower case a in audiovisuel corresponding to the accepted French standard. 
	51	Chambre	des	Députés.	Projet de loi portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel - N° 3210	:	“Le 
Ministère des Affaires Culturelles a mis en oeuvre un vaste programme de collection et de conservation des 
documents audiovisuels à support dit traditionnel, tels que photographiques, cartes postales, diapositives, 
enregistrements sonores. Cette initiative, qui s'intitule "Mémoire Collective Audiovisuelle" est d'abord orientée 
localement et encourage les administrations communales à créer leurs propres archives audiovisuelles, qui 
témoigneront ainsi de la vie journalière des citoyens dans la commune” (J-1989-O-0112, 1989: 5).	
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The inauguration of the CNA as a national public service to preserve and promote 

audio-visual culture in Luxembourg took place in July 1988. However, the law 

endorsing the conceptual framework for the CNA was not passed until about a year 

later, on 18 May, 1989. De facto, a small unit had thus already been working before the 

new structure was legally approved, which stresses Krieps’s eagerness to see his 

political aspirations become reality. As a consequence, many legal decisions were taken 

in haste. The debates held in Parliament on 16 February, 1989 offer critical insight into 

the political concerns and the decision taking process at the creation of the CNA as well 

as their influence on the shape and future developments of the Centre. I therefore 

propose to analyse the parliamentary debates in detail. 

 

Summarizing the general context, Socialist Party (LSAP) member Ben Fayot, 

rapporteur of the Committee for Education, Culture, Sports and Youth, emphasized the 

high impact of audio-visual media, television, radio and cinema on society as “an 

important means of information for people from all social backgrounds and all levels of 

education” (C-1988-O-041-0002: Column 1931).52 He mentioned the rapid evolution of 

the sector and the technological progress that was leading to greater flexibility and 

mobility of representation in a constantly expanding field. However, Fayot also warned 

that the enthusiasm for the new, seemingly unlimited possibilities of a changing 

technology should not obliterate what seemed to be more problematic aspects: “We all 

know how much rubbish and stupidity TV channels are pouring out,” he said at the 

beginning of his presentation. “We all know that it is an easy way to make money while 

it is so much harder to create art, critical reflection, objective information, something 

interesting, beautiful, something that contributes to human advancement and progress 

(C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1932).”53 Thus, stressed Fayot, it is important that 

public authorities should pursue a cultural policy to balance commercial criteria, 

especially in times of privatisation and deregulation of mass media. Drafting the 

conceptual outline of the new Centre national de l’audiovisuel, he stated:  

																																																								
52 Chambre des Députés du Grand Duché de Luxembourg. Projet de loi 3210 portant création d’un Centre National 
de l’Audiovisuel: “Et ass e wesentlecht Mëttel vun Informatioun a vu Formatioun fir Leit aus alle Kreeser an alle 
Bildungsmileuxën” (C-1988-O-041-0002: Column	1931).  
53	Idem Column 1932 : “Mir wëssen all, wéivill Schund an Dommheet d’Televisiounskanäl iwwert de Publikum 
ergéissen. Mir wëssen och, wéi liicht et as, domadder Geld ze verdengen a wéi schwéier, Konscht ze produzéieren, de 
kritesche Geescht, déi objektiv Informatioun, dat Interessant, dat Schéint, wat d’Mënschheet virubréngt a wat de 
Fortschrëtt fördert.”.	
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The public authorities should build a public service in the audio-visual field, 

which can operate on an artistic and educational level to prepare the citizens for 

the use of audio-visual media, expand their critical thinking, and expand their 

cultural knowledge to counter the dangers of the audio-visual era (C-1988-O-

041-0002, 1989: Column 1932).54  

 

Among the dangers that Fayot feared, he cited social isolation, a growing gap between 

social classes, the loss of cultural identity, and an increasingly passive behaviour pattern 

on the part of viewers and spectators. The concerns, here, were similar to those voiced 

by Ferenczi at the creation of the INA in France, and reflect a general anxiety about the 

growing importance and influence of mass media. The most pressing question remained 

whether the fast growing proliferation and circulation of mass media was a blessing for 

society, or if it would eventually signify its doom. 55 There were echoes of George 

Orwell’s sombre vision of a media-manipulated society (1948) in Fayot’s opening 

discourse, or traces of Frankfurt School critical theorist Hans Magnus Enzensberger 

warning of media controlling the uneducated masses (1970).  Indeed said Enzensberger: 

“With the spreading of electronic media, the consciousness industry [Bewusstseins-

Industrie] has become the pacemaker of the socio-economic development of late 

industrial societies. It infiltrates all other sectors of production, and takes over more and 

more steering and control functions and is determining the standards of predominant 

technologies” (Enzensberger 1970: 91).56 With the privatisation of airwaves and the 

rapid spreading of television channels all over Europe, this fear seemed even more 

legitimate in the 1980s. 

 

One of the main aims emerging from Fayot’s opening statements in Parliament 

therefore clearly was to foster media education or media literacy and to develop critical 

																																																								
54 Chambre des Députés: “D’öffentlech Hand soll e Service public am audiovisuelle Beräich opriichten, dee 
künstleresch an erzéieresch ka wierken, fier d’Leit op de Gebrauch vun den Audiovisuelle Medien ze préparéieren, fir 
hiere kritesche Geescht an hir Kultur auszebauen, fir de Gefore vum audiovisuellen Zäitalter entgéint ze wierken …” 
(C-1988-O-041-0002, 1988: Column 1932). 
55 See Ferenczi (2010) cited earlier in this chapter. 
56  “Mit der Entwicklung der elektronischen Medien ist die Bewußtseinsindustrie zum Schrittmacher der sozio-
ökonomischen Entwicklung spät-industrieller Gesellschaften geworden. Sie infiltriert alle anderen Sektoren der 
Produktioj, übernimmt immer mehr Steuerungs- und Kontrollfunktionen und bestimmt den Standard der 
herrschenden Technologie” (Enzensberger 1970: 91) 
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thinking as well as active participation—that is, to enable citizens to make informed 

judgments as media consumers, but also to stimulate their creative abilities as producers 

of media in their own right (Buckingham 2003: 4). These concerns were translated 

under Article 2, Point 3 of the draft bill, which stipulated that the Centre should “initiate 

the public to the knowledge and use of audio-visual communication media for cultural 

and educational purposes” (J-1987-O-0112, 1989: 2). 57 

 

The commentary of the draft bill gave further details, stressing education as one of the 

most important and noble mandates of the new Centre: 

 

To initiate, to train, and thus to educate the public in the use of new 

communication media with a socio-cultural objective, this is certainly the 

noblest if not the most important mission of the new service. We are, today, 

living in a 'civilization of image and sound', but we largely ignore the signs and 

codes of these new languages, which nonetheless determine our daily behaviour 

as well as our value judgments (J-1987-O-0112, 1989: 7).58	

	

Education, in Fayot’s view, was however perceived to be intimately linked to creative 

expression. Significantly, the commentary to the draft bill also stressed the need for 

appropriate training for a general public as well as a more professional audience in the 

active use of the new communication tools, photography, film, video and sound: 

 

Although we do not wish to establish a national school for cinema or 

photography, it will nevertheless be essential to communicate to the public the 

primary elements necessary to direct a short film, for instance, or to produce an 

authentic photographic work, -equally conveying technical know-how and 

artistic expertise. It will be the same for the use of video and audio recording, 

which can contribute to a better understanding of the structures and the social 

																																																								
57 Chambre des Députés: Projet de loi portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel. “Initier le public à la 
connaissance et à l'usage des moyens de communication audiovisuelle à des fins culturelle et educative”.  
58 Idem: Initier, former, donc éduquer le public à l’usage des nouveaux moyens de communication dans un but 
socioculturel, voilà certainement la mission la plus noble sinon la plus importante du nouveau service. Nous vivons 
actuellement la 'civilisation de l'image et du son', mais nous ignorons en grande partie les signes et les codes de ces 
nouveaux langages qui déterminent pourtant nos habitudes et nos comportements journaliers ainsi que nos jugements 
de valeur. 
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and cultural changes that mark the evolution of our society (J-1987-O-0112, 

1989: 7).59 

 

This concern to educate the public in media literacy and media technology was largely 

shared by the parliamentary committee presenting the project of the CNA. As I have 

pointed out before, Fayot, and with him the parliamentary committee, saw the growing 

presence of mass media as a potentially harmful phenomenon that the public authorities 

should seek to confront through the creation of a public institution acting on an 

educational level. However, while education was perceived as the “most noble mission” 

of the new Centre, it was only one of many mandates that the Centre was meant to 

fulfil. Thus, according to Fayot, the CNA should also be mandated “to promote and 

spread audio-visual technology, such as photography, film, tape, video or the 

combination of the various technologies that generate works of art or productions; to 

commission new work and to conserve the existing work; to receive new work and 

administer its legal deposit” (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1933).60  

 

From the very beginning, as these lines from the transcript of the debate in 

Parliament show, the CNA emerged as a complex government instrument with multiple 

functions: as a tool for media education, as a promoter for audio-visual media, a 

production centre for new work, and as an archive of record. These lines of action 

largely also match the orientations of the INA in France, which, as I have noted, served 

as a model and was an influence for the creation of the CNA. However, in contrast to 

INA, the Luxembourg CNA was not only to promote film, video and sound, but also 

photography as a means of expression. A variety of reasons prompted the decision to 

include photography. There was no centre for photography yet in Luxembourg at that 

time, nor was there a museum with regular photographic exhibitions. However, the 

interest in photography as an artistic and documentary practice was growing in the 
																																																								
59 Idem: “sans pour autant vouloir créer un Ecole nationale du cinema et de la photographie, il sera néanmoins 
essentiel de communiquer à un public intéressé les éléments primaires indispensables à la réalisation d'un court 
métrage p.ex. ou nécessaires à la confection d'un travail photographique authentique, et ceci autant du point de vue 
technique que conceptual	ou	artistique.	Il en sera de même pour l'usage de la vidéo et de l'enregistrement sonore qui 
peuvent ainsi contribuer à une	meilleure compréhension des structures et des mutations sociales et culturelles qui 
marquent l'évolution de	notre	société. 
60 Chambre des Députés. Projet de loi 3210:  “Säin Ziel as et jo, déi audiovisuell Techniken, déi zu Konschtwierker 
oder zu Produktiounen Ulass gin, wéi Photo, Film, Magnéitband, Video oder d’Kombinatioun vun deene 
verschiddenen Techniken ze verbreeden, nei Wierker schafen ze loossen and dann och bestehend Wierker ze 
konservéieren, nei Wierker ze kréien an dann och ze déposéieren.”  
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country. There was a personal interest as well: Jean Back, the newly appointed director 

of the CNA, was a passionate photo amateur. I shall come back to the role of 

photography in the following chapter where I shall discuss the early years and 

subsequent developments at the CNA. For now I want to stress the complexity of the 

new Centre, and the vast scope of perceived needs and expressed desires it was 

supposed to meet.  

 

The bill of law anchoring the mandates of the CNA in a legal framework finally defined 

the following missions under Points 3, 4, 5, and 6:  

 

• The Centre should initiate the public to the knowledge and use of audio-

visual communication media;  

• It should produce or commission relevant new work with cultural interest 

for the national community;  

• It should trigger studies and research,  

• And finally it should assist local authorities in collecting and archiving 

audio-visual documents (A-1989-031-0001, 1989).  

 

First and foremost however, the new centre was conceived to be an archive, and as such 

was also mandated with administering the legal deposit of audio-visual works, 

previously handled by the National Library. While there was a general agreement about 

the archiving functions of the CNA, there was nevertheless a debate concerning its 

mandate as library of record. Green Alternative Party (GAP) member Guy Bock, for 

instance, pleaded that the legal deposit of audio-visual material should remain with the 

National Library, at least until the new centre would be fully functioning and staffed 

accordingly (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1950). René Hubsch, representing the 

Democratic Party (DP) expressed similar concerns and went as far as asking for a 

subordination of the entire CNA to the National Library, precisely to solve the issue of 

the legal deposit (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1953). The general concern was 

that the CNA, as a new infrastructure with a small number of staff and limited budget, 

would not be fit to master such an important task.  
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In the opinion of the Parliamentary Committee however, mandating the CNA with the 

legal deposit of audio-visual documents was meant, as Fayot explained in his opening 

remarks, to give the new centre a certain authority and to assure the gradual constitution 

of a cohesive and substantive archive, as copies of new audio-visual productions, 

particularly work on film and video, would imperatively have to be deposited at the 

institution. As I noted earlier in this chapter, the CNA could not draw on previous 

archives from a public broadcaster that would naturally have fed into the new 

repository. The initial archival holdings therefore only contained a small number of 

objects and needed to be expanded. The legal deposit, such was the assumption, would 

guarantee a natural growth. Thus Fayot emphasised the necessity to establish the 

practice of legal deposit and to build and store collections of all audio-visual documents 

(film, photography, and sound) produced in Luxembourg.  

 

Despite the diverging opinions in Parliament, the first paragraph of the final legal text 

stipulated that the CNA should: 
 

Constitute the central deposit and guarantee the appropriate conservation of 

documents produced on the national territory by means of photography, 

cinema, tape recording, television, video and audio recording […] testifying 

to the national audio-visual heritage, to which may be added audio-visual 

documents that are produced abroad and of significant importance for that 

same heritage (A-1989-031-0001, 1989: 1).61 
 

According to its mission of public service, the second paragraph of the legal text added 

that the CNA should “make accessible for interested parties through on-the-spot 

consultation or home loans the whole of the audio-visual heritage as well as audio-

visual documents with cultural or educational value (A-1989-031-0001, 1989).”62 

																																																								
61 Chambre des Députés. Loi du 18 mai 1989 portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel: “Le Centre a 
pour mission 1. De constituer le dépôt central et d’assurer la conservation adéquate des documents produits sur le 
territoire national au moyen du procédé photographique, cinématographique, magnétique, de la television, 
vidéographique et phonographique … et témoignant du patrimoine national audiovisuel auxquels peuvent être joints 
des documents audio-visuals produits à l’étranger et présentant une importance significative pour ce même 
patrimoine” (CHD A-1989-031-0001, 1989:1). 
62Idem. “De rendre accessible aux intéressés au moyen d’une consultation sur place et d’un prêt à domicile  
l’ensemble du patrimoine audiovisuel ainsi que des documents audiovisuels qui présentent une valeur culturelle et 
educative.” 
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Robert Krieps indeed often referred to the Centre national de l’audiovisuel as a 

“national media library” [médiathèque nationale], entirely open to the public and 

accessible, as would suit his vision of cultural democracy. Speaking for the 

Parliamentary Committee reviewing the proposed law, Ben Fayot noted however that a 

home loan was questionable for objects of value, and would certainly need to be 

restricted to videotapes or items otherwise already available through commercial 

outlets. Nevertheless historic and artistic collections should remain accessible for 

researchers for on-the-spot consultation.  

 

 

I. 5. The Transparent Archive: A Utopian Dream and a Political Nightmare 

 

The debates in Parliament around the notion and understanding of what an archive 

should or could be are complex and revealing. Following his ideal of access to culture 

for all citizens equally, Krieps saw the CNA as an entirely transparent archive, where 

every document gathered over time could be openly consulted or displayed. It was an 

ambitious and generous vision, testifying of an intimate understanding of democracy. It 

also corresponded to a contemporaneous view of archives as a reflection of society, thus 

mirroring “the broad spectrum of human experience” (Cook 2012: 110). However, in 

his enthusiasm to bestow culture upon every citizen, Krieps did not consider the impact 

that a transparent archive could have, possibly even on his own image or career as a 

politician. The archive, as Foucault famously argued, is the law that determines what 

can be said (2002: 145). A transparent archive would imply as a consequence that 

everything could be said at all times. Or, more importantly, that nothing could be 

silenced or forgotten at any moment. The communication, in this case, would be total. 

However, stressed historian Paul Ricoeur: “There can be no totality in communication. 

Communication would be truth, if it were total” (1965: 53). Communication, in other 

words, is an interpretation of the ‘truth’. Similarly archives, as they operate selectively, 

only offer a partial version of history or society.  

 

How problematic “total communication” could be, especially for an acting 

minister, was illustrated by an episode that Jean Back, the founding director of the CNA 
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mentioned in a conversation that I recorded in March 2011. The CNA had started to 

work, and, following directions given by Robert Krieps in the extended context of the 

“Collective Audio-visual Memory” programme, had commissioned its first 

photographic projects to document life in Luxembourg, first the steel mining region in 

the south (Liewen am Minett), followed by the rural north (Liewen am Eisleck). Both 

resulted in book publications that established the CNA’s visibility in Luxembourg. I 

shall discuss to these early projects in more detail in the next chapter. For now I want to 

focus on another project initiated under the impulse of Robert Krieps, a documentation 

about life and culture in prison in Luxembourg, a subject that Krieps, who was also 

Minister of Justice, was keen to see addressed by the CNA. Here is Jean Back’s account 

of the project during a conversation in March 2011: 

 

Following the same line of thought [that was initiated by Liewen am Minett and 

Liewen am Eislek], Minister Krieps expressed the wish to document life in 

prison… Now prisons, and life or culture in prisons, well, that is not an easy 

subject. They don’t have much culture there. It’s really quite difficult. 

Nevertheless we went to the penitentiary. Yvon [Lambert]63 was the 

photographer, and I was with him. We went inside the cell of a murderer who 

was waiting for his trial. […] I will never forget this man’s hands and eyes… 

and… We talked to him. Yvon took images as he was weaving baskets. In his 

cell there were also two canaries in a cage… The images that Yvon made were 

very strong: a couple kissing under the eye of a camera, the inmates playing 

football down in the yard, while above them, a plane was flying by, so you could 

see imprisonment and freedom… the contrast…. Together these images made an 

interesting work. Finally Raymond Weber [Krieps’s Cultural Attaché] took the 

work to Robert Krieps… Apparently he was very upset, saying this was not 

culture… He was also Minister of Justice, so he wanted… He wanted to show 

culture in prison, but with Yvon’s images, we remained on a critical 

documentary track, well, and the work has never been published, even though 

																																																								
63 Yvon Lambert is a documentary photographer, was born in 1955 in Esch-sur-Alzette, where he still lives and 
works today. He is a member of the French Agence VU. 
http://www.agencevu.com/photographers/photographer.php?id=51  
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the prison director would have published it… But it didn’t work out in the end 

(Back to Poos, March 2011). 

 

The archive as political body invariably obeys to a set of rules or laws, and operates 

selectively, as Foucault has noted. Very clearly, Jean Back and Robert Krieps had 

conflicting ideas about what the CNA as an archive could say, or show in this case. 

Although Krieps initiated the project about life in prison, he did not want it to be made 

public, as Lambert’s stark vision contrasted with the official narrative around the audio-

visual heritage of the country that the CNA should develop. The idealised and much 

desired transparent archive revealed itself as a utopian fantasy already at a very early 

stage of the life of the institution. 

 

It is also important to note that, in the end, Ben Fayot’s analysis of access to the 

audio-visual heritage has prevailed. It is not the archive as a whole, which was made 

open to the public –in the way that INA in France, for instance, has opened its archive 

to the general audience by putting its documents on line- but its mediated 

interpretations, such as documentary movies produced by the CNA, on the basis of 

archived material. Today, the CNA boasts indeed a media library in a bright, open 

space, where DVDs, CDs, books, and magazines can be borrowed or consulted on the 

spot, and its success with the public has been steadily increasing since the opening in a 

new location in 2007. Access to the collection remains, however, problematic. The 

photography collection, for instance, comprises an estimated volume of 220,000 

documents, of which only some 20,000 are documented according to prevailing archival 

standards. The majority of these 20,000 photographic objects are part of the small fine 

art collection of national and international artists that the CNA has acquired over the 

years. The remaining documents, institutional or industry records, family albums and 

private images are yet to be fully catalogued. And though there has been ongoing work 

to create and implement a database regrouping the film, photography, and sound 

heritage governed by the CNA, the efforts have not been entirely conclusive so far. It is 

also significant that, despite the grandeur of the new building, no space has been 

provided for on-the-spot consultation of original documents, by researchers or the 

general public.  
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The only space where the collection can partly be accessed is the Display 02 gallery, 

which represents a telling case study of the relationship of the CNA to its archive. 

Located on the ground level next to the entrance, the gallery showcases a permanent 

exhibition of cameras from the collection of Norbert Theis,64 illustrating the evolution 

of photography through the changes in technical equipment. The cameras are displayed 

in carefully crafted cabinets running along the rear wall, while the rest of the space 

features comfortable armchairs in attractively designed booths, where visitors can 

explore a selection from the archive’s film, photography, and sound collection via 

multimedia columns. The large windows along the outer wall are covered with a 

graphic coating representing a bamboo forest. According to the director, Jean Back, the 

space was conceived to convey a sense of quiet, inviting visitors to linger, to delve into 

the audio-visual heritage, and to reflect (Back to Poos 2011: np). The gallery is indeed 

beautifully designed, with much attention to detail, yet the space is usually empty. 

Visitors rarely linger and reflect. 

 

There are a number of reasons for this apparent lack of interest. The multimedia 

display, which was developed in 2007, today, seems clumsy and outdated. The 

navigation is slow and occasionally unresponsive. More importantly, the content has not 

been updated since it was first installed. Thus frozen in time, this permanent virtual 

exhibition does not allow for new discoveries. The staff members are as frustrated with 

this installation as is the public, and have stopped including the gallery in CNA 

programmes and announcements. This in turn has only led to the further isolation of an 

initially well-conceived space. There are regular staff discussions about emptying out 

Display 02 and using it for different purposes, mainly as an extension of its twin 

Display 01 art gallery for photographic exhibitions. However, Display 02 is the only 

space that grants access to the archive, although it is limited, and based on a selection 

operated by the institution. The gap between the CNA as envisioned at its creation and 

the everyday of the Centre today is clearly visible. Another look at the parliamentary 

debates provides at least partial enlightenment about this discrepancy between the 

theoretical project and the working institution. 
																																																								
64 Norbert Theis was an archaeologist and left, at his death in 1991, a collection of over 1,500 objects, cameras and 
photographs, documenting the history of photography. 
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I. 6. Political Debates and Legal Frameworks (II) 

 

The discussions in Parliament on 16 February 1989 revolved around two aspects: first, 

the aims and objectives of the CNA, which met with a general consensus across all 

political parties. Second, Parliamentarians debated the internal organisation of the 

institution, which raised a number of issues. It is important to note that the CNA was 

not created as an independent cultural institution, but as an integrated department of the 

Minsitry of Culture. Rapporteur Ben Fayot explained this “prudent and pragmatic 

approach” (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1935)65, highlighting the benefits from 

logistic and infrastructural synergies. Costs could also be minimised, but as a 

consequence the initial team was small, although there was the perspective to add more 

collaborators, as the centre would expand.66 To many Members of Parliament, this 

seemed an unfortunate decision. The concerns were expressed most clearly by Green 

Alternative Party (GAP) member Guy Bock. Bock not only insisted that the CNA 

should become a full-fledged institution, but he also voiced doubts about whether the 

legal deposit could be handled effectively, given the limited staff resources. Moreover, 

he was worried about the absence of archivists in the existing team, and he stated in the 

public debate: 

 

In this context, it is interesting to note that the CNA, as it exists today, has not 

yet hired an archivist, and that this position is not scheduled to be filled until 

1990 or 1991 (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1950).67 

 

Without competent and knowledgeable staff, Bock went on, it would be very difficult to 

organise the future collections. It is “not sufficient to simply collect and to accumulate 
																																																								
65	Chambre	des	Députés.	Projet de loi 3210 portant création d’un Centre National de l’Audiovisuel, Rapport de la 
Commission de l’Education, des Sports et de la Jeunesse, Column 1935.	
66	In a first preparatory phase, a civil servant from the Ministry of Culture was assigned to design the framework for 
the CNA on a part-time basis. One employee was hired. As a general practice, cultural institutions at that time 
worked in close collaboration with teachers, as the number of trained experts in the field of art and culture were 
rather limited. Thus two teachers were released from work to assist the CNA. Additionally, there was a cleaning lady, 
and a cinematographer with a temporary contract.	
67 Chambre des Députés. Projet de loi 3210: “Et as an deem Zesummenhang interessant drop hinzeweisen, dass den 
CNA, esou wéi en am Moment besteht emol nach nët en Archivist agestallt huet, an dass esou ee Posten eréicht 
viergesin as fier am Jor 1990, respektiv 1991 besat ze gin” (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1950). 
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work,” (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1950)68 he said emphasizing the necessity 

to record and register relevant information about the work that is being gathered in 

order to allow access and research. He referred to the National Library as a well-

functioning example of the organisation of data and stressed the need of professional 

computer software to set up a database. He also mentioned the benefits of networking 

with other international bodies operating in the same field, which would make it 

possible for an archiving institution to function properly. He concluded by deploring 

that no such infrastructure was planned for the CNA, as all that seemed important in this 

case was “to get started.” And he finished his intervention noting that the proposed legal 

framework was “the absolute minimum necessary for the functioning and survival of 

this new service,” (C-1988-O-041-0002, 1989: Column 1950)69 implying that the law as 

it had been submitted would certainly not allow for much latitude for the new centre to 

thrive and to expand.  

 

In 1989, at the time of the parliamentary debate, Krieps’s second mandate came 

to an end, and there was not much time left to give his idea a tangible form and a legal 

basis. Many members of parliament were aware of the inevitably hasty decisions this 

entailed. Bock’s objections were ignored, and the law was passed. Imperfect action 

seemed preferable to perfect inaction. Forty-five Members of Parliament voted for the 

proposed bill of law, and while nobody voted against the project, there were 11 

abstentions from the Democratic Party (DP). Their main objection was the fact that the 

CNA was not created as an independent institution. Concerning the general orientations 

and mandates, there was no disagreement. 

 

Today the CNA has grown to be a recognised institution in a stately new 

building, with over 35 staff members, and a separate financial management. The 

consequences of the decisions accompanying the creation of the CNA, however, still 

have repercussions for its current functioning. The issue of the legal deposit of audio-

visual work has not been entirely solved, and the institution continues to negotiate with 

film producers about its final implementation. As mentioned before, the management of 

																																																								
68 Idem: “Et geet net duer fir des Wierker einfach ze sammelen an op e Koup ze tesselen.” 
69 Idem: “Dat wat elo mat dem virleiende Projet iwwert den CNA geschitt as, dat as an eisen Aen esou zimlech den 
absolute Minimum, deen néideg wier, dass dëse Service wirklech kéint minimal functionéieren an iwwerliewen”.	
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the collection remains similarly problematic. A trained archivist for the photography 

collection was hired only in 2005; an additional professional archivist for film joined 

the team in 2010. In 2012 the CNA notified the public via its website that:  

 

The continual growth of the archive has made a well-conceived and efficient 

action plan necessary to protect and conserve the whole of the 220,000 

[photographic] documents. The photography department is currently in the 

process of reorganising its archives to optimise the distribution, production, 

research and support of photographic creation. The reorganization plan 

comprises two main goals: restoration/conservation; and the process of 

digitization as well as the implementation of a database. During this period, 

the archive will not be accessible to the public. (Emphasis in original)70 

 

While it is certainly a testimony to the success of the CNA that its archive has 

constantly grown since its official creation in 1989, restricted or even, as is stressed in 

the notification above, impossible public access is problematic, if one considers the 

historic reason for its foundation, even though Krieps’s own motivations appear as 

conflicted. In a time of social changes, the late 1970s and 1980s, Krieps had ‘invented’ 

the audio-visual tradition in Luxembourg as a way to cement the nation, connecting it to 

its (recent) past so it could project itself into the future, equipped with the necessary 

cultural knowledge. The archive was conceived in order to make this connection 

possible through direct and through mediated access to the national collection. In its 

daily practices however, the CNA seems to have strayed away from this initial concept. 

Photography and film projects have been commissioned to document the country and to 

increase at the same time the volume of documents in the archive. Unmediated access 

remains difficult though.  

 

Not least it is Krieps’s own ambiguous position about the politics of the archive 

and what could be represented through audio-visual documents that appears as an 
																																																								
70 “La croissance continue du fonds a imposé l’urgence d’une action réfléchie et efficace visant à protéger et 
conserver l’ensemble des 220 000 documents. Le département photographie est en train de procéder à la 
réorganisation de ses archives en vue d’optimiser ses actions futures de diffusion, production, recherche et soutien à 
la création photographique. Le plan de réorganisation comprend deux axes principaux: la restauration/conservation; 
le processus de la digitalisation et la mise en place d’une base de données. Pendant cette période le fonds d’archives 
ne sera pas accessible au public.” http://www.cna.public.lu/photographie/fond-archives/index.html.	
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obstacle to the free accessibility of the collections. Theory and practice of the CNA 

archive thus have been conflicting since its inception: the utopian vision of cultural 

democracy and transparency struggles with the reality of politics of representation and 

the day-to-day functioning of the institution. “The theory of the archive is a theory of its 

institutionalization, that is to say of the law, of the right which authorizes it”, said 

Jacques Derrida (1996:4). And he continued his reflection saying: “This right imposes 

or supposes a bundle of limits which all have a history, a deconstructible history”. 

Deconstructing this history, and reconstructing it through making apparent the complex 

meshwork of lines and nodes of political desires and socio-cultural environments in 

which the CNA was embedded at its creation, not only reveals the limits of the rights of 

the new Centre, but also gives insight into future patterns of functioning of the 

institution. This institution with its everyday practices, its early years and subsequent 

developments, deriving from the initial rights and limits of the CNA, will be the focus 

of the next chapter. 
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 Chapter II 

 

 

FROM THE THEORETICAL CONCEPT TO THE OPERATING 

INSTITUTION: Getting Started With Photography 

 

 

There was a grand political vision at the creation of the CNA. The ambitions soared as 

the aim was to simultaneously constitute an active collective memory through audio-

visual culture, to build an extensive archive and library of reference for audio-visual 

documents from the country, to establish an educational centre for amateurs and future 

professionals alike in the field of photography, film and sound, and finally, to create a 

production hub stimulating the nascent film industry. The range of perceived needs 

seemed endless, as I have noted in Chapter I; the new CNA was to fulfil them all, and 

although the concept and the conception of the “médiathèque”, as the Centre was called 

in the beginning, was flawed, its appearance on the national cultural scene, was eagerly 

welcomed. The early years were therefore particularly decisive for future developments 

of the institution, and this chapter will explore the beginnings of the Centre as it 

established itself through first projects exploring the memory of the changing country 

through photography. Using ethnographical observation and other empirical data, I will 

focus specifically on how the CNA interpreted its main mandates to collect, to conserve 

and to promote the audio-visual heritage of the nation at this early stage of its history. 

This will subsequently lead me to assess the institution’s current practices in the field of 

memory and heritage.  

 

The CNA was created as an archive for the country’s audio-visual memory. 

Archives, stated Terry Cook “appraise, acquire, process, describe, preserve, make 

available” (2013: 98). They preserve memory, but, importantly: 

 

They create memory […], preserving records of ‘significance’, or of ‘value’ or 

of ‘importance’, which, put in another way, means preserving those worth 

remembering, worth memorialising. From this perspective, then, archives are 
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constructed memories about the past, about history, heritage and culture, about 

personal roots and familial connections, and about who we are as human beings 

(Cook 2013: 101).  

 

Within this first selection of what is valued enough to be preserved in archives, cultural 

theorist Aleida Assmann distinguished between “the actively circulated memory” of the 

institution, in other words, its canon, and its “passive storing” or accumulating practice, 

which allows objects into the archives, but does not interpret them (Assmann 2008: 99-

100). Thus this chapter asks questions about what the CNA is actively selecting for its 

collection of photography and film documents, and what it addresses as cultural 

messages to posterity. On the other hand I will investigate the passive dimension of the 

CNA as “storehouse of cultural relicts” (Assmann 2008:99), its ‘inert’ knowledge, 

represented by “artefacts or objects that are stored but have lost their immediate 

addressees and authoritative referents, deprived of their old existence and waiting for a 

new one” (Assmann 2008; 103). This analysis aims to illuminate patterns of functioning 

and the understanding of images within the institution, which again, is necessary for my 

detailed analysis of one particular body of images, the Hidden Images exhibition, 

produced in 2007. 

 

Remembering, however, has as a corollary forgetting. Individuals and societies 

forget, as I have noted in my introduction. Fast changes and rapid evolutions in 

contemporary societies make the fear of the loss of memory more acute, -an anxiety that 

has been discussed by a number of scholars, such as historian Pierre Nora (1984), 

sociologist Paul Connerton (2009) or literary theorist Andreas Huyssen (2000), all 

exploring the reasons of the contemporary interest in memory. Similarly, Aleida 

Assmann stipulated that institutions forget too, distinguishing here as well between a 

passive and an active forgetting. Neglects and disregards constitute what she called the 

passive act of forgetting, as opposed to the active forgetting, which would include 

material destruction or censorship (Assmann 2008: 99). Krieps’s formal refusal to 

publish the work about life in prison, for instance, corresponds to this latter category 

with his direct and restrictive intervention in the life and work of the institution. There 
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will be examples of passive forgetting as this study moves further into the current 

practices at the CNA.  

 

These remembering and forgetting practices shape the ecology of the CNA: they 

favour certain lines of growth and strengthen particular nodes, prejudicing others or 

even creating disruptions in the eco-system. The nature of a meshwork therefore, raises 

the following questions: Which lines are permitted to thrive and grow inside or around 

the CNA, and which ones are suspended or left to whither, actively or passively, and, 

very importantly, why are these choices made and what motivates them? Here the 

ethnographic fieldwork I have conducted and the empirical data I have gathered, based 

on observations and interviews, play a crucial part.  

 

Indeed, while theoretical reflections provide conceptual guidelines and allow 

making distinctions between active and passive remembering in institutions dealing 

with collective or cultural memory, they do not give insight into practical decision-

making processes. As a collaborator with the institution, as discussed in the assessment 

of my methodology for this research, I have had the privilege to have extensive and 

very candid conversations with its founding and, at that moment, still active director 

Jean Back. He has divulged very openly personal stories, concerns and memories that 

shed light on the early years of the Centre, and even before, on the development phase 

of the “national media library”, as Jean Back had started to work on the project already 

in 1985. His own biography is closely entangled with the history of the institution, and 

his conversations therefore offer important insight into the past. Biography has come to 

be acknowledged more generally, though not unanimously, as a valued way to explore 

history. Historian Ludmilla Jordanova for instance suggested that focusing on the 

individual “is to adopt a quite particular historical approach, which emphasises 

individual agency and sees the individual as a point at which diverse historical forces 

converge, while taking the span of the life as a natural period of time” (Jordanova 2000: 

41). I will weave these historical considerations into my ethnographic study of the 

CNA’s beginnings. 
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Thus, I will start my investigation of the CNA’s early years with an account of Jean 

Back’s personal record before he began his career at the Ministry of Culture. I will 

analyse the role of amateur practices, camera clubs and the dominant ideology of the 

omnipresent steel industry in Luxembourg in shaping Back’s vision of photography 

and, consequently, his conception of photography in particular and images in general at 

the CNA. Letting Back’s account of the institution’s early years unfold, I will examine, 

through the prism of two large documentary projects, how the CNA actively began to 

construct and to interpret memory. Moreover, drawing on interview material with the 

photography archivist at the CNA, Hélène Kaizer, I will investigate in how far 

constituting and interpreting the archive at the same time can be problematic for an 

institution. The daily practices of the institution are at the centre of this second chapter, 

the day-to-day developments lived and remembered by those involved, starting with its 

founding director, Jean Back who, in the following section, is looking back on more 

than thirty years of work in the audio-visual field that shaped the CNA. 

 

 

II.1. “Before the CNA, Before Gallery Nei Liicht” 

 

Jean Back was born in 1953 in the industrial border town of Dudelange where his father 

was a steelworker. Back finished his studies with a high school diploma, and then, as 

did many Luxembourgers at the time, started a career as civil servant. His major interest 

though was photography. In Dudelange, he was a member of the local camera club, and 

he perfected his knowledge in photography by attending a couple of workshops in Arles 

during the Rencontres photographiques71 in the early 1980s. It was an occasion not only 

to learn from acclaimed photographers, but also to discover new artistic and 

documentary work. The Dudelange camera club however was not concerned with 

international photographic trends. Its members were deeply, and typically, immersed in 

an emotionally-engaged visual rendering of the local, and in this case also national, 

source of pride: the steel industry. Local and national interests indeed collapsed here 

																																																								
71 The Rencontres internationales de la photographie d’Arles is a photo festival in the south of France. It was started 
in 1966 by the photographers Lucien Clergue, Jean-Maurice Rouquette, Jean Dieuzaide, Michel Tournier, Eric 
Boubat, and others. It has developed into a large-scale photographic manifestation over the years with about 60 
exhibition in 2014 and a number of workshops conducted by international professional photographers. See also: 
www.rencontres-arles.com/ 
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into each other; the steel consortium ARBED (Acéries Réunies de Burbach-Eich-

Dudelange), although located mostly in the south of the country, was the warrantor for 

the well being of the national economy and had the status of a national institution. “For 

more than a century, the steel industry has been a symbol of the economic prosperity of 

the country and an important factor of national identification”, emphasised historian 

Antoinette Lorang (2007: 215), reflecting about the physical sites of the industry, their 

factories and blast furnaces as ‘lieux de mémoire’ in Luxembourg, according to Pierre 

Nora’s seminal work about symbolic spaces of memory in France (1986). “The steel 

industry becomes synonymous with the south of the country, characterized by its “red 

earth”. In the classical iconography of the Grand Duchy, the mining area and the 

industrial sector are represented by images of steel plants or iron workers” (Lorang 

2007: 215). Photography certainly was instrumental in relation to implementing the 

ideology of the steel industry and the establishment of its power throughout the country. 

A corporate imagery flourished, infiltrating also camera clubs and amateur practices, as 

Jean Back vividly described. It is worth quoting the statement at length because it 

demonstrates the entangled relationship of photography and national identity, which 

eventually informed the CNA. 

 

ARBED was aware of the power of images. In 1923 already, film was used to 

promote the company worldwide. “Look at the great steel we produce in 

Luxembourg! The terrific sheet metal! See our thriving production, the social 

peace we bring!” Images have always been the propaganda tool for the industry, 

mostly film, as we have seen in the documentary “Vu Feier an Eisen” [Of Fire 

and Iron], but also photography. You have to know, that photography was in 

catalogues, in conference rooms, in the offices of the local authorities. That’s 

where images of the steel plant were shown. The steel plant was the main object, 

dominating the landscape. This was simply part of the municipalities here. You 

also have to know that this was linked to the boom of the industry in the 1950s. 

In the 50s the steel industry was still dominating. The industry was everywhere, 

in people’s beds, in their front yards, in their bathrooms, the industry was in 

football clubs; it was everywhere and shaped everyone’s lives. I might be 

wrong, but that’s how I think it was. There are also a number of documents to 
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prove this. Capitalism as conceived by Mayrisch72 may have been enlightened, 

but it tied the workers and their families very strongly to the industry. This also 

appears in the collection of  about 2000 glass-plate negatives that the CNA 

received from the Institut Emile Metz, the school of ARBED, preparing young 

people for the industry, not only intellectually, communicating knowledge, but 

also psychologically and physically. They had gym classes to be in good shape. 

They had physical exercise, because this all was part of the social environment. 

There were other social institutions, like hospitals, or the “Waldschoul” [a day 

camp facility for children], which the industry had brought with it. This needed 

to be promoted, not least through photographs, which were carefully 

communicated and displayed by ARBED, respectively by the people who 

worked in the steel industry, although this was not necessarily done consciously. 

But the camera clubs played a crucial part here. In these camera clubs, there 

were always people who worked for ARBED, and photography has always been 

documentary by definition, and was perfectly suited to document what was there 

and had always been there, in the way of a post “Neue Sachlichkeit”, 

romanticising the machine […]. And this was the case also in Dudelange. In a 

book published in 1957 about the municipality, there were already images 

through which ARBED appeared to its best advantage. There has always been 

that impressive backdrop of fire and steel, the spectacular, the flowing fire, the 

sky turning red, the steam… This was an incredibly spectacular backdrop for 

photography and, of course, the photographs always turned out to be 

spectacular. This should not appear as a critique of these images. It was just a 

fact. That’s how they were, and it is understandable. It seems normal that the 

upsurge of the industry should be accompanied by photographs, which 

emphasised exactly these dynamics. (Back to Poos, March 2011) 

 

Jean Back, here, described a series of interesting phenomena that Elizabeth Edwards 

(2012: 124 – 125) discussed in relation to the camera clubs and survey movements in 

the United Kingdom: the appropriation of the local through photography, its link to 
																																																								
72 Emile Mayrisch (1862-1928) was a Luxembourg industrialist and businessman, and one of the leading figures in 
the development of the Luxembourg steel industry.  
http://www.colpach.lu/index.php?session=&lang_id=fr&id=2_3&menu_id=2&submenu_id=2_3&link=1&iframe=0
&new_window=0 8)  
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issues of national identity and the material presence of photography in the public space. 

The ubiquity of the steel industry, in the account of Jean Back, is striking, and although 

his description is emotionally inflected it depicts the situation quite accurately.  

 

The steel industry developed in Luxembourg toward the end of the 19th century, with 

the discovery of iron ore in the south of the country, and was, until the steel crisis of the 

1970s, the main motor of the Luxembourg economy. In 1960, the steel industry 

contributed 31% to the country’s Gross Domestic Product, and employed up to 25,000 

people or 16% of the active population.73 Not only did the country flourish 

economically, but, starting in the early twentieth century, the industry also brought 

social infrastructure such as hospitals, medical assistance, children’s vacation centres 

and industry-owned supermarkets that allowed workers to buy food at an advantageous 

price. 

 

Dudelange, the ‘Forge of the South’ as the town was called, was one of the main 

industrial centres. It grew from a village of 1.692 inhabitants in 1860 to a small town of 

9.069 people in 1900, and roughly 14,000 in the 1950s. When Jean Back was born, the 

steel industry was booming, and, in his native Dudelange, was literally everywhere, 

shaping not only the identity of the region, but also that of the nation. Moreover the 

omnipresence of the industry was translated into a multitude of “portable” visual 

objects, mobile and ready to travel (Latour 1987: 26), emphasising its ubiquity through 

representations of massive machines, endless halls or towering blast furnaces. A strong 

corporate image promoted through photography was indeed, as Lorang stressed, part of 

the national iconography, and as such was displayed prominently for everyone to see 

(Lorang 2007: 215 – 219). The production of -appropriate- image content always entails 

material practices of photography such as the placing of photographs in the public space 

(Edwards, 2012: 124). Prominently visible, the ARBED imagery was therefore 

absorbed also by camera clubs, which set out to reproduce, at their level, the canonical 

vision of the industry, albeit “not necessarily consciously”, as Back suggested. This, 

literally and figuratively, mechanical, unconscious reproduction of the predominant 

ideology is not unimportant, although it appears, in Back’s account, only as subordinate. 

																																																								
73http://www.luxembourg.public.lu/fr/economie/industrie/siderurgie/index.html  
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It is linked to a more general reflection about how amateur photographic practices relate 

to or identify with a predominant ideology. I will analyse amateur practices in more 

detail in the following chapter, as well as in later parts of this dissertation. For the 

moment I want to focus on the notion of consciousness in reproducing ideological 

models of vision.  

 

Traditional top down-models, said Edwards, tend to ascribe a self-conscious 

ideological awareness to photographers, resulting in an over determined reading of  

the visual economy in which photographs operate (2012: 125). Edwards herself pleads 

for a more complex relationship in the translation of ideology to amateur photography, a 

practice that she considers neither conscious nor without conflict. Back’s account 

illustrates both aspects. Ideological structures were unquestionably at work on the local 

level, in Dudelange. However, they were not consciously perpetuated; they were 

reproduced unreflexively, following habit-infused patterns of seeing. Also, as Edwards 

stressed further in her analysis of local histories and national identities, this 

ideologically infused social construct of images is not homogenised and unproblematic. 

For Jean Back, for instance, it provoked an open dissent, leading to a secession in the 

camera club: 

 

There were a few of us young men, and somehow, I cannot really say… We 

didn’t agree. Somehow, this photography was very contagious and impressive, 

but we all sensed that this could not be “it”: that an industry determined how we 

were to make images. There is that incredible freedom in photography, limited 

only by technology, but for the rest, it is a blank page, and all of a sudden this 

dominance from the side of ARBED was perceived as oppression, an unhealthy 

situation […]. It was simply too much at that moment, and, necessarily it ended 

in an open clash. On a human level, it was not very pleasant. In the newspaper, 

we were called the young wolves, but it was really only a storm in a teacup… A 

few older gentlemen were miffed; they were angry, some were less angry, but, 

well… They had a certain degree of notoriety in Dudelange, they were 

respected, and expected respect […]. We wanted to show different kinds of 

photographs… We thought: we don’t live on an island here. Luxembourg is 
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internationally connected, there is culture, and there is art. We knew about 

Ketter74, we knew about Urhausen.75 We discussed these photographers. A new 

wind was blowing, and we said: We need to show the work of other 

photographers in Dudelange. As I said before: Dudelange is a town with a long 

photographic tradition. The labouring man could not paint, but he could always 

take a photograph. Movies, that was something different. But photography was 

very popular in the working class environment. And, as soon as the dominance 

of this particular photographic genre glorifying everything related to the 

industry, was broken, we started to look for new photographers, thinking: we 

need to show other work, internationally acclaimed photographers… Jeanloup 

Sieff76 with his marvellous nudes, Gabriel and Helmut Nothhelfer77 who did 

great things in Berlin… Let’s do something. And that’s how “Galerie Nei 

Liicht” [Gallery New Light] was created, an international photography gallery. 

And we had very high ambitions. No small things here, we needed to show 

acclaimed photographers, so the public would come and see (Back to Poos, 

March 2011). 

 

 

The gallery opened on 17th September 1982 in a villa that formerly belonged to a 

managing director from ARBED. It still operates today in the same location as a space 

for contemporary photography, but it is now run by the municipality.78 Many people 

came to see the first exhibition, although, said Back, their interest may mostly have 

been driven by the prospect of being inside a former home of a senior ARBED 

manager.  

 

																																																								
74 Norbert Ketter (1942-1997), photographer. His work ranged from landscape photography to documentations of the 
local population in the steel mining regions of Luxembourg.  
75 Romain Urhausen (born 1930)	documentary and fine art photographer, artist and film-maker, influenced by the 
theories of ‘subjective photography’ taught by Otto Steinert at the Staatlichen Schule für Kunst und Handwerk, 
Saarbrücken. http://www.kuenstlerlexikonsaar.de/fotografie/artikel/-/urhausen-romain/ 
76 Jeanloup Sieff (born 1933). Fashion and portrait photographer for magazines such as Elle or Vogue. He also 
worked as a photo-reporter. As such, he joined Magnum in 1958, but left the agency a year later already.  
77 Gabriele and Helmut Nothhelfer (born 1945). Fine observers of society and public life, “they have produced a kind 
of atlas of the German sentiment and behaviour in the form of photographic black and white portraits”. 
http://www.galeriezander.com/en/artist/gabriele_und_helmut_nothhelfer/information 
78 For mission statement and developments of the gallery, see the website Centres d’art de la Ville de Dudelange. 
http://www.galeries-dudelange.lu/pages/mission 
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The role played by photography is remarkable: in these formative years leading to 

Back’s decisive involvement with the CNA, photography becomes the centre of a 

struggle for power. As Latourian “immutable mobiles” -objects that are “mobile but 

also immutable, presentable, readable and combinable” (Latour 1987: 26 emphasis in 

original)- infiltrating every strata of society, photographs, here, appear very much as a 

tool in the construction of an empire. James L. Hevia (2009) has admirably analysed the 

construction of Western imperialism during the Boxer era in China through the use of 

photography. He has discussed photography as a complex of action and agency, where 

visual objects, photographs, were used to legitimise the British presence in China. A 

similar “photography complex” was at work in Luxembourg. To rephrase Hevia’s 

words for the Luxembourg context: in conjunction with other apparatuses of empire, the 

photography complex functioned as part of a material and discursive network, that 

helped to forge, quite literally here, a local and a national identity (Hevia 2009: 103). 

Only that the empire to be constructed in Luxembourg was industrial, operated by a 

handful of wealthy families building the steel industry, and with it an entire society.  

 

A detailed scrutiny of the mechanisms of power and the technologies of rule in 

this context would deserve a study of its own, and an analysis of the corporate 

paternalism that was certainly at play in the imagery produced by ARBED is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation.79 For my purposes here, it is important however to 

acknowledge the instrumentality of photographs in relation to the ARBED ideology, 

and the mixed reception this imagery of power triggered within the camera club with 

feelings of admiration leading to imitation or reproduction on one side, and, on the 

other, a sense of oppression, the need to revolt, to replace the dominant photographic 

system with a new one: internationally acclaimed art and documentary photography. To 

Jean Back and his fellow dissidents from the camera club, this breaking away appeared 

like a liberation, an opening to the world. What the ‘young wolves’ did not see however 

was that they traded one set of values and rules for another, and that, by following the 

power mechanisms of the international art world, they subordinated as well to its 

photographic canon. Jean Back’s deeper commitment to and entanglement with 

photography as a material, exhibition practice however is crucial not only for his own 
																																																								
79 For a detailed discussion of photography of progressive reform and corporate paternalism, see Elspeth Brown’s 
excellent The Corporate Eye, John Hopkins University Press, 2005.  
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professional future, as we will see in the next section of this chapter, but also for the 

shaping of the CNA. Very clearly, Back announced his personal beliefs about 

photography as a form of artistic and documentary expression, and his desire to expand 

the local views of the medium to international standards. These beliefs and wishes will 

later on form the corner stone for the canon of photographic practices in particular and 

the understanding of images in general, at the CNA.  

 

As this excursion into the years “before the Gallery Nei Liicht, and before the 

CNA” shows, the meshwork in which the CNA is embedded is complex and dense. In 

conjunction with Krieps’s political vision, Back’s personal views and wishes, aesthetic 

and social values, constituted the substrate on which the future institution was going to 

thrive. Certain lines of growth, such as the preservation of an audio-visual memory, art 

and documentary practices, international recognition through exhibitions, start to appear 

at this early stage. The next important step in the development and the consolidation of 

this meshwork is the node where national politics and personal ambitions, in other 

words, Robert Krieps and Jean Back, meet. This is the focus of the next section of this 

chapter, the main goal remaining to determine patterns of functioning of the CNA as an 

operating institution. 

 

 

II.2. Toward the CNA: Documenting Luxembourg 

 

Jean Back had launched the Gallery Nei Liicht in Dudelange in 1982, but he had also 

started to teach photography workshops in Luxembourg City around the same time. 

Later on he showed an interest in cinema and affinities in the broader sectors of culture 

and literature, and soon acquired a certain public profile. There were no particularly 

trained experts in the audio-visual field in Luxembourg at the time; he was one of the 

very few ‘experts’ in photography. Hence the choice fell on Back to start preliminary 

work on the concept of the future CNA on behalf of the Minister of Culture. It was an 

opportunity that he eagerly seized, not without suggesting a certain sense of awe and 

drama however, as he recalled in 2011: 
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Concerning photography in Luxembourg, I was able, at that moment, to make a 

comprehensive inventory. I could say: in the field of photography, in 

Luxembourg, there is this, and this, and this. I knew my geography, because of 

my personal history. That was the beginning. But what exactly I should do [at 

the Ministry], I didn’t know. […] Then, there was a phone call from Robert 

Krieps, and he told me “just do something like the Americans… the farmers80… 

and make a book of it”. Oh my God. I had been at the Ministry of  

Culture only for a month, and I received the order to make a photo book. Just 

imagine this!   

 

[…] I had another short guideline: “Tell the municipal authorities, they should 

gather and conserve their photographs, their films and their sound documents. 

And do something with it.” I had to figure out something. There was nothing I 

could do except launching an action plan to sensitise local authorities, because, 

there was nothing else there. That’s how the Collective Audio-visual Memory 

project was born, and out of this project again, the CNA took shape. And the 

first photographic assignment was: “Do something like the Americans. The 

FSA. Take the FSA!”81 I knew the images of course. I admired them ardently… 

“Social documentary photography” as the genre was called at that time, and I 

loved these images. What an assignment! It was crazy. (Back to Poos, March 

2011) 

 

Back’s account of his first few months in office reveals important aspects of the 

development on many different levels. It confirms the urgency with which the CNA, as 
																																																								
80	Krieps here refers to the photographic survey of the Farm Security Administration (FSA) realised in the United 
States during the Great Depression to document poverty in the American Midwest. The images were well known to 
Jean Back. In 1962, Luxembourg native photographer Edward Steichen had curated a last exhibition, The Bitter 
Years 1935 – 1941, as Head of the Photography Department at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, gathering 
roughly 200 images from the FSA file to testify to the nation’s resilience and of the power of photography as a means 
of documentation. The totality of the exhibition objects came to Luxembourg in 1968, upon request of Edward 
Steichen, as a gift to his country of birth. In 1966, Luxembourg had already been donated a copy of his famous The 
Family of Man travelling exhibition. Jean Back, and Robert Krieps of course, knew of both shows. They were to 
become an important part of the Luxembourg audio-visual heritage in the following decades. In 1985, the FSA work, 
mediated through Steichen’s legacy, was a model for Back’s concept to document the steel mining south through 
photography and personal, recorded stories that were added to the visual material. 
81 Importantly, Back had tried to show a series of the FSA images from The Bitter Years exhibition at the Gallery Nei 
Liicht, but ultimately was not allowed to do so. “We hung the images in the staircase, and it didn’t last a week before 
we received a letter saying that we had to take them down again, that it was unconceivable to show poor people in a 
former ARBED senior executive’s villa. […] Of course, we took them down again, but I was really pissed.” (Back to 
Poos, March 2010) 
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a project in the making, a work in progress, was launched. Chapter I showed Krieps as a 

driving political force, eager to see results and to see the CNA take shape. Back’s 

relation of his early days at the Ministry of Culture corroborates Krieps in the role of an 

active, almost impulsive, decision taker. It was Krieps who set the framework and it was 

also Krieps who punctually contributed ideas to fill it: “Work with the local authorities 

to gather photographs, films and sound documents!” Or: “Take the FSA. Make a book!” 

The task seemed as overwhelming as it was thrilling: Back, after all, had only very 

limited experience, and only on a local level. Now he was invited to reflect about 

national campaigns.  

 

Significantly however, with his first recommendations, Krieps opened up two 

different pathways for the future CNA, two different lines of growth: to gather existing 

audio-visual material, and to create new material to document the country and its 

changing traditions or work patterns. The first is related to the CNA’s future mandate as 

an archive and as a national library of record; the second foreshadows the institution’s 

orientation towards the production or commissioning of new work that will expand the 

existing national audio-visual heritage. Back dutifully attended to the first, and 

contacted municipal authorities, but he eagerly seized the suggestion to take the FSA 

example as an inspiration, and, following his own understanding of photography and his 

keen interest in the ‘social or humanist documentary’ tradition, Back developed a 

concept for a photographic overview of his native steel mining region. The result was 

Liewen am Minett – La Vie des hommes dans le Bassin Minier [Liewen am Minett – The 

Life of the People in the Steel Mining Region], a survey of the southern part of 

Luxembourg in the mid 1980s, with black and white documentary photographs and oral 

testimonies, gathered in a book and promoted throughout the country through a 

travelling exhibition.  

 

This is how Jean Back relates his first mission, carefully setting the stage: 
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I didn’t know what to do… Then I started thinking about who was working in 

the field and who could make that kind of photographs. Jacques Bohler,82 well 

trained amateur photographers from the camera club, in Esch and elsewhere… 

People I sensed that they could do this. So we did the project together with Rolf 

Ketter,83 as a journalist [to gather oral testimonies] […] and a number of 

photographers, and that’s how the book Liewen am Minett was made. This was 

the first time, I would say, that there was a different mindset -and I can claim 

this as my achievement- in a publication that was not meant to glorify, but to 

document while still being soulful. Blast furnaces were shown, as they fell 

down. Workers were shown, and I was scorned because I showed a “drunkard”, 

a “dirty scumbag”... a man from the steel plant that I knew. And the views of 

Differdange 84 would not show little flowers on the windowsills, but a car 

graveyard, and everything in black and white, with stark contrast. And then the 

book was published, with Woflgang Osterheld’s85 image [of a miner] on the 

cover (Figure II.1.) … Very dark. […] We presented the book in Differdange, 

and the newspapers reacted quite positively. All of a sudden you could see how 

people were sleeping in their bedrooms, how they were living in their living 

rooms, how the were eating, or sitting in their backyards, and so, all of a sudden, 

images were shown that were not in the tradition of the Minett region. You 

could see ARBED as the company was dissolving, in the mid 1980s; the book 

was published in [19]86, and there was quite a momentum. […] This was the 

beginning of photography at the CNA, and it was the beginning of our 

collection, because all the images of the project in their diverse formats and 

qualities remained at the CNA. That was the beginning (Back to Poos, March 

2011). 

 

																																																								
82 Jacques Bohler (b.1942) studied photography in Vevey, Switzerland, and worked as a high school teacher at the 
time the project Liewen am Minett was launched.  
83 Rolf Ketter (1938-2008) worked as a journalist until he entered the publishing company Binsfeld Editions in 1980. 
In 1985 he started to work as an independent writer and author.	
http://www.autorenlexikon.lu/page/author/364/364/FRE/index.html  
84 Differdange was an important steel production centre in the south of Luxembourg at the border with France and 
Belgium. See also: http://luxembourg.arcelormittal.com/Our-sites/ArcelorMittal-Europe-Long-Products/Belval-and-
Differdange/ 
85 Wolfgang Osterheld (1948 - ) was an active photographer in Luxembourg between 1984 and 1997. His field of 
expertise was black and white documentary and portrait photography. 
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As I have noted in the previous section of this chapter, the industrial south, for 

Luxembourg, has acquired the status of a ‘lieu de mémoire’(Nora 1984: XVII-XLII) 

and it was symbolic for the country’s economic wealth. In the 1980s however, when 

Jean Back started to work for the Ministry of Culture, the steel industry was in decline, 

and the region was rapidly changing. Plants closed; furnaces were demolished. To 

honour the Minett by documenting its working-class everyday through a photographic 

survey thus appeared as a timely project, in line with Krieps’s politics of cultural 

democracy.  

 

 
Figure II.1: Liewen am Minett. Ministère des Affaires Culturelles. Luxembourg, 1986. 
 

 

Both Krieps and Back shared the concern of what Martha Rosler, in her photographic 

projects called “the rectification of wrongs” (Rosler, 1992: 304). Krieps used an 
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analogous wording in the foreword of Liewen am Minett, as he deplored that this 

thriving part of the country had never been the subject of an artistic appraisal, and he 

textually stated: 

 

It is thus a kind of injustice that we want to repair by doing justice to a world, 

which, in the past ten years, has known profound anguishes and new 

transformations. We present a snapshot of a part of our country whose rich 

facets remain unknown (Krieps, 1986: n.p.).86 

 

Legitimised through political wilfulness, and sustained by artistic aspirations, Liewen 

am Minett thus promoted the region into the realm of canonical subjects of a collective 

audio-visual memory. Supporting collective identity, the Minett becomes  

part of the active dimension of cultural memory, and, in Assmann’s terms, belongs to 

the selected number of normative and formative places and myths “which are meant to 

be actively circulated and communicated in ever-new presentations and performances” 

(2008: 100). 

 

Liewen am Minett was a decisive project, and, very significantly, it dominated 

Back’s account, together with a series of similar documentary commissions. 

Throughout the whole conversation, which lasted about 100 minutes, Back however 

spoke of the institution’s mandate as an archive and repository for all audio-visual 

documents only when asked expressly. On the other hand, he dwelled extensively on 

successive projects that helped to install photography as a means of creative expression 

in Luxembourg, and, in a beginning phase, as a way to contest the old order 

implemented by the steel industry. Here Back’s and Krieps’s interests overlapped: both 

the politician and his executive civil servant aimed at promoting a new vision of 

Luxembourg –a goal to which Back added his personal desire to foster a new view of 

photographic practices. Photography and the promotion of an internationally acclaimed 

art and documentary form had been Back’s main concern, as I have pointed out in the 

previous section, and his work at the Ministry of Culture allowed him to expand this 

																																																								
86  “C’est donc une sorte d’injustice que nous voulons réparer en rendant justice à un monde qui, au cours des 
dernières dix années, a connu de profondes angoisses et de nouvelles transformations. Nous présentons un instantané 
d’une partie de notre pays dont on ignore les riches facettes” (Krieps 1986: n.p.). 
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concept on a national level. In the afterword of the book, Liewen am Minett, Back 

textually stated: 

 

This documentation has given a serious boost to the Luxembourg social 

photography. Our country, unlike the USA or the German Federal Republic, 

doesn’t have a long tradition in this field. It is for that reason that many of our 

images have been enlarged for a travelling exhibition, which constitutes the 

complement to the book (Back, 1986, n.p.).87 

 

In this short statement, Back’s personal project is clearly outlined: to bring Luxembourg 

to international standards in the understanding and in the practice of photography, and 

to render a more contemporary image of its society. It is this thread, or line of growth, 

that he developed throughout his career, and thus embedded the CNA in a meshwork 

shaped by considerations of professional recognition and authorial or artistic relevance.  

 

Historical considerations, such as the constitution of an inventory of existing 

photographic material, were largely absent from Back’s reflections. The CNA, under 

Back’s leadership, was to follow the pathway of promoting contemporary art and 

documentary photography through exhibitions and books and through commissioning 

new work in or about Luxembourg. In relation to Aleida Assmann’s notion of the 

“active cultural memory” of an institution, the CNA becomes a case study of particular 

interest. From Jean Back’s account it is apparent that the memory that is circulated by 

the CNA is a memory in the making. It is actively created through the making of new 

audio-visual documents, which are then conserved by the CNA. “This was the 

beginning of photography at the CNA”, said Back speaking of the Minett project, and 

he insisted: “It was the beginning of our collection, because all the images of the project 

in their diverse formats and qualities remained at the CNA. That was the beginning” 

(Back to Poos, March 2011). Collecting is thus linked to producing. The photographs 

and, in this case, the sound documents, were commissioned; they were made, selected 

for a book publication and an exhibition, and, eventually were stored in the archive. 
																																																								
87  “Der Lëtzebuerger Sozialfotografie huet déi Billersammlung e gudd Stéck virugehollef. Eist Land kennt op deem 
Gebitt nët déi grouss Traditioune wéi d’Vereenegt Staaten an d’däitsch Bundesrepublik. ‘T as och aus deem Grond, 
wou vill vun eise Biller vergréissert gi si fir eng Wanderaustellung, déi eng Bäigof zum Buch soll sin” (Back 1986: 
n.p.). 
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This archive then becomes the cultural audio-visual memory of the country. What pre-

existed 1986 does not seem to have the same relevance.  

 

However, once the photographs -and oral testimonies- are in the archive, their 

status becomes ambiguous. As I have noted, Assmann distinguishes between active and 

passive memory, the active memory being made of a number of cultural messages that 

are addressed to posterity and intended for continuous repetition and re-use. The Minett 

documents however, have not been re-used or re-circulated since their creation in 1986. 

From this perspective, the photographs and the sounds gathered about 30 years ago, 

now, belong to a passive cultural memory, a knowledge that is stored and potentially 

available, but is not interpreted. It is important to note here that the whole Minett project 

comprises roughly 20,000 images out of which only 200 were selected for the book. 

The remaining photographs are part of the archive, where they are “contributing to the 

richness of the “collective memory”, as Back stated in the afterword of the Minett book. 

However, the archived images -or sounds- have not been re-engaged with or re-

activated to speak about the country and its memory. The book, conversely, is still in 

circulation, available at the CNA store, and although it is not actively promoted by the 

CNA, it is visible on the library shelves.  

 

The institution CNA however has moved on. Indeed, Liewen am Minett was 

quite rapidly followed by a new project: the documentation of the rural north of the 

country in Liewen am Eislek – La vie des hommes dans la région ardennaise [Life in 

the Oesling - The Life of the People in the Ardennes Region], published in 1989 for the 

150th anniversary of the independence of Luxembourg (Figure II.2.). The Eislek is also a 

distinguished “lieu de mémoire” in the collective understanding of the country, with its 

rugged landscapes, rural traditions and abundant historical heritage. The 1980s also saw 

this northern part of the country changing. Indeed many of its inhabitants left their 

native villages and their agricultural background to work in the city. Here again, the 

photographic survey was a timely project, and it triggered strong feelings of national 

identity and nationhood, as becomes apparent in the remarks of the politicians who 

supported the project. The book was published after Krieps’s mandate under Prime 

Minister Jacques Santer (CVS; Christian Social People’s Party) who was also Minister 
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for Cultural Affairs, and, as Liewen am Minett, it brandished the label “national 

publication”. In the forewords by Prime Minister Jacques Santer, Minister René 

Steichen88 and Robert Krieps, references to culture, identity, memory or even homeland 

abound, with sentiments of national belonging. Again, it is worth quoting the various 

written contributions at length because they demonstrate the density of this narrative: 

 

To document through image and sound the numerous sociological, artistic and 

religious aspects that forge the richness of a community has become an 

important task of the modern Nation-State, aware of its culture and its identity 

(Santer 1989: n.p.). 89  

 

Or:  As we are celebrating the 150th anniversary of our independence, we have to 

face certain questions. Questions about what we are, and what we want to 

remain. This book is not a product of chance. […] The book Liewen am Eislek 

for which I want to congratulate its authors, should contribute, together with the 

accompanying exhibition, to assuring that the notion of “homeland” will not 

remain an empty word (Steichen 1989 n.p.). 90 

 

And:  The richness of our collective memory is nourished equally by the diligence of 

the documentary studies and by the political will that wishes to generalise its 

practice. […] Luxembourg, despite its 150 years of independence, has always 

found it difficult to report on its own reality, and subsequently, its identity.  

[This album] is dedicated to the Luxembourgers and to the foreigners who live 

on this land, united in a laborious existence and in the happy complementarity of 

their cultures (Krieps 1989: n.p.).91 

																																																								
88 Also Christian Social People’s Party, Minister for Agriculture, Viticulture and Rural Development, delegated to 
Cultural Affairs and Scientific Research. 
89 “Documenter par l’image et le son les nombreux aspects sociologiques, artistiques et religieux qui forgent la 
richesse d’une communauté est devenu une tâche importante de l’Etat moderne, conscient de sa culture et de son 
identité” (Santer 1989: n.p.) 
90  “Wa mer den honnertfofzegste Gebuertsdag vun eiser Onofhängechkeet feieren, komme mer sécher nët 
derlaanscht fir eis e puer Froën ze stellen. Froën iwwert dat wat mer sin a wëlle bleiwen. D’Buch as duerfir nët 
zoufälleg entstanen. […]. D’Buch “Liewen am Eisléck”, fir dat ech d’Auteure félicitéieren, soll mat sénger 
Ausstellung dozou bäidroën,, datt de Begrëff “Heemecht” keen eidelt Wuert bleiwt” (Steichen 1989: n.p.). 
91 “La richesse de notre Mémoire collective se nourrit tant de l’assiduité des recherches documentaries menées que de 
la volonté politique qui entend en généraliser le principe. […]. Le Luxembourg, en dépit de ses 150 années 
d’indépendance, a toujours été en difficulté de faire état de sa propre réalité et, partant, de son indentité. […]. [Cet 
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The pattern is identical for both publications: the same format for the book, 

documentary black and white images taken by a group of ten photographers, some of 

whom collaborated on both projects, and excerpts from interviews with the inhabitants 

of the region to tell individual stories and create affective points of identification. 

Again, Back’s afterword is revealing for his understanding of photography at the CNA. 

He presented the work of the photographers and the general aim to document the 

current changes in society. As a “lieu de mémoire” in the Luxembourg cultural memory, 

the Eislek has conventionally been represented in a pictorial landscape tradition as an 

imagined and constructed “mythscape” (Bell 2003) of an idealised, pristine countryside. 

Back thus pursues his overall goal to break with visual conventions through 

photography, stressing the commitment of the authors and their contribution to 

collective memory in a final remark: 

 

[The work] was born out of the passionate commitment of its authors who, for a 

while, have shared the life of those that they kept in memory through  

photography and sound recordings. In this, the book does not have the pretention 

to be exhaustive in the choice of the moments it presents or to be complete in its 

discourse. It offers food for thought, while contributing to our collective 

memory documents of undeniable value (Back 1989: n.p.).92 

 

Collective memory was textually named, but, again, it appeared as a memory in the 

making. Heritage was actively fabricated as a new, contemporary vision of a region,  

centred on ‘the people’, on “the life of men”, women and children inscribed in the title 

of the publication. The notion of the “author” is important as well. The new work to be 

included in the collective and cultural memory needed to be authorial and authoritative 

in order to be part of the new ideological vision of the country. In this it is part of the 

process of canonisation in the active dimension of cultural memory, as it is described by 

																																																																																																																																																																		
album] est dédié aux Luxembourgeois et aux étrangers habitant cette terre, unis dans une existence laborieuse et dans 
l’heureuse complémentarité de leurs cultures” (Krieps 1989: n.p.). 
92 “[L’ouevre] est née de l’engagement passionné de ses auteurs, qui ont partagé pour un bout de temps l’existence de 
ceux don’t ils ont, chacun selon sa propre sensibilité, gardé le souvenir par les moyens de la photographie et du 
magnétophone. En cela le livre ne pretend pas être exhaustif dans le choix de ses moments, ni être complet dans son 
discours. Il offer matière à reflexion tout en versant dans notre Mémoire collective des documents d’une valeur 
indéniable” (Back 1989: n.p.) 
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Assmann: once an object, or here a place, a landscape, a region is selected to be part of 

the national canon, the generations have to “encounter and reinterpret it according to 

their time” (2008: 100). The urgency of the moment, for Back, but also for Krieps, was 

to tell the story of the country and its society, which had undergone profound changes. 

In the south, the steel plants were closing down. In the north, the villages were deserted. 

Krieps’s political goal was to reconnect the Luxembourg people with their history 

through audio-visual culture; Back thereupon grafted his desire to make photography a 

recognised artistic and documentary practice. The result was the creation of audio-

visual heritage, a contemporaneous vision of the country that was to be preserved for 

future generations. As such it is now part of Luxembourg’s audio-visual memory, stored 

in the archive and available for consultation as a coffee table book.  

 

 
Figure II.2: Liewen am Eislek. Ministère d’Etat, Ministère des Affaires Culturelles, Centre national de 
l’audiovisuel. Luxembourg 1989. 
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Through these first documentary endeavours and through Back’s accounts, the 

emerging CNA appeared as a dynamic institution, rooted in a historical present and 

facing the future with a project based conceptual outline. There was a clear authorial 

policy, with the will to push new creations and to actively produce new audio-visual 

material that will become part of the national heritage and the country’s circulated 

cultural memory. By the time Liewen am Eislek was published, the CNA had been 

officially inaugurated. The law defining its mandates had been approved, according to 

which the CNA was to become, first and foremost, the country’s audio-visual archive. 

The institution’s task to create an inventory of the existing audio-visual heritage made 

the main headlines in the press. D’Letzebuerger Land, the independent weekly 

newspaper for politics, economics and culture, for instance, stressed the necessity to 

conserve photographs, video and film recordings, LPs, cassettes and magnetic tapes as 

witnesses of the time: 

 

The 1984 government coalition agreement stipulated the creation of an audio-

visual archive. Now the moment has arrived at last: in a first stage, the media 

centre, located in Dudelange, shall establish an inventory of the existing 

documents. The goal is to develop the media centre into a central audio-visual 

archive of Luxembourg, of its history and its culture (LL 13. May 1988: 5). 93 

 

In 1989 however, the CNA was well on its way to become a production centre for 

creative and documentary image making. Two main pathways had been opened by 

Robert Krieps: archiving and producing. Both were also anchored in the bill of law of 

1989, although here, archiving had clear precedence in importance over producing. 

How were they going to evolve under the leadership of Jean Back and his keen interest 

for new creations or his aspirations for a high-profile image culture? How did the CNA 

respond to the many perceived needs that prompted its creation? The next section, 

focusing on the establishment of the photography department and its collection, will 

examine the reality of the early years of the institution. 
																																																								
93 “In diesem Sinne wurde schon im Koalitionsabkommen 1984 die Einrichtung eines audiovisuellen Archivs 
festgehalten. Nun ist es endlich so weit: In einer ersten Etappe soll die Mediathek in Dudelingen ein Inventar der 
vorhanden Dokumente erstellen. Ziel ist es, die Mediathek zum zentralen audiovisuellen Archiv Luxemburg’s, seiner 
Geschichte und seiner Kultur zu entwickeln” (LL 13. May 1988: 5). 



	 100	

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

II.3. Setting Up Shop: The Photography Collection 

 

As will have become clear, high ambitions surrounded the establishment of the Centre 

national de l’audiovisuel that was to serve simultaneously as an archive, an educational 

institution, and a production centre. The scope of the political statement  

was considerable, fostering a grand vision of national heritage, according to which all 

documents should not only be gathered but also made accessible to the public. 

Nevertheless the reality of the new institute was much less lofty, and the CNA started 

with very humble beginnings. The budget for setup and overhead costs for the first  

year, in 1989, was a meagre 5 million Luxembourg francs (approx. 125,000 Euros). It 

was doubled the second year, in 1990, to cover also the acquisition of collections, the 

storage and archiving costs as well as the expenses for the production of new 

documents. The staff consisted initially of a total of three permanent members: Jean 

Back as acting director, an administrative officer, and a housekeeper. Together they 

opened headquarters in the minimally renovated, recently emptied out dormitories and 

classrooms of a former Catholic boarding school, in Dudelange. One of the corollaries 

of cultural democracy was the decentralisation of cultural institutions, as I have noted in 

Chapter I. Museums and concert halls should not only be located in the capital 

according to Krieps’s political view, but should be disseminated throughout the country. 

As a consequence, the CNA was established in Dudelange, in the industrial south, in a 

makeshift location that was going to last the institution for 18 years. 

 

“The old wallpapers still covered the bedrooms when we moved in,” I learned 

from Fernand Devas, one of the early staff members during an informal chat around the 

copy machine. And he added: “The night lamps had remained in the dormitories. We 

brought in handed-down desks and chairs for office furniture, and there we were”. 

However, it was with great eagerness that the new team set out to work on the 

transformation of the audio-visual landscape in Luxembourg. Trying to make the best 

out of the modest situation, the newly founded CNA started with a series of summer 

workshops that, over the years, were quite successful, and even became a hallmark for 

the young institution. Collecting also began despite there being no proper archiving 
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structure –and no archivist. Objects started to arrive at the long-awaited media centre: 

films and videos from early professional and semi-professional cinematographers, 

photographs from first commissioned work, as we have seen earlier, but also from 

private families or industries, and sound recordings from RTL’s radio programme in 

Luxembourgish language. The CNA had been created as a repository for audio-visual 

material that had been produced in the past, after all, and its importance as archiving 

institution was clearly perceived.  

 

Here again, Terry Cook’s short definition of archives or more precisely of 

archivists is of relevance. “Archivists”, he stated, “appraise, acquire, process, describe, 

preserve, make available” (Cook 2013: 120). How did the CNA fulfil this mandate of 

appraising, acquiring or making available? How did its archives set to work in the early 

years –without an archivist trained in these tasks? How were collections constituted? 

And to what finality? I have, so far, established how the CNA started to produce 

heritage and how the institution created the memory that it then actively circulated 

before it was stored in the archive. The institution’s website nevertheless insists that the 

CNA has incorporated, since its beginnings in 1989, numerous audio-visual documents 

“associated to those produced by the Centre itself in the framework of its activities, be it 

by legal or by voluntary deposit, gift or purchase”.94 Its stock, today, consist of about 

340,000 objects, of which roughly 100,000 are films and video documents, 220,000 

photographs and 20,000 sound recordings.95 These estimated numbers however 

represent ‘real’, material objects that need to be stored, moved and handled. What do 

they signify in and for the archive? How are they valued? And why? Are they actively 

circulated, or are they part of what Assmann called the “passive memory” of the 

institution (2008: 103)?  These are the questions that I propose to investigate 

subsequently, looking into the everyday of the CNA’s archiving practices. Moreover, 

following my initial concept of the CNA as an ecology, I will continue to look for 

																																																								
94	As can be read on the CNA website:	Dès ses débuts le CNA a intégré par donation, acquisition ou dépôt légal de 
nombreux documents audiovisuels qui, associés à ceux produits par l’institut lui-même dans le cadre de ses activités, 
constituent, à ce jour, un fonds d’une ampleur estimée à près de 350 000 documents, dont environ 100,000 
documents films ou vidéos, 220,000 documents photographiques et 20 000 documents sonores. 
http://www.cna.public.lu/fr/fonds-archives/index.html 
95 http://www.cna.public.lu/fr/fonds-archives/index.html. There is a visible discrepancy in volume between the 
gathered visual and audio documents. In the meshwork of the CNA, the sound department indeed represents a line of 
growth that is, although highly equipped, less developed in its activities than the photography and film department. It 
is a fact that would deserve in-depth analysis, but which would go beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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recurring patterns and disruptions in the terrain, to determine which lines of growth 

were allowed to thrive in the institution, and which ones remained untended.  

 

Interviews with the photography archivist, Hélène Kaizer, and the director Jean 

Back will give insight into the everyday life of the CNA, and they illuminate aspects of 

the decision taking process that often are not perceived by the institution itself. Indeed, 

as museum scholar Sharon Macdonald noted in her ethnographic analysis of London’s 

Science Museum (Macdonald 2002: 131-156), in an operating institution, practical 

reasons influence choices, and the realpolitik, such as budget constraints, the lack of 

human resources or political decisions, often prevail over theoretical concepts and 

determine the course of actions. In addition, there usually is no time to reflect, as 

institutions are caught in their daily routines. I will develop these issues in the next 

chapter. For now I want to focus on archiving practices that I discussed in interviews 

during my fieldwork. The conversations are revealing because they not only illuminate 

how the archives are conceived and organised, but also why photography is valued at 

the CNA. 

 

There was no trained archivist at the CNA until 2005 when Hélène Kaizer joined 

the team. As she described in an interview in 2010, she found a largely unstructured 

photographic holding that is still not completely inventoried today. Her task at the CNA 

is complex: 

 

HK: I was hired to manage the photographic archives at the CNA, to physically 

handle the photographic collection and to catalogue the objects. I didn’t think 

that I would be involved in the active promotion and valorisation of the 

collection. This was not in my job description, but let’s say, my job description 

was expanded. My main tasks today remain however the reception of images, 

whether they are acquired through deposit or purchase. My assistant, Sandy, and 

I receive the images, we prepare them for conservation and we conserve the 

images in the archive. 
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We make an inventory of all the documents, we try to order them by subject or 

by theme, so you can find them easily should there be a specific request. We 

also try to catalogue them in a way that the digitization will be made easier, for 

instance, so we can digitise whole groups of documents. 

 

FP: Aren’t the photographs digitised yet? 

 

HK: Some of them are, but not all of them, because they are not all inventoried. 

Roughly our holdings contain 220,000 still images, and 20.000 are catalogued. 

The photographic archive has existed since the creation of the CNA, in 1989. 

The archive has been created at the same time, so objects started to arrive at that 

time too. But there was no archivist. 

 

FP: Who managed the archive before then? 

 

HK: The archives were not taken care of. That hasn’t been done. 

 

FP: Was it only a repository then? 

 

HK: It was an archival repository. What happened… We know for instance the 

groups of images that arrived together. But we don’t know exactly at what date 

they came in, and it isn’t clear who deposited the images. Everything that 

arrived in the beginning remains a bulk of documents that needs to be re-

contextualised. 

 

FP: When you arrived at the CNA, how many documents were there at that 

moment? 

 

HK: I don’t know. I cannot say, because our database cannot tell what there is. I 

know the contents of the collections because of the move [to the new location]. 

So, to make sure that the moving would go smoothly for me, I looked at all the 
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holdings. I opened all the boxes, and I looked inside to see what they contained 

(Kaizer to Poos, 2010).  

 

Kaizer clearly performs her professional status as archivist. However, she also gives 

insight into work methods or patterns at the CNA. At the beginning thus, the CNA 

functioned as a storehouse of  “traces”, disconnected remnants of the original event 

(Ricoeur 2000: 185-200), or “cultural relicts” (Assmann 2008: 103). These are “objects 

in the historical archive that have lost their original ‘place in life’ […] and entered a 

new context, which gives them the chance of a second life that considerably prolongs 

their existence” (Assmann 2008: 103). Archives thus can be seen as part of the 

“photography complex” defined by Hevia, building on Latour, as a “network of actants 

made up of human and nonhuman parts”, “a heading under which a range of agencies, 

animate and inanimate, visible and invisible are clustered” (2009: 81). In the meshwork, 

which is the CNA, the institution’s archives therefore appear as a nodal point, where 

lines of growth converge.  

 

Importantly, stressed Assmann, archives give a second life to objects. They 

prolong their “social biography” (Appadurai 1986) or their lifelines: “What is stored in 

historical archives is materially preserved and catalogued; it becomes part of an 

organisational structure, which allows it to be easily sourced” (Assmann 2008: 103). At 

the CNA however, while the material existence of the photographic objects was 

preserved, there was no organisational structure that allowed them to be sourced and to 

be re-circulated. The lines of growth of these photographs have been suspended. In 

Assmann’s terms: they have become part of the “passive dimension of cultural 

memory” (2008: 103); the knowledge they represent has become inert. 

 

Not all photographic objects have the same status in the CNA archive however, 

as appears from the account of Hélène Kaizer. Indeed, there seem to be two categories: 

contemporary artistic photographs that have been actively acquired through purchase, or 

added to the archives through the grant system for photographic work allocated by the 

institution, and a bulk of historical documents that range from amateur photographs to 

corporate or institutional images, deposited since 1989: 
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HK: Let’s say, there is a cataloguing system of the collections that entered 

through acquisition by Marguy [Konzemius, head of the photography 

department at the time] and Michèle [Walerich, curator] or through the grant 

system for new creations in Luxembourg. This all is part of the contemporary 

collection, including also acquisitions of work from recognised photographers. 

All this constitutes the contemporary collection. 

 

FP: But what about the photographs that are not contemporary or artistic? 

 

HK: Everything that is not artistic is part of the historical collection, all the 

private funds, for instance -which doesn’t mean they necessarily come from 

individuals, but they can come from institutions too. […] The collection with the 

largest number of documents is the historical collection. So, everything we 

received through deposits, let’s say, of “amateurs”, although, this is not 

completely accurate, because not everything in the historical collection has been 

made by amateurs. They can be historical documents, or documentary, 

informational images… everything that is not artistic. (Kaizer to Poos, January 

2011) 

 

Kaizer, herself, distinguished between a contemporary and a historical collection. The 

contemporary collection is clearly defined and, importantly, also catalogued. This part 

of the archives constitutes the canon of the institution, and as such is continuously 

stated, re-used and circulated.  The historical collection however remains an amorphous 

mass that eludes archival apprehension. Even the wording here translates a certain 

unease and a difficulty to find a definition for these photographic objects that 

nevertheless constitute the majority of the archive. These ‘historical’ images have not 

been organised; they have been stored in the archive, but they have not been integrated 

into the archival system. As Kaizer confirmed: there had been no archivist; the 

collection had not been taken care of for many years.  
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On the other hand, the contemporary art collection did not need an archivist to be 

catalogued. Here, the two curators from the photography department labelled and 

inventoried the objects as they arrived. There seems to be a tension in the archive; 

different sets of values are applied to art objects and to photographs from a broader 

spectrum of practices. The former are actively promoted –through books, exhibitions 

and grants; the latter are neglected, dispersed in depots, and passively forgotten. As all 

memory, the memory of the CNA is highly selective, and forgetting may well be part of 

the institution’s survival mechanisms, in the sense that neglecting certain tasks or 

certain aspects of the archive allows the institution to concentrate its focus and efforts in 

order to have more impact. The list of mandates to be fulfilled by the young institution 

was long, as I have described in the previous chapter, but the budget was limited, and so 

were the human resources and expertise. Choices had to be made, and they were made 

based on personal preferences, interests and competences. Thus, when I asked Jean 

Back about the non-catalogued historical collection and its integration into the national 

heritage, he answered the following, speaking authority: 

 

This is difficult as long as [these images] are not clearly identified. Once they 

are clearly understood when we know where they come from, what the subject 

is, when they were taken, then there is no problem. Then they represent a part of 

the documentation without artistic ambition, then it is a subjective view of a 

photographer that we may know or not, at a certain moment, his perception of 

Luxembourg at a certain moment in time, a snapshot of our country. […] For 

instance the collection Joseph Probst from Vianden. The collection is valuable 

because we know the place, the date, the photographer, and so we have a 

collection that has not only an artistic status, but which also casts a humorous 

glance on Vianden in the golden 1920s. These images don’t have huge artistic 

ambitions, but they are very interesting, original images. The history of our 

country is a construct, as history always is a construct, and, in our case, it is a 

construct of single authors who conveyed their views at a certain moment in 

time. And that’s what we are creating here. That’s what we want to do, and 

nothing else. Here, the history of our country consists of individual views of 

authors (Back to Poos, March 2011). 
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This is a very affirmative and decisive statement from Jean Back, confirming, once 

again, the canon of an institution where photography is understood as medium of artistic 

expression and documentary value shaped by individual authors through which an 

image of the nation is build over the years. The visual identity of the country is actively 

constructed at the CNA. Back repeatedly used the words “construct” and “creating” for 

this nation building endeavour in progress since the mid 1980s. Under his leadership, 

the CNA appears not as archives set out to make an inventory of existing photographic 

practices in Luxembourg, but as a centre for creative photography, and as such is 

contributing to the ‘image’, the representation of the nation. Importantly, the CNA 

created and promoted its own view, its own interpretation of the nation through 

successive projects. It operates very selectively, but the selection criteria are only very 

rarely openly stated. As a national public institution, the CNA is the authority in matters 

of audio-visual heritage, a predominant position that is rarely openly questioned.  

 

Back reiterated his approach later in the same conversation, again stating his authority: 

 

It is a fact that we have zeroed in on looking for collections, be they historical or 

contemporary, from pertinent authors, with a pertinent discourse, which helps us 

to move forward in our considerations about what we are, what we want to be 

and what we don’t want to remain.96 And then, there is also a practical and a 

logistic issue: I never wanted, although the law would have allowed it, I never 

wanted to become a national “photothèque”, collecting everything, 

systematically. Why? Because this would have gone beyond what we can do 

here at the CNA. I would have needed to hire 30 people for that. The research 

alone would have been an enormous task, and then I would have needed huge 

labs to copy and re-print everything… It would have been a big thing, bigger 

even than the Photothèque of the City of Luxembourg,97 and I didn’t want that. I 

																																																								
96 Back refers here to a national motto: “Mir wëlle bleiwe wat mir sin” (We want to remain what we are). 
97  The Photohèque de la Ville de Luxembourg was founded in 1984 and holds a number of important photographic 
collections that were formerly administered by the municipal archives of the City of Luxembourg. The collection 
comprehends about 2.000.000 photographic objects ranging from 1855 to the present day. 
http://www.vdl.lu/phototheque.html 
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could probably never have succeeded either. It is difficult enough as it is. (Back 

to Poos, 2011) 

 

Back’s wording, here, was interesting: he said that the law would have “allowed” him to 

build an exhaustive photographic collection, which implies a certain latitude with 

regards to choices, but that he decided not to take this direction. The fact that there has 

been another collecting institution for photography, the Photothèque of the City of 

Luxembourg, may have given him additional room for manoeuvring in his decision. 

The 1989 bill of law however is more affirmative in the role of the CNA as central 

archives, stipulating that the CNA was to: 

 

Constitute the central deposit and guarantee the appropriate conservation of 

documents produced on the national territory by means of photography, cinema, 

tape recording, television, video and audio recording … testifying to the national 

audio-visual heritage (CHD A-1989-031-0001, 1989).98 

 

As central deposit for photographic documents, one might expect a more thorough 

approach from the institution. For Jean Back the legal text nevertheless left enough 

room for interpretation, and he developed his own concept, choosing to eclipse the 

initial political framework of cultural democracy, and narrowing the view of audio-

visual heritage to photographs produced by authors. Again, the history of the institution, 

its developments and orientations are closely entangled with the biography of one single 

person. Back admitted that the task to gather an exhaustive archive of Luxembourg 

photography was daunting. Subsequently it was dropped almost altogether. Photographs 

from various origins were accepted at the CNA, but, lacking infrastructure, human 

resources and, finally, personal motivation, they were forgotten, neglected in their 

storage rooms.  

 

																																																								
98 CHD. Loi du 18 mai 1989 portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel: “Le Centre a pour mission 1. De 
constituer le dépôt central et d’assurer la conservation adéquate des documents produits sur le territoire national au 
moyen du procédé photographique, cinématographique, magnétique, de la television, vidéographique et 
phonographique … et témoignant du patrimoine national audiovisuel auxquels peuvent être joints des documents 
audio-visuals produits à l’étranger et présentant une importance significative pour ce même patrimoine.”	
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In 2005, Hélène Kaizer was hired to guarantee the proper archiving and conservation of 

the entire photographic collection, and thus was also confronted with this fuzzy part of 

the institutional memory. As an archivist she expressed her own, professional point of 

view about the institution’s mandate: 

 

I think that we need to be exhaustive [as archives] in order to present a vast 

array [of photographic objects]. From my point of view, the mission of the CNA 

is to collect a maximum, to reference and to catalogue a maximum, so 

researchers can exploit the archive. We cannot both collect and interpret what 

we have collected; we don’t have the necessary skills. We are not historians. 

(Kaizer to Poos, January 2011) 

 

Indeed, the interpretation of the collection would exceed the competence of the archivist 

stated also Assmann: “It is the task of others such as the academic researcher or the 

artist to examine the contents of the archive and to reclaim the information by framing it 

within a new context” (Assmann 2008: 103). On the other hand, it is the task of the 

archive to guarantee an organisational structure that makes the sourced material 

available to outside interpretations. The French INA, which I have discussed in the 

previous chapter, appears as a successful model. The visual material is made available 

for the general public and for professionals alike, and is regularly explored by 

researchers, artists or also by the media. The CNA however occupies a more ambivalent 

position: it is the keeper, or more precisely, the creator of the archive as well as its 

interpreter, and as such is necessarily biased. It is deeply and actively involved in what 

Luxembourg semiotician Gian Maria Toré, in an analysis of a series of documentary 

films produced by the CNA, perceived as “the audio-visual construction of a history 

with national value” (2008: 29).99 Here, the CNA is judge and jury, selecting what is 

shown and giving meaning to the selection. 

 

There is a tension in the archive, sensed by the archivist who arrived at the 

institution only after it had already developed characteristic habits and patterns of 

functioning. “We cannot both collect and interpret what we have collected”, said 
																																																								
99 “La	construction	audiovisuelle	d’une	histoire	à	valeur	nationale”	
http://www.forum.lu/pdf/artikel/6502_282_Tore.pdf	



	 110	

Kaizer, while Back’s concept of the CNA fused both sides and did not draw clear 

boundaries. Thus the position of the CNA as archive appears problematic: in a time 

where archives generally have come “to reflect society more directly, in all its pluralism 

and diversity, and contingent nature”, where “there [is] no “Truth” to be found or 

protected in archives, but many truths, many voices, many perspectives, many stories” 

(Cook 2013: 110), the CNA offers only one view: its own, based on its own selections 

and its own truths. These are built, as we have seen, on concerns of art and authorship, 

but they leave little space for memory practices and participating in community life. 

Looking at the nascent photography archives thus has shown how the CNA started to 

interpret its mandates selectively, and how an institutional discourse about artistic 

values began to take shape. The next chapter will continue the analysis of this 

institutional discourse, but will focus on the constitution of the Amateur Film Collection 

and wider ramifications of the meshwork, which represents the CNA. 
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 Chapter III 

 

 

COMING TO GRIPS WITH REALITY:  

The CNA Amateur Film Collection 

 

 

Photography, as I have shown in the previous chapter, was thriving at the CNA: new 

work was commissioned, books were published and exhibitions were organised; with 

projects such as Liewen am Minett (1986) or Liewen am Eislek (1989) the line of 

photography productions in the meshwork CNA was growing. For the film department 

however, the situation was more complicated. With an initial budget of 125.000 Euros 

for the entire institution, it was not conceivable to commission any new 

cinematographic work, although this was part of the CNA’s legal mandates.100 For film, 

the focus necessarily had to be on gathering existing material and to constitute a 

cohesive archival collection that could later be used as original and historical footage in 

new documentaries. In this chapter, I am therefore focusing on the first steps of the 

institution on the path to collecting film, and the difficulties to build relevant film 

archives, which could represent the nation.  

 

Based on definitions of archives as systems of representation and political power 

(Foucault 1969, Ricoeur 1978, De Certeau 1975, Derrida 1994, Assmann 2008 et al.) 

and collections as expressions of national identity (MacDonald 2011), I will consider 

issues of size, volume and content in relation to national relevance. The main focus will 

be therefore the institution’s need and desire to expand its archives in order to establish 

its authority and its subsequent interest in home movies as filmed “histories from 

below” (Zimmermann 2008: 7) to constitute a national repertoire. I will investigate the 

CNA’s politics of implementing an audio-visual culture as a unifying, nation-building 

device, and, examining a public call made in 1995 to gather home movies and amateur 

																																																								
100 See  Loi du 18 mai 1989 portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel as discussed in Chapters I and II 
(CHD A-1989-031-0001, 1989). 	
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films, I will show how the CNA claimed its position as national public institution 

mandated to build a collective audio-visual memory.  

 

It is important to note here that, henceforth, I will refer to the gathered material 

from the CNA Amateur Film Collection, the home movies and amateur films, as 

‘privately produced visual objects’ or ‘privately produced filmic objects’. This 

terminology, while perhaps lacking in elegance, allows me to refer to the private context 

of production and use of the films under scrutiny, while it also allows me to avoid the 

negative connotations linked to the word ‘amateur’ or the problematic dichotomy 

between the notions of amateur and professional image production. At the same time, 

the reference to objecthood and materiality in the proposed terminology is important. It 

establishes the link to discussions of films -and photographs- beyond the visual, as 

three-dimensional, complexly bundled, material objects. The embeddedness of filmic 

and photographic objects in material practices and performances are key to my 

reflections, as I have noted in the introduction. I will develop these issues in more depth 

in Chapters V and VI. Concomitantly to ‘privately produced filmic objects’ I will use 

‘privately produced photographic objects’ to designate family photographs, snapshots or 

amateur images. I will occasionally depart from this wording, however this will only be 

to discuss or to address one specific category of privately produced visual objects -

home movies or snapshots, for instance- in more detail 

 

For my investigations of how the CNA established its authority as a national 

film archive, the original campaign flyer from the CNA paper archive will serve as 

evidence of the intuition’s discourse and will constitute the corner stone of my analysis. 

An interview and conversations with Viviane Thill, the head of the Amateur Film 

Collection, contributes markedly to the assessment of the CNA’s practices with regards 

to cataloguing of and access to the gathered material. The conversations also play an 

important part in determining the institution’s understanding of privately produced 

filmic objects. The overall goal remains to identify the CNA’s functioning patterns in 

order to map the ecology of the institution with its meshwork of lines of growth, 

pathways and nodes, its consistencies and its occasional or regular disruptions. 
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III.1. Size, Volume, Representativity and the Creation of the CNA Film Archive   

 

Archives, as I have noted in the introduction and in the previous chapters of this 

dissertation, are operating institutions in which memory objects are gathered, stored, 

preserved and made accessible (Ketelaar 2009; Cook 2013) as well as political bodies 

defining and shaping the knowledge about the past. “Archives”, said archival scholars 

Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook “wield power over the shape and direction of historical 

scholarship, collective memory, and national identity, over how we know ourselves as 

individuals, groups and societies” (Schwartz and Cook 2002: 2).  

 

As such, the archive, in a singular form, has come to signify a system of 

representation with processes of selection, which is defining what can be said and thus 

what can be known. It is an “apparatus” determining history (De Certeau 1986: 4-6; 

Vismann 2000: 47) or memory (Ernst  2004: 1113-1130). In the creation of knowledge, 

memory and identity, the archive has an active and a passive memory (Assmann 2008). 

Paul Ricoeur added another layer to the definition and said about the archive that it 

“constitutes the documentary stock of an institution; the specific activity of this 

institution consists in gathering, producing, and conserving the documents that are kept 

in the archive; the ‘repository’ thereby constituted is an ‘authorised’ repository, because 

it is bound by agreement to the institution whose document collection represents the 

archive” (Ricoeur 1985: 187).101 The key concepts in Ricoeur’s definition are the 

notions of the archive as an institutionalised body, as well as a mandated, “authorised” 

repository. As a public institution, the CNA was to represent the nation, and as a 

national archive the CNA was to act as the official authority in all matters linked to the 

Luxembourg audio-visual heritage. The legal bill anchored this authority officially; yet, 

in practice, it had still to be established, particularly in the field of film. The following 

sections therefore focus on how the CNA built and strengthened its authority as a 

national archive for film. 

 

																																																								
101In: Archivologie: Theorien des Archivs in Wissenschaft, Medien Und Künsten, Kaleidogramme, Band 30 (Berlin: 
Kulturverlag Kadmos, 2009, p: 124)  
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In its wording, the Luxembourg law defining the outline of the CNA as an archiving 

institution corresponded almost exactly to Paul Ricoeur’s theoretical definition. Thus 

the CNA was:  

 

To constitute the central deposit and to guarantee the appropriate conservation 

of documents produced on the national territory by photographic, 

cinematographic, magnetic, radiophonic, from television, videographic and 

phonographic processes (…) testifying to the national audio-visual heritage, to 

which audio-visual documents produced abroad and presenting a significant 

importance for the same heritage may be added (A-1989-031-0001, 1989).  

 

 

Echoing Ricoeur’s definition of the archive, the legal bill also very significantly spoke 

about the “production of documents”, which is a corollary of the archival authority: the 

archive isolates, gathers and gives new meaning to objects. “The material is made 

through concerted action, which cuts it out of its sphere of usage, establishing it beyond 

the limits of usage to give it a new, coherent application” (de Certeau 1986:4). Thus, at 

the CNA, from photographs or films, documents are made that form the national audio-

visual heritage, a point to which I shall return later. 

 

The audio-visual field spans a large array of activities and media, and, for the 

moving images department, the legal text from 1989 stipulated that not only films, but 

also videos and televised visual material should be gathered and archived at the CNA. 

The political statement, as I have noted, prompted a grand vision of the heritage to be 

collected and conserved as well as of the new work that would eventually be produced. 

The reality of the institution however, was very modest, as we have seen with the 

development of the CNA’s work in photography. The funding was limited; the space of 

the former catholic boarding school was in stark contrast with the proclaimed ambitions. 

However, the young institution was eager to start working, and there was much to be 

done.  

 

No other institution, to that date, had thoroughly investigated the Luxembourg 

film landscape. Therefore a temporary staff member was hired for the film department: 
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Viviane Thill, the current Head of the Amateur Film Collection, joined the small team 

in 1988 on a one-year contract, before she came back to the institution on a permanent 

basis in 1994. She was a trained translator, but had a keen interest in cinema. Generally 

speaking, there were few trained professionals in the cultural field at that time in 

Luxembourg and the government often relied on high school teachers or other interested 

collaborators to fill the positions in the country’s developing cultural institutions. Thill 

remains a freelance film critic for various Luxembourgish newspapers, and, over the 

years has acquired a broad knowledge about national and international cinema history. 

During our conversation, on 10th January 2011, she evoked the origins of the CNA film 

collection, and the major motivations and concerns of the nascent institution: 

 

VT: The CNA’s mission has remained the same over the years, and this mission 

has always been to archive, to produce, to educate. The first concern [for the 

film department] was to find films that were made in Luxembourg, and to gather 

them together. The starting point of this mission were the famous “potato bag 

movies” that Fred Junck had at the Cinémathèque.102  

 

FP: Potato bags? 

 

VT: You don’t know this story? Well, the whole idea came from Robert Krieps. 

Robert Krieps always wanted to constitute a collective memory, and he was also 

interested in the audio-visual heritage. It was he who initiated the project 

“Schwarze Schnéi”[Black Snow] to gather testimonies about the war among 

other things, and he was interested in the idea of a “cinémathèque” in 

Luxembourg. Fred Junck also wanted to create a cinémathèque, so they both 

agreed, but somehow, for whatever reasons, the Cinémathèque ended up with the 

City of Luxembourg [and not on a national level with the Ministry of Culture]. 

But there were these movies from Luxembourg that Fred Junck had; mostly it 

																																																								
102 Fred Junck was born in 1942, and studied film and journalism at the Institut des Hautes Etudes 
Cinématographiques in Paris. He started to work at the Luxembourg Ministry of Culture in 1973 and founded the 
Cinémathèque du Luxembourg as a non-for-profit organisation in 1975. In 1977, it was integrated into the 
infrastructural network of the City of Luxembourg. Fred Junck was the director of the Cinémathèque de la Ville de 
Luxembourg until his death in 1996. The institution, today, has an archive of about 18.000 films, ranging from world 
famous films to less known B-movies and rare prints. 
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was a collection from [Philippe] Schneider103, they were not only movies by 

Schneider, but also other films. Before Schneider died, he himself divided his 

work, sold half of his films to RTL, and the other half to the Government –which 

was already a bit of problem in itself – but the part that had been sold to the 

Government somehow ended up with Fred Junck. I can’t remember if he had 

already officially founded the Cinémathèque at that time… Anyway, he got these 

films, but he was not the least interested in them. He was interested in Orson 

Wells and in Fritz Lang and so on, and he always just referred to the Schneider 

movies as ‘the potato bag movies’[referring to the brown jute bags that contained 

the films when he got them] … So they were rotting at the Cinémathèque, and no 

one took care of them, and it was also very clear that Fred would never do 

anything with them, and that’s why, actually, the CNA was created. –Because if 

Fred had wanted to do that kind of work, there would have been no need to create 

another institution.104 

 

So we reclaimed quite quickly the [Schneider] films that were kept by RTL -we 

also rapidly agreed that, eventually, we would get the entire RTL archives, by 

the way- and both parts [of the Schneider archive] were united again. 

 

FP: Was that in 1988? 

 

VT: No, that was later. After I was gone after a year, there was Nico Simon105 

for another year, and then there was Joy [Hoffman]106. Together, Nico and Joy 

gathered the first movies. At the same time Patrick [Feuerstein, a new staff 

member] arrived at the CNA who did more archival work, and the whole 

																																																								
103 Philippe Schneider (1915-1967) was one of the most prolific filmmakers in Luxembourg. Between 1946 and 
1970, he produced and directed over 30 documentary movies and commercials. Most of them were public 
commissions. 
104 Incidentally, it is interesting to note Thill’s version of the reasons that led to the creation of the CNA. The hosting 
of the national cinematographic heritage at the Cinémathèque would certainly have influenced the shape of the future 
CNA, but the conservation of the existing film productions was nevertheless only one of many perceived needs, as I 
have pointed out before. 
105	Nico Simon, a trained French teacher and declared cinephile. Together with a group of friends, including Joy 
Hoffmann, head of the CNA Film Department until 2015, they founded the art house cinema Utopia, in the late 
1980s.	
106	Joy	Hofmann,	a	trained	English	teacher,	is	the	current	Head	of	the	Film	Department	at	the	CNA.	
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heritage [patrimoine] from Luxembourg was gathered quite quickly, as there 

wasn’t so much of it anyway (Thill to Poos, January 2011). 

 

The first concern of the CNA was to gather films made in Luxembourg, said Thill, but 

there were not many there. A slight dissatisfaction or frustration is discernible in Thill’s 

statements, and it is repeatedly stressed through pointing to the limited volume of 

filmed material. Indeed, she mentioned the small number of professional films from 

Luxembourg twice more at the beginning of her account: 

 

The idea [of the CNA] has always been to document historic aspects through 

archived images. And because there had not been a huge production until the 

1990s in Luxembourg, the material was gathered in quite a short time. The 

material, meaning, [next to the Schneider movies] the Bertogne107 collection, 

and the Leclère 108 archives -these were somewhere in a government 

administration- and that was about it…. (Thill to Poos, January 2011) 

 

Whatever the political vision for the creation of the CNA may have been, the volume of 

films that could be gathered to fill the new national film archives was disappointingly 

small –at least to the CNA staff members in charge of building the collection. A fully 

functioning, professional film production in Luxembourg had only started around 1990. 

The privately operated TV station, RTL Hei Elei, covering the national territory, had 

been launched in 1968, as I have noted, but the broadcast was limited to a couple of 

hours a week. There was very little professional filmed material documenting the 20th 

century in Luxembourg before the advent of TV, and what there was did not seem 

worthy, for instance, to be included in the pantheon of the newly created Cinémathèque. 

Thus, the young CNA felt confronted with the concern of how to build a relevant 

national audio-visual collection, while there was not a huge wealth of ‘valuable’ historic 

filmed material to gather. “The collections of nations were simultaneously expressions 

of belonging to a worthy and educated club and of being individually distinctive”, stated 

																																																								
107	Pierre Bertogne (1898 – 1990) started making small movies about documentary subjects in the 1930s. Later on, 
he worked in collaboration with the Luxembourg TV station RTL Hei Elei. 
108 René Leclère (1890-1955), lawyer, poet, cinematographer, and playwright was one of the pioneers of 
Luxembourg film history.	
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Sharon Macdonald (2011: 85), reflecting on collecting practices in national museums, 

and the reasons for nation-states to affirm their interest in collecting in the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: 

 

Collections allowed nation-states to show their possession and mastery of the 

world. […] They also gave them the opportunity to amass and present evidence 

of their own pasts, so turning their histories into “objective” fact and 

legitimizing their right to exist (Macdonald 2011: 85).  

 

By 1989, Luxembourg certainly did not need a legitimisation for the country’s right to 

exist, none at least that would be based on the expanse of a collection of filmed 

documents from the country’s past. However, there was, in the mid-1980s, a renewed 

sense of nationhood and of national value in Luxembourg, as I have discussed in 

Chapter I (Amann et al. 2010; Pé́porté 2010), that made the constitution of a collection 

around the national filmed production appear necessary. More importantly, as a 

collecting institution with an objective to represent the nation, the CNA was drawing its 

meaning and its legitimacy from its collection. Thus, the small volume of movies that 

were considered of value at that time not only made it difficult for the institution to 

realise its mission “to document historic aspects through archived images” as described 

by Viviane Thill, but could also have been used to question the reasons for creating a 

national audio-visual centre in the first place. Moreover, it is important to remember 

that, as a public institution, the CNA is entirely funded by public money and needed, 

especially in the beginning, renewed political support to continue to subsist. New 

projects and productions were likely to draw the attention of the public, and, at the same 

time, to secure the favours of the politicians. Thus, driven by the need to expand the 

range of documents housed by the archive, and to build a significant national collection 

that could be used in future productions, the CNA turned toward alternate sources: 

privately produced visual objects. As source material for the Hidden Images exhibition, 

the gathered filmic objects from the Amateur Film Collection at the CNA play a crucial 

part in this dissertation. Therefore I propose to consider the development of this 

particular collection in detail. 
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The moment was timely. As I noted in Chapter I, the ‘heritage industry’ had been 

booming all over Europe since the 1960s (Samuel 1996, Wright 2009, Hoelscher 2011), 

and had spread far beyond architecture or monuments, but included now also mass-

produced objects such as postcards, photographs or films. In his Theatres of Memory 

(1996), Raphael Samuel, particularly stressed the discovery of ‘old photographs’ in the 

1970s “resurrectionist craze” and the creation of an entire market for this new class of 

collectables (1996: 337-349). The collection of film footage though, thought Samuel, 

“is in a very early stage: the remarkable health propaganda films from 1930s 

Bermondsey which have been given a public viewing at the National Film Theatre give 

some indication of its historiographic potential and excitements” (1996: 347). In France, 

however, as the discussion about the creation of the INA in Chapter I has made clear, 

audio-visual material had already been promoted to the rank of national heritage in 

1974, which had a direct influence on the creation of the CNA.  

 

The final impetus for the CNA’s interest in privately produced filmic objects 

however came from neighbouring Belgium and the creation, in 1979, of a show on 

Belgian public television (RTBF), called Inédits. The show launched by author and 

production director André Huet109 was dedicated exclusively to family films and 

resulted, in 1991, in the founding of an association, L’Association européenne inédits 

(AEI), of which the CNA soon became a member. The goal of the association was to 

“stimulate, to promote, to coordinate and to organise on an international level, all 

activities related to research, restoration, archiving, conservation, safeguarding, 

valorising and distributing moving images qualified as new and previously unreleased 

[inédits], evoking every aspect of life in our societies, in any format and on any 

technological support, and which, originally, were not meant to be distributed through 

professional audio-visual networks” (Piault 1997: 126). As filmed, personal testimonies, 

“negotiating between private memories and social histories” (Zimmermann 2008:4), 

privately produced filmic objects had, more generally, also become an important 

element in the rethinking of cinematographic history. They represented “a way to create 

a more complex, richer explanation of how visual culture operates across many levels of 

practice, from elites to amateurs, as an instance of filmmaking from below” 

																																																								
109 André Huet is a television producer and author of the show Inédits dedicated entirely to amateur films. 
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(Zimmermann 2008: 4). As such, they were seen as “valuable means to tap into and 

explore how people gave meaning to everyday aspects of their lives” (Norris Nicholson 

2008: 225), or as “active recoveries of histories and memories that seek to engage in 

collaborative discourse with others” (Zimmermann 2008: 16).  

 

This filmmaking or telling histories from below also attracted the CNA’s 

attention. Simultaneously driven by the need to expand the collection of filmed 

documents and stimulated by this new interest of the cinematographic world, of 

privately produced filmic objects the CNA started its own collection in Luxembourg. 

The Centre launched a public call in 1995, encouraging residents from Luxembourg to 

donate their private films to the national institution. This public call will be the focus of 

the next section. It constitutes a crucial moment in the development of the collecting 

policy of the CNA, and it was instrumental in establishing the young institution as a 

national authority. 

 

 

III.2. Producing Historical Documents – Establishing Authority  

 

In 1994, Luxembourg was gearing up to the challenge of becoming  “European Capital 

of Culture” 110 the following year, in 1995. It was a decisive moment for the grounding 

of a cultural awareness in Luxembourg: events and initiatives proliferated; exhibitions, 

theatre and film productions multiplied; new venues, such as the Casino- Forum d’art 

contemporain, Luxembourg’s first ‘Kunsthalle’, opened and became part of the cultural 

landscape.111 Every cultural actor was put to work.112 The CNA was also very busy, and 

needed to hire more staff. Viviane Thill, then, joined the team on a permanent basis 

(Thill to Poos, January 2011). Culture was everywhere; thus it was an auspicious 

moment to raise awareness also about the national audio-visual heritage. The CNA was 
																																																								
110 The “European Capitals of Culture” initiative was created by the European Commission in 1985 to promote the 
richness of European cultures and to “increase European citizens' sense of belonging to a common cultural area” 
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/actions/capitals-culture_en.htm .  
111 Housed in a former ‘Casino Bourgeois’ in Luxembourg City, the Casino Forum d’Art Contemporain opened in 
1995 to welcome exhibitions of contemporary art for the duration of the ‘Cultural Year 1995’. It has developed into a 
thriving institution that has become a permanent actor on Luxembourg’s cultural scene. See also the history of the 
institution on:  http://www.casino-luxembourg.lu/en/History  
112 The Belgian newspaper Le Soir provides interesting insight into the scope of the cultural attractions during 1995 : 
http://archives.lesoir.be/luxembourg-ville-europeenne-de-la-culture-95-ouverture-_t-19950113-Z08ZVV.html  
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still a young institution; it was best known to the general public for its workshops in 

photography and film, but its location in Dudelange kept it off the general cultural map. 

To reach out to the citizens for the ‘amateur film campaign’, the film department, with 

the help of Viviane Thill, designed an extensive public call, published in Luxembourg 

newspapers, on the radio, on television and also distributed on flyers (Thill to Poos, 

2011), asking citizens to “Help preserve our audio-visual heritage by entrusting your 

family movies to the CNA” (CNA Flyer “Public Call Privately Produced Filmic 

Objects”, 1995: not catalogued. Figure III.1.).113 The flyer reveals important 

information not only about the goals of the campaign and the CNA’s understanding of 

the desired filmic objects. It is also telling about the attempt of the institution to 

establish its authority in the audio-visual field. Therefore, I propose to analyse the 

leaflet in more detail. 

 

It was a simple paper flyer, a DIN A4 page folded in two, designed with in-

house means by the team itself. On the cover, a black and white image showing the 

setting of a vantage point in a park and featuring four figures –two women, a man and a 

boy- in ‘period costumes’, functioned as an eye catcher (Figure III.1.). In retrospect, the 

image appears as an interesting, but somewhat odd choice: the historical connotation is 

obvious in the setting and in the clothing. The contemporary beholder becomes part of 

what seems to be a Sunday outing of a bourgeois family. Yet, the viewer is strangely 

left out of the group as three of the figures turn their back to the camera. Only the boy, a 

smallish figure half hidden by the hat of one of the women, looks at the camera from a 

safe distance, and seems to translate the institution’s first timid attempt to reach out to a 

broader public. 

 

Five text boxes, then, two of which constituted the CNA logo, were somewhat 

clumsily integrated in the image to announce the goal of the campaign: 

 

Your movies and images… Our Luxembourgish history! 

 Help preserve our national image and sound heritage.  

																																																								
113 Flyer “Public Call Amateur Films and Home Movies”. Not catalogued. All the following quotes are translated 
from the campaign flyer distributed in 1995 by the CNA to ask the public to deposit their home movies in the CNA 
archives.  
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Entrust your family films to the CNA! (CNA Flyer “Public Call”, 1995: not 

catalogued) 

 

 
Figure III.1. CNA Flyer “Public Call Privately Produced Filmic Objects”. 1995. Not catalogued. 

 

A French language version repeated the call in an inverted order: “Entrust your family 

films to the CNA. Help preserve our audio-visual heritage.”  It is interesting to note the 

shift from “image and sound” to “audio-visual” heritage in the French translation, the 

first formulation in Luxembourgish appearing more direct and tangible, while the 
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second, the French “audiovisuel”, at the time, may have sounded more professional. 

The inside of the flyer then explicitly stressed:  

 

All films, even the most recent or those made in the family circle deserve to be 

conserved, because they show what life was like in Luxembourg at a certain 

period! A film that appears meaningless today can have an important historical 

value tomorrow! (CNA Flyer “Public Call”, 1995: not catalogued)  

 

Before the privately produced visual objects even entered the archive, the CNA flyer 

announced a significant change in status that accompanies the transition from the 

private home to the public institution more generally: an apparently meaningless home 

movie becomes a valuable historical document. “In history”, stated French philosopher 

Michel de Certeau (1975) reflecting about the archive, “everything begins with the 

gesture of putting aside, with the assembling, the transforming of certain, differently 

categorised objects into ‘documents’. This new cultural distribution is the first task. In 

reality it consists in the production of such documents through the copying, transcribing 

or photographing of these objects, as they simultaneously change their location and their 

status” (de Certeau 1975: 4). The archive thus has a powerful effect on objects, as is 

apparent in the CNA campaign for the gathering of home movies and amateur films. 

Here, privately produced filmic objects were transformed into heritage, and the CNA 

appeared as a national institution that could be trusted and entrusted with the safeguard 

of these personal movies. The films might have been of humble private origins; as soon 

as they came into contact with the archive however, or even with the archival discourse 

as it was revealed in the flyer, they became part of a larger, bigger picture, that of the 

history of the country.  

 

The inside of the flyer gave further explanations of this transformation in status 

and of the value of amateur films for the CNA, as the text asserted in capital letters: 

 

 

YOUR FILMS AS WELL CAN BE CONSERVED AND RESTORED AT THE 

CNA 
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Help preserving our national image and sound heritage. 

 

For decades films of all formats (35mm, 16mm, 9,5 mm, 8 mm, S8) have been 

shot in Luxembourg about national and local events, about life in the city and 

across the country, or about scenes from the everyday, about families and life at 

work.  

As they often are the only remaining witnesses of passed times, these films are a 

valuable part of our collective, national consciousness. (CNA Flyer “Public 

Call”, 1995: not catalogued) 

 

 

The privately produced visual objects, as records of past events thus became valuable 

witnesses of the collective past. With this unifying discourse -“your films, our history, 

our national consciousness”- the CNA campaign spoke to the cultural memory of the 

addressees, the families, which had over decades kept testimonies of the country’s 

history and everyday life. The flyer evoked religious holidays and traditions, such as the 

St. Nicolas celebration on December 6th, or schools and classrooms as a formative, 

communal experience. It also mentioned relevant, large scale constructions from the 

1970s, such as the building of the dam of Esch-sur-Sûre, which entailed the flooding of 

parts of a valley in the north of the country in the 1950s, or the “Pont Rouge”, a red 

steel bridge found on almost every postcard of the time as a symbol of progress, 

modernity and wealth. Significantly, the steel for the bridge was produced by the 

national steel industries, and its red colour represented a homage to the steel mining 

region of the south, the Minett that I have discussed in Chapter II. Finally it spoke about 

historical events, most notably “the war”, and the liberation of the country through 

American soldiers at the end of World War II. These topoi of the national cultural 

memory, holidays, monuments, commemorations but also landscapes, or events such as 

the construction of the “Pont Rouge” or the dam in northern Luxembourg are, like the 

industrial south, considered as “lieux de mémoire” (Nora 1986) of Luxembourg history 

and identity. Through the campaign discourse, the CNA created a sense of belonging 

and thus appeared as unifying public archive for audio-visual memory. Additionally 
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however, it established its authority and professionalism in the audio-visual field, 

assisting with counsel and practical knowledge about the storage and conservation of 

audio-visual material: 

 

WE PROVIDE ADVICE 

WE RESTORE AND MAKE SAFETY COPIES 

WE GUARANTEE THAT YOUR FILMS WILL BE PRESERVED FOR 

FUTURE GENERATIONS (CNA Flyer “Public Call”, 1995: not catalogued) 

 
 

To further express the national scope of the endeavour and the professional concern, the 

flyer indicated, “all films will be conserved at constant air humidity and low 

temperatures at the State Archives”. The goal of the promotional flyer clearly was to 

establish the CNA as a trustworthy, national institution so families would want to either 

donate their privately produced filmic objects to the institution, or to deposit them, 

while still remaining the official owner. In any case, stated the leaflet, the families 

would receive a copy of their films on videocassette, so they could go on viewing the 

films in their homes. With the same objective to build trust and to convey authority, the 

flyer finally presented the mandate of the institution: 

 

1. To make an inventory of all films and all documents about cinema (including 

film magazines, articles about Luxembourgish movies etc.) 

2. To gather, restore and conserve them appropriately 

3. To finally make them accessible to the public, for example, as videocassettes or 

television shows (original emphasis) (CNA Flyer “Public Call”, 1995: not 

catalogued). 

 

It is important here to note that one of the proclaimed aims of the CNA as stated in the 

leaflet was to make an “inventory of all films”, while the idea of constituting an 

inventory of photography in Luxembourg was emphatically dismissed (Back to Poos, 

2011; see Chapter II). The contradiction however is only in appearance: in photography, 

the CNA could simply commission new documentary work about Luxembourg at a 

reasonable expense. The film department, on the other hand needed historical footage to 
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fulfil the Centre’s mandate of producing or commissioning new audio-visual work, for 

instance, documentary films, about subjects of national relevance. It was therefore 

essential to have an overview of the existing stock and subsequently to have access to 

the filmed material. The motivation both for photography and film therefore was the 

same: the production of new work. The collecting of privately produced filmic objects 

thus can be considered as a means to an end; the CNA, finally, pursued its politics of 

authorial creations promoted by Jean Back, as I have discussed in Chapter II. 

 

Moreover, even at this early stage, the institution’s perception of “making the 

visual material accessible” was already outlined as a mediated or re-mediated approach. 

The films, said the campaign flyer, can be broadcast on television as shows, following 

Huet’s model in Belgium; they can be gathered on cassettes, but there was no mention 

of direct access to the archive. The issue of access has remained problematic until 

today, as I have noted before, and will develop more in detail later in this chapter. For 

the moment I want to, briefly, go back to the institution and the creation of the Amateur 

Film Collection in 1995 to investigate how ‘reality’ affected the CNA’s debut in 

collecting filmed testimonies from the past. 

 

 

III.3. Hurtling Forward, Relentlessly  

 

When the CNA launched it public call, the institution was, as we have seen, a very 

young actor on the cultural scene. The team set to work with little experience and no 

trained collaborators, getting to grips with the reality of collecting and archiving in the 

field of private filmmaking, which was substantially different from the institution’s area 

of expertise: theatrical, narrative cinema. The team was not familiar with the many 

complex layers of the privately produced viusual object and, consequently, had not 

anticipated a large group of very active family filmmakers or amateur 

cinematographers, moved by the need to communicate about their films beyond the 

private sphere and eager to see their work safeguarded by a national institution. The 

CNA was overwhelmed by the success of the campaign in more than one respect, as 

Viviane Thill stated in our conversation in January 2011:  
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VT: Many people came with their movies, I can’t remember how many, but we 

were somewhat taken by surprise… well we were not really prepared to transfer 

so many, to view and catalogue them all… 

FP: How large was the team then? 

VT: There was Patrick [Feuerstein] who made the transfers; a girl who was 

supposed to tag and catalogue them, but she wasn’t the best catch… She really  

wanted to do something else in life… I think her parents insisted that she took 

the job, but she wasn’t that interested, and so her work was quite superficial. 

FP: There was no trained archivist...? 

VT: No, it was only when Céline [Fersing] arrived that we got someone with a 

little more training in that field. In the meanwhile however, we became members 

of the Inédits association, and this really helped a lot, because, there, we could 

talk to other people about how they were doing things on their side. (Thill to 

Poos, January 2011) 

 

Reflecting Sharon Macdonald’s (2002) analysis of how museums are “materialising 

dreams and negotiating nightmares” (2002: 131) in the production of culture, these 

comments present a remarkable example of how day-to-day ‘reality’ is lived at a 

cultural institution, and, more importantly, how the everyday and its practical 

constraints influence the shape of a project, in this case, the Amateur Film Collection. 

The aims were high, as Jean Back stated in his interview (Back to Poos 2011), but in 

1995 the team was still small, gathering not more than eight to ten staff members, and 

without much expertise; moreover a poor management choice and an uninterested 

collaborator slowed down and compromised the cataloguing process unnecessarily 

while material objects started to amass in the archive. “We were not prepared,” admited 

Thill openly. Yet there was no way to stop the process of collecting, or even to pause 

and reflect and to start anew. There is, in museums and cultural institutions, what 

Macdonald has called a “relentless hurtling forward” (2002: 155) that I often witnessed 

during the time I worked at the CNA. Once a project is launched, the objective is to 

move ahead. Macdonald also observed that suggestions to reconsider a work process are 

usually not welcome, and she noted: “One consequence of this was a ‘salvage 
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tendency’: much of what had already been done had to be kept, otherwise it would be 

time lost” (Macdonald 2002:155). Time is precious in museums and cultural 

institutions, in London as in Luxembourg, and the patterns of functioning, which 

Macdonald describes at the Science Museum, are the same as those at the CNA in 

Dudelange. 

 

The consequences of this “unpreparedness” (Thill to Poos 2001) however had 

deep and wide-ranging repercussions for the future in the eco-system of the CNA. Not 

only was the cataloguing process very slow and the access to the unedited material 

therefore delayed, but the specific professional expertise of the team members, their 

rootedness in narrative, commercial film culture, shaped their understanding and 

subsequently also their approach to the collected privately produced film material. As a 

result, as we shall see later, the CNA as a meshwork has developed numerous and 

strong lines in the production of narrative cinema, promoting a mainstream 

understanding of film, while the areas concerned with the understanding of privately 

produced filmic objects and their complex meaning in the private and in the public 

sphere, for instance, is underdeveloped and barren. To understand these disruptions in 

the terrain, it is necessary to go back to the historical causes, and for the film archive 

they are to be found in 1995 with the constitution of the Amateur Film Collection. As I 

noted before, the institution was looking for filmed traces of historical events. Thill 

confirmed their main goal in our conversation, also stressing however an unpredicted 

discovery: 

 

Yes, in the beginning we were mostly hoping to find historical material, about 

the war and such… But what nobody had anticipated was that these films 

contained a whole lot of other interesting things, which went way beyond the 

strictly historical events (Thill to Poos, January 2011). 

 

What the CNA so unexpectedly encountered in the privately produced filmic objects 

was what Paula Amad in her explorations of Albert Kahn’s Archives de la Planète has 

called “film’s ‘counter-archival’ challenge to the positivist archive’s sacred myths of 

order, exhaustiveness, and objective reality” (2006: loc 279 Kindle edition). This is a 
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consequence of the medium’s all-inclusive “ability to record and store the raw data of 

routine experience, transient details, uneventful moments, ordinary gestures, and casual 

occurrences” (Amad 2006: loc 306 Kindle edition). In other words, beyond the 

testimonies of historical events or what Amad termed “histoire événementielle”, “the 

terrain of local, national and international politics” (Amad 2006: loc 404 Kindle 

edition), the CNA found an overwhelming record of the mundane and the banal, the 

minute fragments of everyday life, registered intentionally as well as unintentionally by 

Luxembourg’s private filmmakers. The young institution had not anticipated, as Thill 

admitted in our conversation, such an abundance of ordinary and unclassifiable images. 

Thill’s expertise, as we have seen, was with narrative cinema and mainstream film 

history from the second half of the twentieth century, a period consequently where non-

narrative, non-theatrical and private films had already been labelled as marginal. 

Therefore the institution was not only overpowered by the number of responses they 

received to their call, but also by the wealth of subjects covered by the family films. 

Importantly, this profusion and diversity of images from everyday life played an 

essential part in the Hidden Images exhibition in 2007. It is precisely, as we will see, to 

this “magma of images” (Dorme to Poos, 2012) that Dorme, the show’s curator, would 

succumb, fascinated by its never-ending flow and hidden archival treasures. 

 

In 1995, however, at the time the new film collection was constituted, the CNA 

considered privately produced visual objects as historical documents. As such they 

represented desirable collectables to be welcomed in an authoritative national archive. 

Therefore, the institution was thrilled about the rapidly growing archive, despite the 

overwhelming response. The quantity of ‘new’ images to fill the stock, their potential 

for discoveries, anecdotes, and visual stories, mesmerised the CNA as it did any of the 

other European institutions newly involved in collecting what André Huet called images 

from “an until then marginalised field of cinematography with the ambiguous 

denomination of “amateur” cinema” (Huet 1999: 93): 

 

Like children marvelling at a treasure chest, fascinated by the important quantity 

of these ‘new documents’, we were above all engaged with the images. We have 

somewhat neglected to question the expression, the familial context and the 
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personal discourse of the cinematographer who revealed a different reality 

through his subjective gaze. We remained image ‘consumers’, interested mainly 

by the anecdotes presented by the films” (Huet 1999: 92). 

 

Images were the main focus also at the CNA. For the Luxembourg national institution 

the amateur films provided the necessary historical footage for documentary films for 

decades to come so the CNA could be the long hoped for production centre. The war 

years were particularly important as a part of the recent Luxembourg history that needed 

to undergo close visual scrutiny, but other topics, such as the Luxembourg presence in 

the Belgium Congo also was of considerable interest. Without trained staff members, 

but under political pressure to show results, the CNA thus was hurtling forward, eagerly 

developing first documentary productions. From that moment on, the course was set; 

the engine was started, continuously moving ahead. It is important, therefore, in this 

dissertation, to pause for a moment, and to look at privately produced visual objects 

more closely, in their original field of production, and to situate them as objects in a 

framework of social exchanges.  

 

 

III.4. Understanding Family Films as Privately Produced Visual Objects 

 

Reflecting about photographs as material objects, visual anthropologist Christopher 

Pinney developed the notion of images as “densely compressed performances unfolding 

in unpredictable ways, [which are] characterised by what […] look like disjunctions” 

(Pinney 2005: 269). Images, argued Pinney, cannot be perceived in their totality of 

meanings from one single moment in time. They always exceed contemporaneity, as I 

have noted in my introduction. Privately produced filmic objects act as compressed 

performances just as any other visual material, still or moving. They develop many 

different strands, all initially contained in the original material: they can act as 

testimonies in the building of family cohesion when they are enacted by the family, or 

they can appear as historical narratives and documents of collective memory in an 

archive. They can capture the interest of the cinema historian because of 

cinematographic qualities, while to the artist they perform as aesthetic objects. 
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However, the private filmmaker of the past was certainly not aware of the artistic 

potential of the images for future generations. In the same way, the archive may be 

unable to discern their primordial role in the building of family identity. As a bundle of 

lines of growth, the privately produced filmic object is in itself a complex zone of 

entanglement.  

 

The CNA has a very particular interest in these films as historical documents, as 

we have seen. In the following section, I want to have a closer look at privately 

produced filmic objects outside the institutional context, discuss why and how they are 

made and for whom, in order to situate them in the larger framework of social 

exchanges. More particularly, I will discuss the popular family film, or home movie, as 

an example of private visual practices. I will also investigate the problematic use of the 

term “amateur”, and finally, I will analyse how the privately produced filmic objects 

from the CNA collection are seen at the Centre and how they give insight into the 

discourse of the institution and its patterns of functioning 

 

In 1998, Karen Ishizuka, a producer, writer and visiting scholar at the Getty 

Research Institute for the Arts and Humanities, undertook what seemed to be at the time 

the somewhat daring project of organising an international symposium, at the new Getty 

Art Center, about her subject of choice: home movies, bringing, as she related in the 

foreword of the later gathered symposium papers, “an anarchic and unorthodox subject 

[…] into the annals of this refined museum”. Her fellow researchers and scholars at the 

Getty were sceptical: most of them, “anthropologists, historians, architects, 

photographers and writers, had never considered home movies to be a topic for serious, 

much less academic consideration. Conventionally the terrain of birthday parties and 

vacation memories, the home movie was definitely the lowbrow bull in this highbrow 

china shop of arts and culture” (Ishizuka 2008: xiii).  

 

This small introductory anecdote is telling in more than one way. On the one hand, it 

reproduces the classic, almost stereotypical vision of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture with its 

distinction of class and taste perpetuated in museums and art institutions (Bourdieu 

2010); on the other hand it reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of the privately 
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produced visual object, such as the ‘home movie’ by insisting on confining it, through 

comparison, to the paradigm of art or traditional narrative, theatrical cinema. It is true, 

the resemblance is confusing at first sight: both are ‘films’. Shot on celluloid -at the 

time- with traditional film equipment, the result is in both cases a succession of moving 

images to be shown on a screen. However, they follow diverging practices and 

objectives. 

 

One first crucial difference lies in the fact that one product, the feature or 

documentary film, aims to be shown to the largest possible audience through paid 

admittance tickets in a respectfully silenced theatre, while the other, the home movie, 

welcomes only a small group of chosen subjects, the family, gathered around the 

buzzing projector with loud comments and noisy interjections to complement the 

images on the screen. The first is a typical story telling situation, with one narrator, the 

film, talking to a passive audience (Metz 1985; Bellour 1987; Mulvey 2009); the second 

is a participatory gathering where the group is asked to contribute to the story in order 

for it to develop, both at the production and the viewing of the film (Chalfen 1987; Odin 

2008). Thus, while both are made from the same material with similar equipment, the 

end products and their social functions could not be more different. Indeed, while 

theatrical films are produced on an industrial scale for public entertainment, home 

movies are produced in the private sphere with and for the family to build family 

history. Moreover, production practices differ significantly between home movies and 

theatrical films. For instance, while theatrical films are closely scripted, and carefully 

edited, there are no scripts in the formal sense in home movie productions, and recorded 

scenes are often not edited at all (Chalfen 1987; Odin 2008). It is not the making of the 

film that is at the centre of the endeavour, but the constructing of family identity and 

history. 

 

Significantly also, it was not in the field of the history of cinema or film theory 

that the first interest in home movies appeared in the 1970s, but in semiotics and 

anthropology. With his studies of an ‘ethnographic semiotic’, Sol Worth, photographer, 

filmmaker and researcher in the field of visual communication, highlighted the 

importance of understanding “how actual people make meaning of their symbolic 
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universe. How they learn to make meaning. How this differs from group to group, from 

young to old, from context to context and from culture to culture” (Worth 1977: np). In 

this symbolic universe, Worth considered the “visual-pictorial” mode to be the most 

pervasive but least understood, and he argued for the study of filmed images, not only 

in an abstract form, detached from societal meaning, but as an expression of “how 

actual people (filmmakers) articulate meaning through film, and how actual people 

(viewers) interpret or make meaning from film” (Worth 1977: np). Thus, argued Worth, 

movies should not only be analysed as a record about culture, but films, as well as 

photographs, should be studied as records of culture, reflecting subjective ways of 

seeing. A particular emphasis is given to the ways in which members of a culture use a 

visual medium to “structure their world, or their worlds” (Worth 1977: np). Rather than 

unreflexive copies of a reality, filmed or photographed images become assertions and 

constructs of a specific worldview. Gillian Rose argued similarly about family 

photographs, stressing the importance of looking at family snaps not only as visual 

surfaces or as social practices, but as “assemblages of both a certain kind of object and a 

certain kind of practice” through which meaning is constructed (Rose 2010: Loc. 345 

Kindle). Family films, as family photographs therefore are statements of happenings 

and part of the rituals of family life on the one hand, while they also play an important 

part as a construct of family identity and history. 

 

Opening new perspectives, Worth’s research laid the foundations for future 

studies of that particular form of making meaning through private visual records that 

visual anthropologist Richard Chalfen, in 1987, termed “home mode communication” 

(1987: 4-16). Indeed, concluded Chalfen, after having analysed the ‘rules’ of successful 

home moviemaking promoted by ‘how to manuals’ in comparison to the standards of 

acclaimed theatrical films, family filmmaking is part of a different paradigm: the mode 

of communicating and (re)constructing, of encoding and decoding. As such “the 

structure of selection and manipulation in home movies rules out the possibility that 

home movies document the reality of everyday life. Instead, we find a special reality 

documented in the home movie” (Chalfen 1987: 69). For Chalfen, this is the 

conventional reality prescribed by conservative familial ideologies that is shown in 

home movies. Here, he seems in accordance with French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
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who argued that nothing can be filmed outside of what must be filmed (1964: 38-37) 

when he was investigating family photography. “What must be filmed”, however, is a 

complex issue, as I shall develop.  

 

First of all, it has been noted that family films are marked by ritual ceremonies 

and occurrences.  As a genre the family film was originally established “within the 

family portrait tradition, as a means to portray specific moments of the family life: (a) 

rites of passage (marriages, baptisms, birthdays, graduations, etc.); (b) a child’s growth 

stages (first bath, first steps, first day at school); plus all trips and family reunions" 

(Peixoto 2008: 113). As such, family films are records, but they are also structural 

constituents of the history of a family. Therefore, said Chalfen, they follow patterns of 

communication, of making meaning in the production and in the reception of a message, 

with notions of encoding and decoding, creation and re-creation (Chalfen 1987: 124). 

The message, in this case, is the projected family history. 

 

In France, semiologist Roger Odin concluded, like Chalfen, that home movies, 

while they are inscriptions of family life, do not function as traditional documents (Odin 

2008: 255-271). They operate as an index -hence the consistent repetition of the same 

subjects in all home movies (see also above, Peixoto 2008)- inviting the family to 

return to a past already lived. They ask the viewer to remember, on the level of the 

group as well as on the level of the individual. The participatory element is of crucial 

importance here: as members of the same group, every participant reconstitutes a 

common past (Odin 2008: 259). This common past is a collaborative construct or 

reconstruction of events, not as they were, but as they were lived and seen by individual 

family members in the elaboration of a mythical family history. Subsequently, “in the 

family domain, a home movie does not function as document. The family film is, in 

fact, a counter-document. The collective interactions at the moment of their shooting or 

viewing or in the individual discourses aroused are more important than the images” 

(Odin 2008: 261). In fact, said Odin, “home movies are not movies, but animated photo 
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albums, and family members gather around them to revive memories and re-enact their 

shared stories” (Odin 2008: 261).114  

 

The oral dimension of privately produced visual object and the performative re-

enactment of the lived memories play an important part in my reflections about the 

Hidden Images exhibition and the CNA Amateur Film Collection, as I will develop in 

detail in Chapter VI. Here however, I want to stress above all the complex nature and 

meaning of these private films and photographs. Indeed, if we consider images as 

objects, and objects as bundles or as a gathering of lines in a wider meshwork of social 

relations and practices, privately produced filmic objects appear as a zone of 

entanglement revealing many different strands. Family films, for instance, bring 

together family members, film, a camera, a projector and a screen, production and 

distribution industries, a series of props, settings, geographical locations for the 

shooting and the viewing of the films, and topographical particularities to produce, in a 

joint effort, a visual representation of the family as social and cultural entity. As a 

material practice, the making of a home movie, especially in the era of analogue film 

production, was a complex undertaking, for which the families spared no costs and no 

efforts.  

 

This complexity underlines the importance of the endeavour. It demonstrates 

“the desire to identify oneself as belonging to a family, [while it can also be perceived 

as a way of funnelling] conscious perceptions of family into desirable or idealized 

(moving) images” (Van Dijk 2007: 124). In other words, privately produced visual 

objects, made in the familial environment, are always also projections of how a family 

wants to be seen. As such, they correspond to the wish of the families to what 

Christopher Pinney has called “to come out better” (Pinney 2010) through film -or 

photography. Indeed, tragedy and sadness do not figure on the index of privately 

produced filmic or photographic objects. The depicted scenes exude happy smiles and 

sunny, blue skies. Thus family films, as family photographs, could be seen as a 

challenge to social norms rather than subordination. Indeed, stated photo historian Gil 

																																																								
114 On the issue of family album as oral practices, see Martha Langford’s detailed analysis in: Suspended 
Conversations. The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums (2008). 
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Pasternak in his analysis of the Radical Politics of Family Photographs: 

“Conventionally eliminating indications of hardship, tension and complexity, family 

photographs tend to depict a private world of plenitude, disloyal to and hereby 

challenging of the more familiar social dynamics of life within the system. Rather than 

seeing family pictures as normalized and normalizing images of family life, let us 

consider them as images of the pleasure and gratification that sitters visually claim for 

themselves” (Pasternak Kindle Loc 4896 of 6085). The same is true for family films: 

they do not show the normal everyday of the familial group, but the way the family 

wants to be perceived or remembered. In that they are idealized images made in the 

present as a memory for future uses. 

 

At the CNA however, home movies in particular and privately produced visual 

objects in general are mostly regarded as documents. While it is true that they contain 

traces of the past (see section II of this chapter), their complex nature and their multiple 

meanings are reduced to representations of historical texts or narratives that disclose 

their entire meaning visually. As such they are subsequently integrated into new 

narratives of new, professionally produced documentary films. “We were not prepared”, 

stated Thill in our conversation in 2011, hinting at the volume of received films in 

answer to the call that the small team could not master without difficulties. I would 

however argue, that the unpreparedness was more profound and also concerned the 

more fundamental understanding of privately produced visual objects, as mediated 

memories and projected family histories, an assemblage of images and practices (Rose 

2010), as I am going to develop in subsequent chapters. Ultimately, the CNA favours 

the immediately graspable, the visual. These politics testify of a shift in the 

interpretation of the mandate: we can see the institution drift away from the gathering 

and promoting of the audio-visual heritage, or from the area of the preservation of 

memory, to audio-visual production. This shift will become clearer yet in the analysis of 

the Hidden Images exhibition as a metaphor and symptom of the CNA’s practices, later 

in this dissertation. 

 

Revealingly also, the CNA continues to refer to its archive of privately produced 

filmic objects as Amateur Film Collection, thus defining the gathered material 
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according to standards of production. Here the term amateur is clearly used in 

opposition to the professional filmmaker, and thus implies a notion of hierarchical 

ranking. To contribute to the professionalisation of the film sector in Luxembourg is 

one proclaimed goal of the institution, and it corresponds to the general aim of the CNA 

to implement a high culture in audio-visual practices in Luxembourg. Thus, the CNA 

contributed to the creation of a Film Fund in Luxembourg in 1990, to attract and to 

develop a film industry. Yet, as an archive, the CNA is characterised by a collection of 

predominantly privately produced visual objects. This dimension however is hardly 

acknowledged by the institution, and the complexity of these particular filmic objects 

remains largely unexplored. In a phone conversation in December 2013, Viviane Thill 

regretted, for instance, that there was so little time to devote to the oral histories linked 

to the images. She confirmed that she had a few interesting projects in mind, but that 

these would have to wait until “all the rest of the work is done”, that there was neither 

time nor money to get involved with such things now. 

 

This is the reality of the institution: priorities needed to be set at the CNA since 

its creation. Some have been shaped by wilful, political decisions, others by necessities, 

such as constraints of time and money. Here the CNA is no exception either, as ideas, 

wishes and desires often do not survive confrontation with practicalities (Macdonald 

2002). However, the discourse emanating from all these choices and practices is 

consistent and shows recurring patterns: in film, as in photography, they revolve around 

a professional or artistic image production valued according to international standards. 

The status and handling of privately produced visual objects and more generally visual 

objects outside an acknowledged filmic or photographic canon remains problematic.  

 

 In 2012, for instance, the institution was donated a 60 minute, silent movie from 

1938 documenting dairy production in Luxembourg. The author was unknown, but the 

movie showed clear signs of a government or institutional commission to support and 

develop new standards of hygiene and technology for a nascent dairy industry. Before 

getting to the subject, the film lingers about 16 minutes travelling over sweeping 

landscapes, emphasising the beauty of the country, appealing also to patriotic feelings 

and to the love of the “homeland”. The CNA film department considered this 
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introduction “too long”, “not compatible with today’s viewing habits for cinema 

spectators”, and, for a public screening of the movie, cut the “introduction” to about 12 

minutes. Conversely, a musical score and a voice over were added. In this framed, 

edited and staged version, the film was published on DVD together with a new 

documentary about agriculture in Luxembourg today. Similarly, two ‘early’ 

Luxembourg feature films, “Déi Zwee vum Bierg” (1985) and “De falschen Hond” 

(1989), were re-edited by the CNA for a recent edition on DVD. They were deemed too 

amateurish, stated the head of the Film Department in an informal conversation during 

my fieldwork.  

 

Again, these examples illustrate the tension in the institution between two of its 

original mandates that appear increasingly conflicting: the gathering and storing of 

historic, ‘low culture’ or popular visual material, and the active promotion of a 

professional, ‘high culture’ film and photography production. Equally problematic is the 

fact that the CNA actively interprets the archives that it has constituted, as I pointed out 

in the previous chapter. More than an interpretation, one could qualify these actions as 

appropriations or decisive interventions in forging an image of audio-visual culture that 

the institution considers appropriate. These strands oppose each other as unequal forces, 

an antagonism that is more developed and pronounced since a trained archivist joined 

the team bringing professional expertise, considerations and concerns. The imbalance in 

the ecology has thus become more visible, and is now subject to open discussions at the 

CNA. My example of interventionist interpretation of archived material by the 

institution itself also confirms another recurring practice at the Centre: the favouring of 

framing visual objects so as to stage an event (Bal 2002: 137) over giving direct access 

to the archived material. Access to archived material is only possible under a mediated 

form. It is this issue that I will address in the next section. 

	
 

III.5. Accessing the Archive 

 

Over the years, the CNA has gathered about 10,000 privately produced filmic objects 

from the 1920s to the mid-1970s. As an ensemble, they appear as a consistent and 

contained collection about the history of the country filmed from an everyday point of 
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view by families and amateur cinematographers. They are 35mm, 16mm, 9,5 mm, 8 

mm, and Super 8 analogue films, on celluloid support. They are regularly remediated, 

“refashioned by other media” (Bolter and Grusin 1990: 15) woven into the fabric of 

professionally produced contemporary films as actively fabricated memory. Therefore 

they are edited, and, obviously, accompanied by other images, which shape their 

meaning and their perception. Moreover, the circulated memory of the institution CNA 

favours staged events: films, books, and exhibitions, determined by a mise-en-scène, a 

particular, oriented point of view. This staging however is not openly declared, but it is 

tacitly implied. It is hidden by a complex set of underpinnings, a machinery that holds 

the mise-en-scène in place, a framing, which directs the view but remains, itself, 

invisible or unacknowledged (Bal 2002: 137).  

 

This framed and staged access is very often the only entry to the archives, and 

has a strong impact on the shape of the eco-system representing the CNA. Indeed, in 

terms of a meshwork, the CNA shows a number of crevasses in the texture, blind spots 

masked by framings, as I have demonstrated in previous sections. The area most 

affected by these disruptions are the archives of the institution. This situation would be 

less surprising, had the Centre not had as a first obligation to constitute the central 

repository for audio-visual material in Luxembourg, and, secondly, to make this 

heritage accessible to the public. In an interview with the magazine Paperjam, in the 

week before the opening of the new building, on 7th December 2007, Jean Back 

announced online access via the Internet as a development for the near future: 

 

Internet will be the key instrument to promote our archives to the public. But the 

database will not be set up until 2008. For the moment, we are implementing our 

module for professionals. I am already very happy that access to the database 

will be easier for them in the short term; access for the general public, 

meanwhile, should be more user friendly, and therefore it will only be possible 

next year115 (Interview Frédérique Moser, Paperjam 16.11.2007). 

																																																								
115“Internet sera l’instrument clé pour valoriser nos archives auprès du grand public. Mais la base de données ne sera 
mise en place qu’à partir de 2008. Pour l’heure, nous sommes en train d’implémenter notre module destiné aux 
professionnels. Je suis déjà très content que l’accès à la base de données soit plus aisé pour eux, à court terme; l’accès 
pour le grand public, quant à lui, doit être plus convivial et ce ne sera possible que l’année prochaine.” Accessed 
through: http://www.filmreakter.lu/film-luxembourg/cna-ouverture/ 
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Back was optimistic. However, eight years later the database has not yet been 

implemented. However, his statement shows that he was aware of the issue. It also 

confirms recurring patterns of thinking and functioning within the CNA: access is 

recognised as important, but it is first granted for the professional community of film 

and television producers or other actors from the audio-visual field. Access for the 

general public would follow only later. There clearly is a hierarchical thinking at the 

CNA that puts professionals before the general public, which would be consistent with 

the institution’s strong orientation as a media production centre. The democratic 

outreach to every citizen inscribed in the mandate of the institution seems to have 

withered. Nevertheless, in 2007, the possibility of direct access to the archives, for 

professionals and for the general public, seemed within reach. In 2011, however, the 

database was still not in operation, and Viviane Thill openly expressed her concerns 

about the long delays in creating an instrument that would allow putting the gathered 

documents online and making them accessible to the public: 

 

VT: I was hoping the project Europeana,116 the setting up of a common, 

European database for text and audio-visual documents, would help us to get a 

database too. The situation starts to be frankly embarrassing compared to other 

national archives. If you take other institutions, for instance… INA has certainly 

been the most active in the field, to make its documents accessible, but you also 

have the German “Wochenschau”117 online, even smaller archives have been 

able to put their documents online in the meanwhile. The problem is our legal 

basis, and thank goodness the public never reads the law, but our legal text 

stipulates that we make our archives accessible to the public. Which is 

completely impossible, because there is no way for the public to consult the 

																																																								
116 Europeana.eu is an Internet portal giving access to books, films, photographs, museum objects that have been 
digitised in Europe by European cultural institutions. See www.europeana.eu/ 
117 Neue Deutsche Wochenschau was a newsreel production company set up in Hamburg in December 1949. It was 
converted to Deutsche Wochenschau in 1955. For about 20 years, the newsreels accompanied federal presidents and 
chancellors all over the world. DEUTSCHE WOCHENSCHAU GmbH had relations with about 30 producers all 
around the globe, and it has over 12 million yards of film material on current affairs starting in 1945, making it the 
biggest (commercially run) German film archive for contemporary history. http://www.wochenschau-
archiv.de/wirueberuns.php?vonseite=1&PHPSESSID=&sprache=eng 
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documents on the spot, and we still do not have a database to make them 

accessible electronically (Thill to Poos, 2011). 

 

“Thank goodness, the public never reads the law”. Thill, and with her the institution, is 

very well aware of their obligations, however, there has been no consistent, tangible 

output so far. When this conversation took place in 2011, the CNA had already been 

working on the project of an online database for almost ten years –without any 

conclusive results. Even basic actions, at that point, could not be executed by the 

database. As Hélène Kaizer noted in her account of the photography archive: “The 

database does not allow us to determine how many objects we have in our collection” 

(Kaizer to Poos, 2010).  

 

There have been structural problems, internal disagreements concerning the set 

up, a change of service provider, delays that have led to a general discouragement of the 

team. Member of Parliament Guy Bock’s remarks during the official debates in 1989 

were prescient: without the necessary competences, human resources and infrastructures 

the CNA was not equipped to master its tasks as audio-visual archives (See Chapter I). 

In 2012, a ‘new’ effort was undertaken to develop a new database programme, initiated 

and sustained by the photography, film and sound archivists of the institution.  At the 

time of writing, the project seemed to be more promising. Still, in the meanwhile, the 

archive is slumbering as a passive memory, with its latent, inert knowledge that awaits 

new life and new interpretation (Assmann 2008: 100).  

 

Interestingly however, in its early days, the institution had briefly tried 

alternative ways to open the archive to the public and to circulate its memory more 

actively. Viviane Thill, here, remembers one particular project that she had initiated 

and, in fact, would like to continue: 

 

VT: There are so many things that we should do. What I really would like to 

do… We tried this once, but then we never followed up, because we didn’t have 

time… The idea is to take the movies and bring them to the public. We tried this 
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in Vianden.118 There we had organised a series of evening screenings where we 

showed films about or from Vianden. There was material from television, RTL 

newsreels, but also amateur movies. There was a local camera club there, where 

the members had filmed a certain number of subjects, parades, processions, 

people in the village etc. And that’s always very popular. Many people come to 

these events; they know everyone in the movie. You really would need to follow 

up, talk to the people in the public, do interviews, but we never have time to do 

this. But the screening in Vianden was really interesting. We showed the movies 

in a pub. The atmosphere was relaxed, people joined, they could have a drink, 

they watched the movies, and they could talk. In this setting, they were not 

afraid to talk, or make loud interventions and laugh. The whole operation is 

quite time consuming, and of course, you need to be there at the screening, 

because you want to see the reactions… I think it would be really great to be 

able to do this in different locations. […] But again, it takes time. Back then 

there was a student on an internship helping me to gather and to select the films, 

because, if you have to do this all on your own, this takes really a lot of time… 

And then, but this is again linked to the database, we should be able to make the 

films accessible to the public, if the owners agree of course. There we really 

need to catch up (Thill to Poos, 2001). 

 

The statement unfolds like an internal conflict: on the one hand there is the professional 

consciousness to develop further and to follow up on a potentially fruitful and 

rewarding project, but on the other hand, reality expressed through lack of time, money, 

or human resources imposes its constraints. Interestingly, for Thill, and for many of the 

team members, there does not seem to be a choice. The established pattern of 

functioning of the institution -as a production centre, serving the professional 

community and promoting high culture values- inflicts its own rhythm and pace of 

action, its own priorities, not allowing the exploration of alternative pathways. 

Moreover, even at a moment when there was still time for smaller, ethnographic 

projects like bringing the movies back to the public or back to their local geographic 

																																																								
118 Vianden is a small historical town in the northeast of the country near the German border. 
http://www.vianden.lu/fr-FR/la-commune-se-presente 
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origins, there was nevertheless not enough ‘time’ to do the work consistently, and to 

conduct interviews to gather oral testimonies from people in the public that could add 

more depth to the otherwise silent images. I will come back to the oral dimension of 

home movies later when I will analyse the demands of images and the response of the 

CNA in more detail. At this point, I only want to stress that the nature of privately 

produced filmic objects as communicative, performative events is recognised or at least 

sensed by the CNA, but a thorough exploring of this dimension is never pursued. 

Instead the institution follows another recurring pattern: it stages a single event -in this 

case the screening of historical movies in a pub- and then moves on to the next 

project/event. There was in Thill’s voice, a sincere, heartfelt enthusiasm to develop this 

strand as a consistent line of growth for the CNA, but it ultimately is perceived as a 

luxury, a pet project confined to the realm of wishful thinking. Thill knows that, with 

the current workload and the set priorities, an interactive, ethnographic project is at the 

bottom of a long list of tasks to be accomplished. Implicitly this attitude shows a 

compliance with -or, which is more difficult to tell, maybe a resignation to- a particular 

set of values and status of images at the CNA, which will be the focus of subsequent 

chapters.  

 

As I have noted before, the CNA has gathered about 10,000 privately produced 

filmic objects from the 1920s to the mid-1970s. The institution is not equipped to store 

videotapes, nor is the archival space large enough to expand the collection much more. 

As a consequence, the collection is focused only on film, and visions of filmed history 

from below, at the CNA, stop with the advent of video as a new recording technology. 

A wealth of information about Luxembourg is slowly withering in private homes -video 

tape being much less stable and likely to last over time without any special care than 

film. Viviane Thill is well aware of this issue and of the urgency of the matter, as she 

has stressed in numerous conversations. However, gathering home videos is not 

perceived a priority at the institution: there is little funding available to do research 

about existing, private or institutional video collections, or to physically increase the 

space of the archive.  
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Collecting is driven by motivation or intention (Baudrillard 1968, MacDonald 2011). 

Nevertheless collections or historical records are also shaped, as the example of the 

CNA illustrates, by material constraints, such as space or funding, and by institutional 

capacities and politics. Thus, while the CNA was driven to gather privately produced 

visual objects to constitute a relevant national filmed portfolio about the past and to 

consolidate the Centre’s status as a national institution, the efforts decreased as the 

gathered material reached a significant volume. Today, as the CNA is well established 

as a promotion and production centre, the initial desire to expand the archive shows 

signs of exhaustion, and  ‘practicalities’ such as constraints of time, space, money or 

human resources additionally interfere with original political intentions. These can be 

considered as accidents in the terrain, but also as a shifting ecology: budgets may be cut, 

political directions may be changed, each action influencing how the collection as a 

system or a mesh will develop in the future. The relationships between theory and 

practice in museums or cultural institutions are always complex. Indeed, noted Mieke 

Bal: it is a standard response to academic critiques of museums that a museum is a place 

of praxis confined by material constraints (Bal 2002: 139). This is not any different at 

the CNA. The ‘missing’ home video archive is only one example; the lack of access to 

the collection is another. Nevertheless, while priorities and choices are necessary, the 

decisions taken at the CNA are revealingly consistent for the institution’s understanding 

and interpreting of visual material. Indeed, priority always goes to new productions, be 

they new documentary films, photographic exhibitions or recordings of concerts 

published on CDs. As a less visible part of the institution, the archiving activities -such 

as the gathering of videos for instance- are also less consistently funded or developed, 

despite the clear obligations defined by the institution’s political mandate.  

 

The CNA affirms its authoritative position in its goal to represent the nation, by 

resolutely embracing ‘higher’ forms of culture, and, over the years has developed strong 

lines of growth as a professional production centre. In this area, the meshwork is 

densely woven, every line bringing forth new ramifications and nodes, which spread 

further and further. The resulting imbalance in the ecology, the invasive growth of 

artistic productions, exhibitions, documentary films or music CDs goes generally 

unnoticed within the institution. The team members complain that there is no time to 
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pursue parts of the original mandate, that their human resources capacity is too small to 

attend to all the tasks, but they, themselves are too closely entangled in their everyday 

routines to step back and recognise the patterns. Thus, over the years, the CNA has 

developed its own institutional dynamics, slowly drifting away from Krieps’s initial 

idea of a broad-based cultural democracy to become a professional organism for audio-

visual arts and culture in Luxembourg. 
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Chapter	IV 

 

 

BUILDING THE FRAME:  

The Coming of Age of an Institution 

 

 

 

For many years, the CNA remained confined in the modest location of the former 

catholic boarding school in Dudelange with its nested spaces and little public visibility. 

Photo labs were installed, an editing machine was bought; there was a small library too. 

The images from The Bitter Years collection that Luxembourg native photographer 

Edward Steichen had left to the country (see Chapter II) found a temporary home in a 

makeshift storage room together with many boxes filled with photographs from private 

donors. The busy institution soon outgrew the old dormitories and classrooms. The 

same way the centre filled its physical space, it also expanded its professional 

reputation. The necessity of a new building with appropriate facilities to guarantee state-

of-the-art archiving and storing technology for film, photography and sound became 

more apparent with every year that passed. Jean Back worked tirelessly to make his 

wish to see his institution housed in more representative premises become reality.  

 

The “legal bill relative to the construction of a building for the Centre national 

de l’audiovisuel (CNA) and for the Centre culturel régional de Dudelange (CCRD)” 

was discussed and adopted in Parliament on 16th February 2001. On 7th December 2007, 

the ‘new’ CNA was festively inaugurated on former grounds of the steel industry in 

Dudelange, together with its partner institution, the cultural centre and music school Op 

der Schmelz. The architectural statement, a massive, concrete block, minimalist yet 

sculpturally monumental, unmistakably spoke about stateliness, about a national 

institution firmly grounded in the cultural landscape, both as a physical presence and as 

a theoretical concept. The facilities, ready finally to welcome a large public, boasted a 

gallery for photographic exhibitions, two cinemas, a media library and a restaurant, 

while the professional attendance could marvel at the fully equipped sound and video 
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studios or the archival vaults with its 900 square meters of storage rooms. The signs 

were clear: for the CNA a new era had begun. These recent developments in the history 

of the CNA and their significance will be the focus of this chapter.  

 

The bill that led to the construction of the new building and its explanatory 

memorandum (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001) enables me to establish an inventory of 

the institution in 2001, a record of its achievements, but also of possible deviations from 

the original mandate. Insight into parliamentary debates (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000) 

allows me to define how the CNA was perceived by politicians twelve years after its 

creation, and to determine what the expectations were for the future. I will then analyse 

how these projections were translated into the architecture of the new building. Indeed, I 

will draw on arguments from New Museum Theory and scholars such as Peter Vergo 

(1989), Tony Bennett (1996, 2011), Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1992), Sharon 

Macdonald (2002, 2011), and Janet Marstine (2006), to distill the discourse of the CNA 

as a museum, and to analyse how the desires and wishes of the institution appear in 

architectural layout and design (Michaela Giebelhausen (2006, 2011; Vittorio Magnago 

Lampugnani 2011). Importantly, notions of class distinction produced inside the 

museum space, and the museum as regime of truth, based on seminal work by Pierre 

Bourdieu (1984) and Michel Foucault (1975), form the corner stone of my reflection. 

 

With its strategic emplacement on grounds that formerly belonged to the steel industry, 

the CNA was part of a project of cultural decentralisation initiated by Minister Robert 

Krieps in the 1980s as I have discussed in Chapter I, but it also is a visible sign of more 

recent efforts of urban regeneration. For this aspect of my analysis, I build on 

reflections about postmodern restructurings of derelict cities through cultural projects 

from sociologist Nick Prior (2011), and theory of cultural revitalisation and the soft 

economy of the arts by Zukin (1996) and Ballé (2002). Finally, I want to close this 

chapter by reflecting what else the CNA could be in the future, discussing notions of the 

museum as contact zone (Clifford 1997) or mass medium (Huyssens 1995).  

 

For my investigations I will rely on primary sources from interviews with the architect 

Paul Bretz and CNA curators Marguy Conzemius and Michèle Walerich, to which I will 



	 148	

add my own observations noted during the three years that I undertook the internal 

ethnography of the institution. The main goal of this chapter is to demonstrate how the 

CNA should be considered as deeply embedded and entangled in the political, social 

and cultural realities of a geographical space. As such it has developed a particular 

ecology, resulting from external and internal, personal and cultural influences and 

interactions. My concern is to make this meshwork visible in order to understand how 

the CNA operates on an everyday basis, and what determines its choices and patterns of 

functioning. The laying bare of the architecture as framing device (Bal 2002, Marstine 

2006) is the necessary groundwork for the last chapters of this dissertation: only when 

the staging becomes apparent, and the interactions along the lines of growth and nodes 

of the meshwork CNA are visible will it be possible to comprehend a particular project, 

the Hidden Images exhibition, as a product of the institution, and to compare the needs 

and desires of the CNA with the inherent demands and unfolding performances (Pinney 

2005) of the images. 

 

 

IV.1. 2001: An Odyssey for Space 

 

The idea of a larger space for the CNA was not new. In 1991 already the Government 

had expressed support for the remodelling and expanding of the boarding school 

premises that hosted the young institution, but this project was eventually abandoned. 

Toward the end of the 1990s then, the local authorities expressed their wish to build a 

regional cultural centre, which would house also a regional music school, and spaces for 

the municipality’s cultural programme.119 The idea of a joint venture started to take 

shape, and in 2001, a bill relating to the construction of a building hosting the Centre 

national de l’audiovisuel and the Centre culturel régional de Dudelange (CCRD) was 

tabled in Parliament. The project had a considerable architectural and therefore also 

budgetary scope –thirty nine million Euros was the estimated cost for a space of roughly 

13,000 square meters- and, as a public endeavour, it needed to comply with procedures 

of public governance and finance, and ultimately depended on political support.  

																																																								
119Chambre des Députés. Session ordinaire 2000-2001, Projet de Loi relatif à la construction d’un bâtiment pour le 
Centre national de l’audiovisuel (CNA) et le Centre Culturel Régional de Dudelange (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001). 
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The bill took great care to give a detailed overview of the institution’s achievements, 

emphasising the importance of its primary political mandates, but also opening 

perspectives for the years and decades to come. The political discourse was 

meticulously constructed to convey authority and trust, and to reassure Members of 

Parliament that the gathering and exploring of film, photography and sound documents 

needed to be considered of national relevance. Moreover, through this discourse, the 

CNA took shape as an acknowledged constituent of the Luxembourg cultural landscape, 

claiming its past and outlining its future. The year 2001 with the debates in Parliament 

around the construction of a new building was thus a decisive moment in the life of the 

institution. Therefore, I now propose to analyse the explanatory memorandum of the bill 

more closely to see how the CNA officially presented itself on a political level twelve 

years after its creation, and wished to be represented materially through an architectural 

structure in the future. 

 

In 2001, the CNA was still a young institution and, as I have noted, the interest 

in audio-visual material as part of the national heritage was very recent. Moreover, the 

institution’s spiritual father, Robert Krieps, had died in 1990. Consequently, it was 

important for the CNA to trace its origins, to re-establish the historical context of its 

creation and to emphasise the crucial role of the audio-visual media in relation to a 

collective memory. Thus the explanatory memorandum provided the necessary 

reminder:  

 

The CNA was established by the Act of 18 May 1989 on the basis of the 

Collective Audio-visual Memory project, initiated by the Minister of Cultural 

Affairs Robert Krieps in 1986. […] The political intention of Robert Krieps was 

to invest in the cultural dimension of the audio-visual sector, thus confirming its 

natural right to exist. A reflection about the image and its multiple applications, 

the respect of the audio-visual heritage and the encouragement of creativity and 

research, and, finally opening the richness of our own past for the benefit of the 
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general public were the main vectors which justified the creation of the CNA in 

1989 (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 3).120 

	

Despite –or possibly because- of his untimely death, Krieps’s influence on the cultural 

landscape was still strongly present in 2001. His image as innovative spirit and cultural 

visionary had remained intact. It seemed natural that he should be invoked in the 

opening statements of the explanatory memorandum to honour his legacy. His status as 

undisputed champion for the implementation of a collective cultural awareness also 

represented a strong argument to achieve political consensus throughout the parties: the 

CNA had been created under Krieps’s mandate for the greater good of the whole 

country and now hoped for the joint support of all the political parties to make the 

necessary expansion possible. The language was carefully chosen to emphasise the 

importance of the audio-visual sector for the nation and thereby justify a major public 

expenditure for the construction of a new building for the CNA. 	

	

The reference to a “collective audio-visual memory” pointed to the national 

dimension of the endeavour. No doubt should be left concerning the seriousness of the 

field itself:  the audio-visual sector saw its “natural right to exist” confirmed under 

Krieps. This emphatic statement conferred a seemingly ancestral right to a domain that 

had only started to develop during the second half of the 20th century and anchored it 

firmly as a tradition. In the text of the memorandum, “audio-visual heritage” was 

moreover directly linked to respect, followed by the positive terms “encouragement, 

opening, and benefit”. Finally, the text also introduced the concept of wealth (“the 

richness of our country”) represented by audio-visual material as a way to, valuably, 

explore and express a common history. The semantic field, consequently, was tightly 

constructed around notions of national value and interest. As a result, “the image and its 

multiple applications” were officially consecrated as a matter of state, to which the 

																																																								
120 “Le pari politique de Robert Krieps était d’investir dans la dimension culturelle de l’audiovisuel, en consacrant 
ainsi son droit naturel à l’existence. La réflexion sur l’image et ses multiples applications, le respect du patrimoine 
audiovisuel et l’encouragement à la création et à la recherche et finalement l’ouverture des richesses de notre propre 
passé au bénéfice du grand public étaient les principaux vecteurs qui avaient justifié en 1989 la création du CNA” 
(CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 3). 
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same nation-state was called to respond appropriately by making an adequate financial 

investment.121 	

	

The introduction of the text also, significantly, quoted a longer statement from the 1989 

memorandum: 	

	

Every culture remembers and every innovation in culture must seek its roots in 

the experience of past acts in the social, political and cultural mutations that 

have marked the evolution of societies. Knowledge about the lives of man over 

time becomes crucial: it will precede political thinking and guide practical action 

in favour of cultural development.  

 

This knowledge of past eras has always been largely a knowledge of their 

iconographic universe. The portrait of man is not only a spiritual or moral 

extension of his personality in the legal sense, but must be considered a 

fundamental chapter in his evolution and as an expression of an obvious and 

vital need to communicate to others, to manifest his own ethnological, social and 

cultural identity at a given moment in his history. This discovery takes on a 

particular dimension with regard to the products of mass communication: 

photography, film, sound recording, television, video ... (CHD A-2001-091-

0002, 2001: 4) 122	

	

																																																								
121 Sound, interestingly is not represented in this definition of the audio-visual; images seem to retain most of the 
attention. The treatment of sound has played, so far, indeed only a limited role at the CNA. Although there has been a 
series of oral history projects, linked to Liewen am Minett and Liewen am Eislek for instance, the efforts to gather 
sound as a testimony of the country’s past have not been consistent or continuous at the CNA. The institution would 
argue that there has been neither the appropriate equipment nor the necessary human resources. The new building 
however will be vested with a professional sound studio and an archival space to store magnetic tapes. I will discuss 
the status of sound in more detail in Chapter VI.  
122 “Toute culture se souvient et toute innovation en matière culturelle se doit de chercher ses racines dans 
l’expérience des actes du passé, dans les mutations sociales, politiques et culturelles qui ont marqué l’évolution des 
sociétés. Le savoir sur les conditions d’existence de l’homme au cours du temps devient déterminant: il précédera la 
réflexion politique et guidera l’action concrète menée en faveur du développement culturel.  
Cette connaissance sur les époques révolues a toujours été en grande partie une connaissance de leur univers 
iconographique. Le portrait de l’homme, n’étant pas seulement une extension spirituelle ou morale de sa personnalité 
au sens juridique, doit être considéré comme une page fondamentale de son évolution et comme une expression du 
besoin évident et vital de se communiquer aux autres, de manifester ainsi l’identité ethnologique, sociale et culturelle 
qui lui est propre en un moment donné de son histoire. Cette constatation revêt une dimension particulière et 
inattendue face aux produits de la communication de masse: la photographie, le film, l’enregistrement sonore, la 
télévision, la vidéo ...” (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 4).	
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In this statement, authored in 1989 by Krieps’s cultural advisor, Raymond Weber, 

photography, film, sound recordings, television or video transcend their status as “mere 

products of mass communication” and become relevant cultural artefacts to express not 

only individual but also national identity. As “spiritual and moral extension” of all men, 

they correspond to a fundamental need of communicating about one’s self to others and 

relate to the single individual as well as to the cultural collective. They represent what 

José van Dijk called mediated memories, “activities and objects we produce and 

appropriate by means of media technology, for creating and re-creating a sense of past, 

present and future of ourselves in relation to others” (Van Dijk 2007: 21). These 

mediated memories are culturally relevant and can be strictly private, as well as 

institutionalised or ritualised forms of remembrance, said Van Dijk (2007: 12). The 

works of memory in relation to media was crucial in the political reflection for the 

creation of the CNA in 1989. The relation to media and memory remained important in 

2001, but the institution had started to scatter and expand its activities beyond the field 

of memory. Moreover, certain lines in this intricate meshwork had already grown into 

strong tracks and started to invade the eco-system, as I have noted in previous chapters. 

Thus photography and film as means of artistic expression were thriving, single 

documentary projects flourished. However, the broader, structural concept of how to 

approach media as “crucial sites for negotiating the relationship between self and 

culture at large, between what counts as private and what as public, and how 

individuality relates to collectivity” (Van Dijk 2007: 21) in a national audio-visual 

archive, in Luxembourg, had been largely absent. The CNA, as we have seen, operates 

mostly on an ad-hoc basis, lining up artistic and documentary projects. This evolution is 

visible in the explanatory memorandum in 2001, and it prompted its author, Jean Back, 

to add the following quote from 1989:	

	

The sensitisation for a better understanding of changes in the past by the sole 

visual and sound document must be accompanied by a simultaneous 

understanding of methods, techniques and systems for audio-visual storage and 

creation. The study of their sphere of influence will allow promoting basic 

critical distance that will need to be adopted towards the growing power of the 
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media, to the extent that we do not want to consent without reacting to a new 

form of alienation of man (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 4).123	

	

The 1989 text advocated an “understanding of methods, techniques and systems for 

audio-visual storage and creation” in order to promote critical thinking about audio-

visual media. The memorandum thus pleaded for an intellectual comprehension of 

(mass) media through practical learning; the general goal being to prevent human 

alienation through undifferentiated image consumption. Back’s interpretation in 2001, 

however, followed a different line of thought, and he used the original text to further his 

own vision of the CNA as a centre for audio-visual productions. The abstract concept of 

understanding through practice, or to use practical knowledge as a means to promote 

theoretical understanding, paradoxically, became the basis to defend the CNA as 

practice-led and project-oriented institution. As such, argued the memorandum, the 

CNA required certain infrastructures. Therefore the text, here, continued with the listing 

of notable projects in the field of film and video, such as the constitution of a film 

collection that allowed developing film productions about subjects of national interest. 

From this perspective it would seem natural, even indispensable, that the new CNA 

building featured a shooting studio, editing boards, a sound lab and all the facilities 

necessary to a film or video production centre. 	

	

The same argument was replicated to plead for the need of an exhibition space 

for photography open to the public. Here again, the text listed a few of what were 

perceived to be the most important and notable events organised by the CNA: 	

	

	

The CNA, since its inception, has consistently worked towards a better 

understanding and recognition of the field of photography. Exhibitions ranging 

from Lee Miller's War at the Town Hall in Dudelange to Magnum Cinema at the 

“Tutesall” [a public venue for exhibitions], as well as the presence of 
																																																								
123 “Cette sensibilisation pour une meilleure connaissance des mutations du passé par le seul document visuel et 
sonore doit aller de pair avec une compréhension simultanée des méthodes, des techniques et des systèmes de 
mémorisation et de création audiovisuelle. L’étude de leur champ d’influence permettra de promouvoir ainsi la 
distance critique fondamentale qu’il sera nécessaire d’adopter face au pouvoir grandissant des médias, dans la mesure 
où l’on ne voudra pas consentir sans réagir à une nouvelle forme d’aliénation de l’homme” (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 
2001: 4).  



	 154	

Luxembourg authors in Bangkok, Tokyo and St. Petersburg were much visited 

and commented extensively in the national and international press.	

 

The new Mosaic124 programme supports contemporary creation on the theme of 

Europe. The production of new images within the framework of this programme 

and the regular acquisition of works of Luxembourg artists enrich the existing 

heritage (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 4).125	

	

	

The memorandum here clearly and significantly stressed the approach of the institution 

to promote the understanding through internationally circulated exhibitions, while the 

presence of photographers from Luxembourg abroad was used as a positive argument in 

the endeavour to build an international reputation of the country in the field of arts and 

culture. Moreover, the text stated that the existing heritage was increased through the 

production of new images. As I have noted in previous chapters, heritage, at the CNA, 

is a work in progress, and the collective visual memory is fabricated in the present. For 

this purpose, grants to young artists were awarded; new work was commissioned and 

then was communicated to and shared with the public through exhibitions. 

Subsequently, argued the memorandum, the new building should be equipped with a 

gallery space to fulfil its mandate of public platform. Simultaneously, and following the 

same idea of promoting the institution as public service, the memorandum pleaded for 

the ‘new’ CNA to be equipped with two movie theatres, a space to discover the heritage 

collection via interactive media consoles (see Chapter I), a media library, and, in a 

shared space with the Centre culturel regional Dudelange, a restaurant and a shop. 

Together with professional archives for photography, film and sound, the building and 

its state-of-the-art equipment should be the expression of the institution’s commitment 

to the general public and professionals alike. Hence the conclusion of the text:	
																																																								
124 Attached to the Centre national de l’audiovisuel, the internatioal Mosaic program was intended, since its 
establishment in 1996 until its end in 2003, to support the creation and research on the subject of Europe in the field 
of photography.	https://www.gouvernement.lu/871460/cna.pdf  
125“.Le CNA, depuis sa création, n’a cessé d’oeuvrer en faveur d’une meilleure connaissance et reconnaissance du 
domaine de la photographie. Les expositions allant de Lee Miller’s War à la salle des fêtes de Dudelange à Magnum 
Cinéma au Tutesall à travers des présences d’auteurs luxembourgeois à Bangkok, Tokyo et St-Pétersbourg ont été 
beaucoup visitées et commentées très largement dans la presse luxembourgeoise et internationale. Le nouveau 
programme Mosaïque soutient la création contemporaine sur le thème de l’Europe. La production de nouvelles 
images dans le cadre de ce programme ainsi que l’acquisition régulière d’oeuvres d’artistes luxembourgeois 
enrichissent le patrimoine déjà existant” (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 4).  
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This project will provide a fast evolving, Luxembourgish audio-visual sector 

with a contemporary expression that can meet the historical and cultural 

challenges in "the context of a living consciousness of our history and our 

particularity”.  

Creating a site "which is emerging as an innovative project combining the 

missions of the State to a policy of cultural programmes and development" is a 

reflection of the importance that the Government and its Ministry of Culture 

grant to the cultural development on a regional level in the new millennium. 

Multiple and complementary objectives, the variety of audiences, the diversity of 

its activities, the excellent facilities on offer, provide it with an original and 

unique positioning (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 2001: 5. Italics in original).126	

	

The scope of the planned building corresponded to the grand political vision of the 

CNA’s inception, but also to the institution’s wide spread range of activities that had 

developed over the years and its needs for the future. Consequently, the conclusive 

arguments of the memorandum ensured that the historical context of creation, and the 

development of ‘animation culturelle’ in a cultural democracy as discussed in Chapter I 

were conveyed in emphatic statements. Passages from the 1989 bill were quoted again 

to stress continuity of political action, while the emphasis for the future clearly lay on 

the necessity to accompany an expanding and dynamic audio-visual sector with 

professional support. Since the creation of the CNA, the Luxembourg Government had 

indeed also established a national Film Fund and an audio-visual industry had started to 

burgeon.127 Film production companies were developing and they accelerated the 

professionalisation of the field. Photography had been oriented toward the production of 
																																																								
126 “Le présent projet donnera à une activité audiovisuelle luxembourgeoise en pleine évolution une expression 
contemporaine capable de relever les défis historiques et culturels dans ‘l’optique d’une conscience vivante de notre 
histoire et de notre particularisme’. La création d’un site ‘qui s’affirme comme un projet novateur, associant des 
missions de l’Etat à une politique d’animation et de développement culturel’ est à l’image de l’importance que le 
Gouvernement et son Ministère de la Culture accordent au développement culturel des régions à l’aube du nouveau 
millénaire. Les objectifs multiples et complémentaires, la variété de ses publics, la diversité de ses activités, 
l’excellence des équipements proposés, lui confèrent un positionnement original et unique” (CHD A-2001-091-0002, 
2001: 5).  
127 “The Film Fund of the Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg, first established in 1990 then restructured in 1999, exists 
primarily to promote and foster an environment in which the country’s film production industry can develop and 
flourish. The Fund, an official body supervised by the minister responsible for the audio-visual sector and by the 
minister responsible for culture, implements the overall policy of the government’s support for audio-visual 
productions. Thus it manages the various programs through which the Luxembourg government provides financial 
incentives to audio-visual productions”. http://en.filmfund.lu/the-film-fund/mission/index.php 
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new work from the beginning of the institution. Now, the film department at the CNA 

also took a different turn: not only was it important to gather visual material from the 

past, but there was the opportunity to create new work in a professional environment, 

which the institution eagerly embraced. Professionalization and affirmation were the 

key words in the ‘coming of age’ of the institution CNA. As an architectural statement, 

the new building therefore should become a tangible expression of the CNA as a key 

presence in the Luxembourg media landscape.	

	

	

IV.2. In Between the Lines of a Blueprint	

	

The bill was voted through unanimously, and the interventions from the Members of 

Parliament merely applauded the achievements of the institution. During the plenary 

discussion, there was much praise for the CNA’s patient work to gather audio-visual 

material scattered all over the country in public or private places,  “in ministries, or in 

drawers or closets”,128 and for the courage and enthusiasm of a team that “started from 

scratch”129 to fulfil the mandate to promote the national audio-visual heritage. Many 

politicians expressed their gratitude. In their eyes, the CNA had “achieved more than 

could ever be hoped for”.130 Hence, there were no questions concerning the explanatory 

memorandum about details of the planned facilities. The discrepancy between the initial 

concept for the CNA of a central repository for the national audio-visual heritage, as 

stated by and quoted from the 1989 bill and its dynamic interpretations by the institution 

remained seemingly un-noted. The Parliamentary Assembly was content: the 

perspective of a new, appropriate building for the CNA was generally greeted as a 

means to “contribute to new cultural dynamics for the country”131 – a new role for the 

institution linked to new expectations, to which I will return later in this chapter.	

	

																																																								
128 MP Nelly Stein, (CSV - Christian Social People’s Party) during the public debate on Wednesday 27th June 2001. 
Projet de loi 4772 relatif à la construction d'un bâtiment pour le Centre National de l'Audiovisuel (CNA) et le Centre 
Culturel Régional de Dudelange. General Discussion. (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000: 2276)  
129 Idem. 
130  MP Mars Di Bartolomeo (LSAP - Socialist Party). (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000: 2276) 
131 MP Nelly Stein (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000: 2276) 
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The construction work began early 2002, at the southern periphery of the town centre in 

Dudelange, on the grounds of the former steel plant. The architect commissioned with 

the project was Paul Bretz 132 whose sober architectural style is defined by the use of 

“elementary, clearly discernable forms”. 133 His material of choice, generally, is 

concrete in combination with wood and glass for the interior spaces, and concrete also 

was to define the new CNA. Bretz had a certain experience with public administrative 

buildings. He had designed a heat and power unit, for instance, a new cargo centre for 

Luxembourg’s airline company Luxair, and a transformer station. The complex needs of 

the CNA and the Centre culturel regional Dudelange to house musical and audio-visual 

culture under a same roof, and the demand to cater to a general public as well as to a 

professional community presented a new challenge. According to the professed 

philosophy of clean aesthetics, the architect finally opted for one single square building, 

which was, itself again, subdivided into squares. The following statement from the 

architect’s web site explains the concept:	

	

The complexity of the construction program prompted the architect to find a 

simple architectural form that meets all the functional requirements. The square 

plan of the building is divided by a grid of 7.50 x 7.50 m. Each entity or set of 

entities of the frame corresponds to a specific function. The four facades of the 

complex are occupied to the north by the main entrance, to the south by the area 

of services and supplies, to the east by the regional cultural center and to the 

west by the Centre national de l’audiovisuel. The common areas are at the center 

of the building.134	

 

A view of the floor plan makes the clear structure of the building, the common public 

areas in the centre, as well as its 7.5m x 7.5 m grid visible (Figure IV.1). Each unit or 

cluster of units corresponds to a specific function. Thus the 500 seat concert hall of the 

																																																								
132 Born in Luxembourg in 1953, Paul Bretz studied architecture at the University of Insbruck, Austria from 1973 to 
1979.  
133 http://www.paulbretz.com/en/buero/philosophie/ 
134 La complexité du programme de construction a motivé l‘architecte à trouver une forme architecturale simple 
répondant à toutes les exigences fonctionnelles. Le plan du bâtiment, de forme carrée, est subdivisé par une trame de 
7.50 x 7.50m. Chaque entité ou ensemble d‘entités de cette trame correspond à une fonction spécifique. Les quatre 
façades du complexe sont occupées par, au nord, l’entrée principale, au sud, l’aire de services et livraisons, à l’est, le 
centre culturel régional,et à l’ouest,le centre national de l’audiovisuel. Les espaces communs se situent au centre du 
bâtiment. http://www.paulbretz.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/9804-CNA-CCRD.pdf 
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CCRD is made of two 7.5 m by 7.5 m units, while the 150 seat movie theatre and the 

smaller 50 seat viewing room on the CNA side of the building are both allocated one 

unit. Importantly, as Paul Bretz explained in an interview with journalist Josée Hansen 

on 8th December 2006, the length of one side of the square, 7.5 m, was the standard 

width of a steel worker’s home in the neighbourhood. 135 The local and the national 

history fuse in the CNA/CCRD project. Heritage is not only stored in the institution’s 

archival vaults, but it is part of the architectural rhythm of the building.  

 

 

 
Figure IV.1. CNA/CCRD building. Floor 2. http://www.paulbretz.com/en/portfolio/realisierte-bauten/cna/ 

 

The building consists of four floors, each rigorously divided into functional spaces. The 

many different compartments reflect the complexity of the institution. Moreover, as the 

architectural structure makes visible too, the physical archives are only one constituent 

																																																								
135	in	Josée	Hansen,	“L’Image	au	carrée,	la	musique	en	plus”.	D’Lëtzebuerger	Land,	8	December	2006,	p.	10-11.		
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of a multi-facetted project. They are situated on the ground floor, in an area that is not 

accessible to the public; they occupy a large space, but they are not the centre of this 

architectural project (Figure IV.2.). 

 

  
Figure IV.2.: CNA/CCRD building. Floor 0: the archives (left). http://www.paulbretz.com/en/ 
portfolio/realisierte-bauten/cna/ 
 

The shift of the CNA from central repository for the national audio-visual heritage to 

full-fledged, public art and media centre is, quite literally, made concrete. Thus, the 

structure of the building, with its subdivisions corresponding to its various functional 

needs, is much less the layout of an archive, than that of a museum. Indeed, Bretz’s 

concept resembles strongly the neo-classicist model of museum design elaborated by 

French architect and teacher Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand in the early 1800s. In his 

Précis des leçons de l’architecture données à l’Ecole royale polytechnique (1817 – 

1819), Durand proposed a square shape as an ideal footprint for a museum. “His design 

for a museum”, explains historian Michaela Giebelhausen, “featured four wings 

arranged in a square into which a Greek cross and central rotunda were inscribed. Each 
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of the wings had a separate entrance accentuated by a long portico with forty-six 

columns” (2011: 225). His particular concern was to define specific architectural spaces 

for specific kinds of objects on display at the museum.  

 

 
Figure IV.3.  Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, “Ideal design for a museum plan,” from Précis des leçons  de 
l’architecture données à l’Ecole royale polytechnique, 2 volumes (Paris, 1817 – 19). 
 

 

Reflecting about the multiple needs of both the CNA and the CCRD, Bretz expressed 

the same need to divide the space according to various functions: the CCRD and the 

music school in the east wing, the CNA in the west; a public entrance on the north side, 

and an entrance for professionals and employees on the south side of the building. In an 

interview that I recorded on 3 September 2014, Bretz stressed the necessity of the grid 

above all as a means to organise the many needs of both institutions: 

 

The difficulty of the CNA was that it needed to be a building accommodating 

many different functions. And it was not only the CNA. It was also the Cultural 

Centre, movies, concert rooms, photo labs, sound studios, film studios… a 
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multitude of functions. I don’t think I will ever again have to design such a 

complex building […]. That is why the study of the grid was so important, and it 

is repeated throughout the building. We wanted to keep the building as simple as 

possible despite the complexity of its functions (Bretz to Poos, 2014). 

 

The similarities with Durand’s 1817 blueprint for the ideal museum are striking, 

particularly in the structure of the grid. The Greek cross, of course, has disappeared 

from the contemporary architectural language, as well as the central rotunda, but Bretz 

kept the idea of the square framework subdivided into a series of smaller squares for 

practical purposes. The neo-classical references were adapted to the need of modern 

times; their symbolic value subtly subverted by a rhythm that echoes the pace of 

working life from the industrial past of the region. The inspiration goes further 

however: the main façade and the public entrance of Bretz’s building are accentuated by 

a majestic awning resting on a series of ten slender columns (Figure IV.4.).  
 

  
Figure IV.4.: CNA/CCRD building. View of the north side and the main entrance.  
http://www.paulbretz.com/en/portfolio/realisierte-bauten/cna/ 
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Here again, the Greek reference gave way to contemporary architecture and concrete 

replaced the marble colonnade. “There were, of course the dynamics of the ground with 

a different elevation in the east and in the west. But, yes”, confirmed Bretz during our 

conversation, “the colonnade is classic. We are very classic in our design: we wanted to 

create a threshold to tell the visitor that he is entering the building at this point” (Bretz 

to Poos 2014). Importantly also, the impression of grandeur and stateliness of the 

classical model remained, as it should for a public institution affirming its will of 

resolutely and irrevocably being part of the national cultural landscape.  

 

 

IV.3. Of Museums and Architecture: “The answer is here in these spaces!”	

 

The architecture of a museum is as important as the museum itself, and every epoch, 

every decade even in the late 20th century, has its own predominant style, which again 

corresponds to a particular idea or ideology of the museum. The perception and the role 

of museums have dramatically changed over time. They were considered as monuments 

to nations in the early 19th century, as instruments in the study of applied arts after the 

Great Exhibition in 1851, as facilitators for the pure contemplation of art during 

modernism or as means to reconfigure and to rejuvenate inner cities after 1960 

(Giebelhausen 2011: 223 – 230). Today they need to cater to many different needs and 

are asked to give insight as much as they are expected to be sources of entertainment for 

a contemporary audience. Their architectural shape however remains equally 

significant. In fact notes Giebelhausen:  

 

The architecture is the museum: it is precisely the architectural configuration 

that gives the museum meaning. The architecture determines the viewing 

conditions both conceptually and physically. It not only frames the exhibits but 

also shapes our visitor experience (2006: Loc 588 of 4305 Kindle edition).  

 

The CNA is not a museum per se, as we have seen. It was conceived as a repository for 

images and sound. However, the heritage gathered by the institution is consistently 

made accessible to the public through staged and framed events. More specifically 
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related to the field of interest of this dissertation: the CNA harbours a collection of 

visual objects, and these objects are displayed in public exhibitions. Moreover, the 

opening to the public was an important component in the construction project for a new 

building. Hence, it becomes relevant to analyse the architectural space as an agent in the 

institution’s relation with the public and as an expression of its identity. How did the 

CNA want to be seen is a crucial question. Jean Back was well aware of the essential 

role of the building for the general perception of the institution. “The building rests on 

one fundamental interrogation”, he said in an interview on 11th November 2007 with the 

magazine Paperjam: “What is the image that we want to confer to the CNA?”136 And 

further, in the same interview, when asked about the new identity of the CNA in the 

landscape of Luxembourg’s cultural institutions, Back emphatically stated:  

 

But it has found its identity. The answer is here, in these spaces.137 

 

The architecture is the CNA. Back’s statement is clear and strongly felt. Thus it is 

relevant to interrogate the spaces, to listen to their silences, their harmonious 

accordance or their interfering noises in relation to the set tasks of the institution. 

Therefore, after the examination of the blueprints in the previous section, the following 

section will take us further into the ecology of the CNA by looking at the architectural 

object as a reflection or a disruption of the discourse of the institution. 

 

I have noted the classicist influences in the layout of Bretz’s building. However, 

with its clear-cut, simple outline, the new CNA/CCRD corresponds also to a minimalist 

current in late 20th century museum architecture analysed by architect and historian 

Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (2011: 257). These sober buildings, said Magnago 

Lampugnani, seem to silently and discretely efface themselves in favour of the art that 

they harbour. Magnago Lampugnani described a trend of minimalist buildings with a 

restraint in architecture that “corresponds to the restraint seen in the very best tradition 

																																																								
136	[Le bâtiment] repose sur une interrogation de départ: quelle image donner au CNA? 
http://www.paperjam.lu/article/fr/nous-allons-nettement-augmenter-nos-performances. Last accessed 24 August 
2014. 
137 Mais il a trouvé son identité! La réponse est ici, dans ces lieux. http://www.paperjam.lu/article/fr/nous-allons-
nettement-augmenter-nos-performances. Last accessed 24 August 2014. 
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of new museum buildings –the prime example being Leo von Klenze’s Alte Pinakothek 

in Munich” (2011: 257). The reference to Leo van Klenze is important: concepts from 

Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand and his ideal museum design were crucial for the 

construction of Klenze’s landmark art gallery. The Alte Pinakothek (1826 – 36) is a 

monumental, yet sober building, a showcase conceived for the display and the glory of 

painting. The new 1990s minimalist museum buildings equally appear to place 

themselves in the service of art (Magnago Lampugnani 2011: 257). In this respect, the 

CNA/CCRD project is an interesting example. There are echoes of Durand’s influences 

in the blueprint, and its architectural features clearly link it to the recent minimalist 

trend. It is a “monolith of exposed concrete, very sober and square”, a “large block, 

simple, almost austere”138 (Hansen 2006: 11). Bretz’s building presents indeed no 

distracting frills. Jean Back made the point very clear:  

	

From an architectural point of view, the building is terribly elegant, very simple. 

[…] In fact, it is a building that stands back and highlights the rich colours of 

what it shelters within.... It took me time to understand it, to digest it, but I 

understood the idea. Today, I am more than pleased. I am passionate about this 

building that opens up good prospects (Back to Moser 2007).139  

 

Back’s statement is revealing from more than one perspective. It resonates with the 

previous assertion about the identity of the CNA and reiterates his claim to appropriate 

the architectural structure for the profit of the institution. The issue to represent the 

CNA architecturally, visually, has been resolved. Back understands the building as an 

understatement, “elegant and sober, standing back” and placing itself in the service of 

its content, the institution and the collection. Here the link with Magnago Lampugnani’s 

theory is established: Back believes that the architecture will support and help his 

institution, as “it opens up good prospects”. What however does the architecture really 

do for the institution? With new museum theory in mind, and relying on previous 
																																																								
138 “Un monolithe en béton vue, très épuré ,de forme carrée. Une sorte de grand bloc, en toute simplicité, presque 
austère…” Josée	Hansen,	“L’Image	au	carré,	la	musique	en	plus”.	D’Lëtzebuerger	Land,	8	December	2006,	p.10-
11. 
139 “D’un point de vue architectural, le bâtiment est terriblement élégant, très sobre… […] En fait, c’est un bâtiment 
qui se tient en retrait et met en avant le riche coloris de ce qu’il abrite en son sein… J’ai mis du temps à le 
comprendre, à l’avaler, mais j’ai compris l’idée. Aujourd’hui, je suis plus qu’enchanté: je suis passionné par ce 
bâtiment qui nous ouvre de belles perspectives”. http://www.paperjam.lu/article/fr/nous-allons-nettement-augmenter-
nos-performances. Last accessed 24 August 2014.	
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critical analyses of museums and their discourses by Bennett (1996, 2011), Macdonald 

(2002, 2011), Marstine (2006), and Lindauer (2006), I propose to examine the 

architectural statement of the CNA building more closely. 

 

From Back’s assertion that the building “stands back”, one could assume that 

the architecture is almost invisible, in support only of the gathered heritage from the 

collection. The architect’s statement on the company’s website however resonates 

differently. First it is important to note that the nature and function of the institution are 

mentioned only once and very briefly in the architect’s motivational text. “The CNA”, it 

says, “produces, edits and archives film, audio and image documents of the country. 

This includes the lending and exhibiting of these documents.” 140 The text does not 

speak about the CNA’s status as a national public institution, nor does it refer to the 

notion of audio-visual heritage, but it emphasises first its role as a producer of film, 

audio and image documents.141 As I have noted earlier, the production of new work is 

the most apparent line of growth in the institution’s ecology, and the architect’s 

statement reproduces a general perception of the CNA’s activities. It is surprising 

however that an intense collaboration to give a tangible form to an institution should not 

result in a more accurate description of its reasons of being. On the other hand, the 

website, is a promotional tool for the architect, and the main focus is not the CNA. The 

centre of attention here is the architect’s work. Nevertheless the presentation of the 

building is telling about intention and meaning:  

 

The lobby offers a good orientation for the visitor. He enters the 3-storey atrium, 

and can experience the full height of the large volumes (cinema and exhibition 

space or concert hall). At the end of the hall on the right side, lies the CNA and 

on the left, there is the music school. These areas can be explored via long 

galleries, which are open on all four floors. The air spaces allow horizontal and 

																																																								
140 “Das CNA produziert, bearbeitet und archiviert Film- Ton- und Bilddokumente des Landes. Dazu gehört auch der 
Verleih und die Ausstellung dieser Dokumente”. http://www.paulbretz.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/9804-CNA-
CCRD.pdf	
141 The use of the term “document” in combination with “film, audio and image” is also worth commenting: 
according to the architect’s statement the CNA does not simply produce films, but it creates film documents. Nor 
does it exhibit photographs, but it shows image documents. There is a notion of authority emanating from the use of 
the word “document” here, that resonates with Paul Ricoeur’s discussion of the archive as authorised repository as 
seen in Chapter III (Ricoeur 1985: 187). There are also echoes of de Certeau’s analysis of the production of 
documents in archives (de Certeau 1986:4) also noted in Chapter III.  
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vertical visual connexions in the whole building. The entire building is designed 

in exposed concrete and appears on the outside as a monolithic body. Inside this 

concept continues, the large volumes present themselves as freestanding "fair-

faced concrete boxes” that can be experienced through the atria over their entire 

height (Figure IV. 5). 142 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure IV.5. CNA Lobby. http://www.paulbretz.com/en/portfolio/realisierte-bauten/cna/ 

 

																																																								
142 “Die Eingangshalle bietet eine gute Orientierung für den Besucher. Er gelangt in das 3- geschossige Atrium und 
kann die grossen Volumen (Kinos und Ausstellungsraum	bzw. Konzertsaal) in voller Höhe erleben. Am Ende der 
Eingangshalle schliessen rechts das CNA bzw. links die Musikschule an. Die Erschliessung dieser Bereiche erfolgt 
über lange Galerien, die über alle 4 Geschosse offen sind.	Die Lufträume ermöglichen horizontale und vertikale 
Sichtbeziehung im ganzen Gebäude. Das gesamte Gebäude ist in Sichtbeton konzipiert und präsentiert sich nach 
aussen als monolithischer Körper. Im Innenbereich setzt sich dieses Konzept fort, die grossen Volumen präsentieren 
sich als „Sichtbetonkisten“, die frei	eingestellt sind und durch die Atrien über ihre gesamte Höhe erlebbar werden”. 
http://www.paulbretz.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/9804-CNA-CCRD.pdf	
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On his website, the architect speaks of volumes, spaces, heights, as would be expected. 

Visitors seem to play an important role; they are mentioned in the first sentence as 

reference, but they soon become an abstract and singular form to represent an 

anonymous mass. The visitor’s experience described subsequently is not that of a 

museumgoer who discovers objects of an audio-visual heritage inside an architectural 

body. The text does not linger on the display of art in the context of architecture. The 

vision springing from this statement shows the public in relation to the architecture 

only. It depicts the discovery of the architectural space, its volumes and its voids, as if 

the building were itself a work of art, a sculpture. Images from the web site confirm this 

sculptural, artistic vision from which people are absent (Figures IV. 5. and 6.). 
 

  
Figure IV.6. CNA Floor -1 Hallway. http://www.paulbretz.com/en/portfolio/realisierte-bauten/cna/ 
 

The images illustrate the purpose of the text and emphasise the building’s clean and 

sober volumes. They also show nothing but the architecture: the smooth concrete walls, 

their connection to the wooden floor, the massive “boxes” harbouring the public venues 

of the concert hall, the cinemas or the exhibition space. Significantly, seen from the 
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lobby, the large concrete volumes reveal nothing about their content. They remain 

impenetrable, pure architectural shapes. Thus, the lobby may offer good orientation 

about the aesthetics and the design of the building, but it gives the visitors no hint 

regarding its cultural function. And while the style is minimalist and sober, the 

architecture does not “stand back”. On the contrary, it fills the space with its own 

presence. As a result, new visitors are often disoriented, lost, despite the clear structure 

of the building, as I often witnessed during my field work at the CNA. 

Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani noted the same confusing or at least astonishing 

aesthetic dominance in many late 20th century art museums, a fact that he links to a 

distant inheritance from Abstract Impressionism. His conclusion is revealing, notably 

with regard to the CNA/CCRD building: 

 

They [the minimalist art museums of the 1990s] are based on a passionate, 

sometimes doggedly determined and ruthless artistic will which no orthogonal 

special arrangement, no unbroken wall, no hidden detail of construction is 

capable of concealing. It is not the art that they serve to house and present that 

these buildings primarily care about, but their own. They are indisputably works 

of art that absorb other works of art (Magnago Lampugnani 2001: 259). 

 

 

The strong architectural presence of Bretz’s signature straight lines and clean volumes 

might explain Back’s initial difficulties to embrace the building’s aesthetics: they 

conflicted with the institution’s own interest, and left only very little visibility for the 

CNA and its subject matter, audio-visual material. Thus, for instance, the exhibition 

gallery, which in the explanatory memorandum was said of prime importance for the 

public outreach of the institution, found itself tucked away behind the lobby. 

Considering this location, the gallery corresponds to the “solitary and contemplative 

space sequestered from the noise of the world” (Bennett 2011: 267) of the early 

humanist conceptions that served as a model to the museum in general. It evokes the 

ideal space for an educated contact with art that stimulates reflection, appreciation, and 

the “pure gaze” of the connoisseur (Bourdieu 1996: 285 – 312). In terms of public 

outreach however, the location is more problematic. The CNA visitors need to venture 
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past the lobby and the information counter, into the heart of the building to discover the 

space, a 200 square meter ‘white cube’ gallery (Figure IV.7.). Framed by two opposing 

concrete and glass walls, it is a perfect architectural space: a box within a box. It 

corresponds to the architect’s ideal of transparency and helps opening “horizontal and 

vertical visual connexions in the whole building”.143 Here, it provides a ‘see-through’ 

effect, creating a visual link between the public spaces surrounding the gallery on one 

side and the ‘back stage’ of the CNA that is only accessible to staff members on the 

other. During our conversation, Paul Bretz gave the following explanations: 

 

The same way as there are images inside the gallery, this [window] also 

provides an image [of the gallery] to the outside world. We wanted to give an 

opportunity to the passers by who are not particularly looking for an exhibition, 

to see that there is something on display. As a sort of an invitation to come and 

have a look inside (Bretz to Poos, 2014).  

 

Figure IV.7. CNA Exhibition gallery “Display 01”. Courtesy CNA/Romain Girtgen 

 

																																																								
143 http://www.paulbretz.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/9804-CNA-CCRD.pdf	
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During my fieldwork at the CNA, I saw that the gallery was often overlooked in its 

location behind the lobby. Or visitors hesitated to enter the exhibition space, as it seems 

sealed off, separated from the entrance and the hallway by its glass wall and door. There 

is, of course, an explanation for this invisible wall: the room needs to have climate 

controled conditions to protect the photographic objects on display. As its opening 

hours differ from those of the concert hall or movie theatres, the gallery also needed the 

possibility of being shut. Glass appeared as an elegant solution. Ironically however, the 

space does not invite exploration, despite the transparency effect. The glass wall is 

perceived as a barrier rather than an opening. To enter the gallery, visitors are asked to 

actively make an effort. They need to open the door and pass the threshold to see the 

exhibitions. Moreover, once they are inside the gallery, they become part of the display, 

visible for everyone outside the space. 

 

The CNA exhibition gallery, revealingly called Display 01, thus has certain 

resemblances with Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon (1791) as discussed in Michel 

Foucault’s analysis of disciplining institutions such as prisons, hospitals or schools: 

“inducing a state of conscious and permanent visibility” (Foucault 1977: 210), the 

gallery becomes a transparent cell in the heart of the building, where the visitors are on 

show together with the art, and need to display an appropriate behaviour. They see as 

much as they are seen themselves. They can be watched, not only by fellow visitors 

inside the gallery, but also by staff members on their way to office spaces or by people 

standing or passing in the hallway.  

 

The architecture thus shapes the visitor experience of the CNA and imposes its 

own rigour and discipline. It certainly does not inspire carefree roaming and noisy 

exploration. In terms of the architectural style, the ideal visitor, that is the visitor “who 

would be ideologically and culturally at home” in this space (Lindauer, 2006: Loc 2624 

0f 4305 Kindle edition), is contained and educated. He/she is most probably from an 

urban environment; he/she can appreciate contemporary architecture and is at ease in 

rigorously structured spaces. Dudelange however, as we have seen, is a small town in a 

former steel mining region with a significant working class population. The new 

CNA/CCRD building clearly stands out against the city’s industrial past. It visually 
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states its difference. Build on the vestiges of the steel plant in a resolutely contemporary 

architectural style; it is the concretisation of a desire for renewal of the town of 

Dudelange and a whole area in decline since the closure of the blast furnaces. I will 

return to this additional dimension of complexity in the ecology of the CNA later in this 

chapter.	

 

The architecture also laid the parameters for the CNA as political body and what 

Foucault called a “regime of truth” (2000: 131): an embodied statement of power 

producing an authorised truth, to which members of a group or a society are asked to 

conform. The affirmative presence of the building, its scale and sense of grandeur 

confirmed the CNA as a Centre of national importance. It met the institution’s need of 

public visibility, and thus explains Jean Back’s enthusiasm: the building ultimately is a 

symbol of status and representativity. Moreover, it provided legitimacy and validated 

the authority of the CNA in all matters related to the audio-visual field. Its past and 

future actions, choices or promoted projects were hereby officially endorsed. As such, 

the ‘new’ CNA corresponds to Foucault’s view of the institutional apparatus as an 

expression of power and knowledge articulated, here, through architecture.  

 

The architecture however also triggered much discussion and even disagreement 

since the opening of the building in 2007. Both with the visitors and the CNA team the 

building raised divergent reactions. Indeed during my fieldwork, I was approached 

every once in a while by visitors commenting on the massiveness of the architectural 

statement as a sign of what they felt to be an authoritarian display of power. The staff 

members, on their side, complained in informal conversations about the building’s lack 

of functionality, such as the long distances between offices, the empty and anonymous 

entrance hall, the space that was lost to representations of power instead to practical 

purposes. The photography curators were particularly annoyed: the second glass wall, to 

the side of the atrium, robbed them of what they perceived as precious hanging space 

for exhibitions. The CNA as many old and new museum buildings presents not a single, 

but a series of different narratives, and they often appear conflicting. The vision of 

power elaborated by the architect and backed by ministers and members of parliament 

did not correspond to the daily needs of the institution. The CNA is not an isolated 
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example. As Sharon Macdonald noted of the Science Museum in South Kensington, the 

physicality of the building can be an issue against which museums may have to work 

(Macdonald 2002: 30). Such was the case for the CNA.	

	

In the exhibition gallery for instance, the second glass wall rapidly disappeared 

behind a curtain. Mobile walls were added to increase the hanging space. Eventually the 

‘back window’ of the gallery was entirely obliterated and is now filled by a large 

lightbox installation, looking outside to the atrium and hallway and presenting a 

succession of artworks. Similar dynamics remodelled the entrance hall: colourful sofas 

appeared in the lobby, as well as displays announcing the movie or concert programme. 

There are poster and post card racks next to the ticket counter, which functions now as 

well as a selling point for books, DVDs, CDs and candy for the moviegoers. It is a form 

of “re-writing of the museum space” (Macdonald 2002: 59) that took place since the 

day of the opening. Or, slightly paraphrasing Eilean Hooper-Greenhill: Since its 

opening in 2007, the CNA seeks to transform the elite temple for audio-visual culture 

designed by architect Paul Bretz into a more “utilitarian instrument” (Hooper-Greenhill 

1989: 63). The institution CNA continues to slowly impregnate the building with its 

own needs and its own identity. Its spreading meshwork is gaining ground, growing 

along walls, filling hallways and corridors, establishing unmistakeably its presence as 

Centre for audio-visual art and culture.	

 

 

IV. 4. Between Industrial Past and Cultural Future: The CNA as an Element of 

Urban Regeneration  

  

The last cast of steel in Dudelange was made in 1984, and two years later, the last blast 

furnace was demolished. The “Forge of the South”, as the town was called, faced an 

uncertain future. While the local authorities actively looked to attract new industries and 

to diversify commercial activities, culture also played an important role in the 

restructuring of the former steel mining centre. The arrival of the CNA as a national 

cultural institution in 1989 gave additional impact to the new cultural orientations, and	

Dudelange successfully developed a wide array of activities both in the field of music 
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and the visual arts. The Gallery Nei Liicht, initiated by Jean Back (see Chapter II) was 

eventually managed by the municipality; another art gallery was added in 1993, 

adjacent to the local train station.144 Concerts ranging from classical music to jazz and 

pop were organised in the Town Hall, and the ambitious programme soon outgrew the 

existing facilities. The necessity for an appropriate building for a concert venue and a 

music school was growing, and, by the late 1990s, it was time for the city to confirm its 

new cultural dimension and to give a tangible shape to the political aspirations for the 

future. For the local authorities, the joint venture with the CNA was an important 

opportunity to valorise efforts that had been made in the past and to gain new visibility 

in the future. Thus, Mars di Bartolomeo, Member of Parliament and Mayor of 

Dudelange, in his intervention on 27th June 2001 during the general discussions around 

the legal bill concerning the construction of a new building for the CNA and the Centre 

culturel régional Dudelange, emphasised the consistency of the city’s cultural politics 

over the years since the decline of the steel industry:	

	

For Dudelange the cultural centre is a logical consequence of years of 

development work on a cultural level. This was one element of the urban 

development plan, where we have found that there are a number of weaknesses 

in the cultural infrastructures, and again want to emphasise that cultural 

entertainment, culture and cultural structures are important elements of quality 

of life, and important factors of economic development (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 

2000: 2278).145	

	

Importantly, the concerns expressed here link culture not only to ‘quality of life’ but 

also to ‘economic development’. To the political decision-makers in Dudelange, a 

varied cultural offer appeared essential for future renewal and growth. Indeed explained 

di Bartolomeo further: 

 

																																																								
144 For the history of the art galleries in Dudelange, see http://www.galeries-dudelange.lu/pages/history. 
145	Mars di Bartolomeo (LSAP): “Fir Diddeleng as de Kulturzentrum eng logesch Konsequenz vun där jorelaanger 
Opbauaarbecht um kulturelle Plang. Et as en Element gewierscht vum Stadentwécklungsplang, wou mer festgestallt 
hunn, dass et eng Rei vu Schwächte bei de kulturellen Infratsurkture gëtt an nach eng Kéier ennerstrach hunn, dass 
kulturell Animatioun, Kultur a kulturell Strukturen wichteg Elementer vun der Liewesqualitéit sinn, wichteg Facteure 
vun der economescher Entwécklung” (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000: 2278).  
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In the meantime it has become a fact that people who want to make an 

investment also look at the urban environment. A dreary, desolate commune is 

at a risk to attract fewer investors than a dynamic, vibrant city. And cultural life 

is certainly an important factor of integration between those different cultures 

that come together in a community. In our town there are at least 70 different 

nationalities living together as a community of 17,700 people (CHD J-2000-O-

0903, 2000: 2278).146 

 

Di Bartolomeo’s statement reflected the broader concerns of what sociologist Nick Prior 

called “postmodern restructurings”, and “the essential role that culture and the arts now 

play in the success of cities that were once dependent on large-scale industries” (Prior 

2011: 509). This trend is linked to the commodification of culture more generally, as 

geographer Allen Scott noted on the convergence of culture and economics, stating: 

“An ever-widening range of economic activity is concerned with producing and 

marketing goods and services that are infused in one way or another with broadly 

aesthetic or semiotic attributes” (Scott 1997: 323). Culture, therefore, can be considered 

as a capital in itself. As “soft economy”, it has become an “institutional marker for any 

city or region that is serious about improving its image” (Prior 2011: 513). As such it is 

consistently explored and exploited by local authorities to develop their economic 

growth. Di Bartolomeo’s discourse in Parliament illustrates Prior’s point: he clearly 

stressed that Dudelange intended to stay ‘on the map’ despite the gradual closing of the 

steel plant, and culture and cultural infrastructures were an important part of the urban 

development plan.  

 

Danielle Igniti, the Director of the Centre culturel régional Dudelange continued 

the same argumentation six years later, a year before the opening of the building, in a 

conversation with journalist Josée Hansen: 

 

																																																								
146	Mars	di	Bartolomeo	(LSAP):	“Well et as an der Tëschenzäit esou, dass, wann d’Leit wëllen investéieren, se 
kucken, wéi d’Emfeld an deene Gemengen ass. Eng trist, trostlos Gemeng riskéiert, manner Investisseuren unzezéie 
wéi eng lieweg, dynamesch Stad. An d’Kulturliewen as sécherlech a wichtegen Integratiounsfacteur tëscht deene 
verschiddene Kulturen, déi sech an enger Gemeng erëmfannen. Bei eis an der Gemeng sinn emmerhi 70 verschidden 
Nationalitéiten, déi an enger Communautéit vu 17.700 Leit liewen” (CHD J-2000-O-0903, 2000: 2278).	
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I believe we need to think seriously about what this site will become after 

2007.147  […] Since ARBED left in December 2005, we are waiting for a 

decision from the Government. Dudelange needs a restructuring of its activities; 

it gradually loses its status as industrial town. Why not make it a city of the 

image (Danielle Igniti, d’Lëtzebuerger Land 8 December 2006)?148  

 

From the perspective of making Dudelange “a city of the image”, and thus to develop a 

new urbanism, the construction of the new CNA/CCRD building was a pivotal moment. 

Here again the actions taken by national and local authorities confirm Prior’s analysis of 

the role of the museum, or in this case the cultural complex in the context of a ‘soft 

economy’ as “symbol of cultural revitalisation” (Prior 2011: 513).  

 

Dudelange was very serious about its future orientations. Its efforts to appear as 

a dynamic urban centre were earnest and consistent, as di Bartolomeo and Igniti 

stressed in their respective statements. The politics of cultural democracy linked to 

decentralisation initiated by Robert Krieps and resulting in the establishment of national 

cultural institutions across the country had already been a step in the direction of the 

regeneration of neglected peripheral urban spaces. The joint venture of the central 

government and the local authorities in the construction of this large complex for 

musical and audio-visual culture in Dudelange was thus a strong affirmative statement. 

It necessarily also transpired in the architectural design of the building. Relatively 

speaking, the ‘new CNA’ project can be compared to efforts of cities such as Bilbao or 

Bregenz to mark their desire for new growth through bold architectural statements. An 

analysis by Magnago Lampugnani of the Gehry building for the Guggenheim Bilbao 

and the Kunsthaus Bregenz by Peter Zumthor is also relevant for Bretz’s CNA in 

Dudelange: “They are […] inordinately large sculptures that have descended like 

envoys from a foreign, majestic culture onto dilapidated towns in order to ennoble 

them. They are […] public spaces in which visitors can pay tribute to the ritual of 

																																																								
147 2007 was a crucial year for Luxembourg as the country was elected « European Capital of Culture » for the 
second time. It was the most important boost for arts and culture in Luxembourg since 1995. 
148	Danielle	Igniti:	“Je crois qu'il nous faudra réfléchir sérieusement à ce que ce site deviendra après 2007. Depuis le 
départ d'Arbed, en décembre 2005, nous attendons une décision de la part de l'Etat. Depuis lors, Dudelange a besoin 
d'une restructuration de ses activités, elle perd peu à peu son statut de ville ouvrière. Pourquoi ne pas en faire une 
ville de l'image?” (d’Lëtzebuerger Land 8 December 2006) 
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assimilating art [and music] as if they were enclosed in a sacred space. They are […] 

symbolic objects whose fullness of meaning and special use makes them into 

landmarks. And they are […] structures that attract identification and are made available 

to an educated cosmopolitan public” (Magnago Lampugnani 2011: 259). 

 

A large sculpture, an authoritative space for ritual practices of arts and culture, 

and a landmark, this is what the CNA has become since 2007 through its new 

architectural form. Magnago Lampugnani’s analysis resonates with the idea of 

museums as “regimes truth” (Foucault 2000), or as “certifier of taste and definers of 

culture” (Karp 1992: 31). The building with its symbolic associations of urban 

regeneration and national representation appears as the concrete manifestation of the 

nodular centre in the meshwork of the CNA, which has spread as a complex tissue of 

intricate ramifications. It is from this strong, central node entangled in local and national 

political concerns and desires that the institution develops its lines of growth for the 

future. 

 

 

IV.5. Reaching Out To the Public: the CNA as Contact Zone or Mass Medium 

 

With the new building the CNA was given a tangible shape to its wish to appear as a 

relevant player in the national cultural field. The comparison with bigger cities and 

similar urban developments is valid on many levels. Dudelange however does not 

attract the same cosmopolitan public as Bilbao or Bregenz; tourism in the former steel 

mining south of Luxembourg is to a large extent undeveloped. Moreover, the CNA 

cannot make the claim to be a “superstar museum” (Frey 2003: 49-60) such as the 

Guggenheim in Bilbao. The public, for the CNA, consists mainly of local and national 

residents. Yet, the composition of the visitors and the attendance to particular events is 

telling. During my fieldwork, I observed, for instance, that the photography exhibitions 

did not generally attract a large number of people, and, except if the subjects were of 

specific Luxembourg interest, they would lure exclusively a contained set of 

museumgoers with a particular interest in contemporary photography. These visitors 

would come from elsewhere, usually from Luxembourg City, or the belt of suburbs and 
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smaller communes around the capital, and they could be seen as the educated urban 

public that Magnago Lampugnani alluded to in the quote above (2011: 259). 

Significantly, the local population only rarely appeared at these ‘high culture’ events. 

They would however eat at the restaurant, which they can enter independently from the 

rest of the building, or they would, every now and again, come to see a movie, as I also 

observed during my fieldwork. The CNA thus seems to attract different ‘types’ of 

visitors to different types of events. The array of the cultural offer is wide spread, but 

there is no or only very little contact between the various publics.  

 

Admittedly, ‘the public’ was one of the CNA’s major worries as the institution 

was building the new facilities. Until then, in the former location of the old boarding 

school, the CNA had only a limited public outreach. This point was stressed by 

journalist Josée Hansen a year before the inauguration of the new building: 

 

Since the preparations for the relocation and the migration of the archives to 

digital files, the cultural institute has almost completely stopped public activities 

within its walls, such as training courses and workshops. Exhibitions and 

screenings of films produced and co-produced by the institution anyway always 

had to take place elsewhere, and the archives could only be consulted by 

appointment. Thus from a ‘maison close’ the CNA is going to change into an 

open house, which hosts not one homogeneous public, but various publics with 

opposing expectations: people from Dudelange will perhaps see a mainstream 

movie in the movie theater, researchers will view the archives, film students do 

research, film directors select historical images ... (Hansen, d’Lëtzebuerger Land 

8 December 2006: 11).149 	

	

The CNA had no substantial experience of visitors before the opening of the new 

building. This was to change dramatically in 2007 with a building open to the general 
																																																								
149 Josée Hansen: “Depuis les préparatifs du déménagement et la migration des archives vers le numérique, l’institut 
culturel a quasi entièrement arrêté ses activités genre formation et cours, en ses murs. Les expositions et les 
projections des films produits ou co-produits par la maison ont de toute façon dû avoir lieu ailleurs, la consultation 
des fonds ne se firent que sur rendez-vous. Donc, d’une ‘maison close’, le CNA va devenir une maison ouverte, qui 
accueille non pas un public homogène, mais des publics aux attentes opposées: les Dudelangeois viendront peut-être 
voir un film mainstream dans la salle de cinéma, des chercheurs consulter le fonds d’archives, des étudiants en 
cinéma faire une recherche, des réalisateurs sélectionner des images historiques…” (d’Lëtzebuerger Land 8 
December 2006: 11). 
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public, which had not one, but many interests. Jean Back expressed the same view of 

the public in an interview with the magazine Paperjam before the inauguration: 

 

We will touch simultaneously a public for concerts, for film, for the media 

library... A colourful public. In Luxembourg there is still a problem of cultural 

segregation. There are those who go to the theatre, those who go to galleries ... 

they rarely intersect. Here, the house tells you to do the opposite and even 

invites you to do so. A mom who will come to the music school with her child 

might make a detour to the library, the shop ... (Back, Paperjam 11 November 

2007)150 

 

With its varied publics from many different backgrounds, the CNA appears to present 

the preconditions for a lively dialogue to unfold between the visitors and the institution. 

As such the CNA seems to be built on principles of inclusion advocated by Krieps’s 

ideal of cultural democracy. It also would correspond to the concept of the museum as a 

‘contact zone’ defined by James Clifford in 1997: “an ongoing historical, political, 

moral relationship – a power-charged set of exchanges, of push and pull” that would 

allow a cross-cultural dialogue (Clifford 1997: 192). Clifford borrowed the term from 

Mary Louise Pratt and her definition of a contact zone as “social spaces where disparate 

cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations 

of domination and subordination” (Pratt 1992: 4). Analysing power relations and top-

down models of governmentality in museums and ways to reform traditional patterns of 

functioning, Clifford argued for a “contact perspective” that “views all culture-

collecting strategies as responses to particular histories of dominance, hierarchy, 

resistance and mobilisation” (Clifford 1997: 213). In his democratic, cross-cultural 

view, the museum is multi-vocal, reciprocal, dialogical. Back’s statement and his 

concern about abolishing what he calls ‘cultural segregation’, seems to open 

perspectives for the CNA as a conceptual space where identities are negotiated between 

the various groups that form the national community and the cultural centre CNA 

																																																								
150 Jean Back: “Nous toucherons à la fois le public musical, le public cinéma, le public médiathèque… Un public 
multicolore. Au Luxembourg se pose toujours le problème du cloisonnement culturel. Il y a ceux qui vont au théâtre, 
ceux qui vont dans les galeries… ils ne se croisent que rarement. Ici, la maison vous dit de faire le contraire et vous 
invite même à le faire. Une maman qui viendra à l’école de musique avec son enfant fera peut-être un crochet par la 
médiathèque, par la boutique…” (Paperjam 11 November 2007). 
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through a bottom-up policy. The CNA indeed seems to have many necessary 

prerequisites for a fruitful discussion as all publics are welcome, and all tastes, from 

mainstream to connoisseur seem to be allowed. However, the situation is more complex.  

 

The institution knew very little about visitors before 2007. Secluded for almost 

twenty years in the space of the former boarding school, the CNA did not need to be 

concerned about publics. Awareness about the necessity to get to know the visitors or to 

perceive the visitors in dialogue or co-constitution with the museum discourse was 

largely non-existent, as I could observe during my fieldwork. Hence, when I asked 

photo curators Marguy Conzemius and Michèle Walerich about their targeted public in 

an interview, they answered that they did not aim at any specific age groups or visitor 

profiles, but mostly wanted to attract “as many people as possible” (Conzemius to Poos 

January 2011). The gallery programme however mostly features contemporary art 

photography, often tightly intellectually framed and making access for a large audience 

very difficult. Clearly, at the time I conducted the interview, the photography curators 

had not recognised the existence of what museum scholar Eilean Hooper-Greenhill 

termed “multiple interpretive communities” (2000: 120): different publics or 

community groups converging in one museum space with varying expectations about 

exhibition content and display. On the contrary, Conzemius and Walerich seemed to see 

their audience as one united group, ready to engage in a monosemic programme. Thus 

there is a conflict here between the professed desire to attract a large audience and the 

wish to operate in the field of a contemporary art canon, catering to an elite of 

museumgoers. This tension or contradiction is particularly important with regards to the 

institution’s understanding and use of photography, as I will develop in the following 

chapters.  

 

At the CNA, the publics cohabit rather than they interact, as became clear to me 

during my fieldwork. They come together in the different spaces of the Centre, but they 

generally do not meet and mix. ‘Cultural segregation’ still persists despite the varied 

offer of activities within the same building. Ultimately the architecture itself obstructs 

an explorative, carefree appropriation of the space as I have noted previously: the 

visitors need to actively venture into the space. Clearly also, the institution largely 
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understood its role to be that of a “centre of accumulation, collecting […] and 

controlling the process of meaning making” (Whitcomb 2003: 86 Kindle edition), as 

has become apparent in previous chapters. As such it is opposed to the inclusive and 

collaborative outline of a museum as a contact zone. 

 

In its new location, the CNA thus appears less a contact zone than a “mass 

medium”, defined by cultural critic Andreas Huyssen, as “a hybrid space somewhere 

between public fair and department store” (1995: 20). In a time where the power of the 

soft economy of the arts is playing an increasingly important part, it is no surprise that 

museums should move to the world of the spectacle and develop their own consumer 

culture (Huyssen 1995, Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998, Witcomb 2003; see also Frey 

2003 and Prior 2011 in previous section). Museums are indeed competing “with other 

attractions within the tourism economy that privileges experience [and] immediacy” 

(Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998:7). The leisure industry with its demands for consumption 

and entertainment adds additional pressure to museum practices, so that “the museum’s 

role as a site of an elitist culture gave way to the museum as mass medium, as a site of 

spectacular mise-en-scène and operatic exuberance” (Huyssen 1995: 14).  

 

The CNA in Dudelange is no exception. Bringing together a large array of 

cultural activities, from blockbuster movies to fine art exhibitions, conferences about 

photography and film, culinary and other pleasures, ‘Ladies’ Night’ events at the 

cinema or after-school programmes for children, the CNA seeks to cater to all age 

groups, to the connoisseur and to the consumer alike. Social distinctions might thus be 

less apparent, as a “colourful” mix of people gathers in the same physical space. 

However, there is a noticeable hierarchy of values at the CNA, and the institution 

clearly differentiates between high and popular culture, as becomes manifest in the 

programme of the exhibition gallery. Here image culture is closely linked to art. 

Significantly art has also been incorporated in the institution’s mandates. In 2004 a new 

Legal Act reorganising national cultural institutes stated indeed under point 4 that the 

mandate of the CNA will include in the future: 
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To organise or to promote events with artistic character falling into the audio-

visual domain (CHD A-2004-120-0002, 2004: 1798).151 

 

In the CNA gallery programme, art photography has clearly dominated since 2007, 

while the memory objects from the archive collection are almost never on view. The 

inaugural Hidden Images exhibition with film stills from the home movie archive is a 

notable exception. As a metaphor for and symptom of the institutional practices, it will 

be the centre of the following chapters.  

 

A clear shift has occurred in the interpretation of the mandates since the 

foundation of the CNA in 1989. It transpires in the general discourse of the institution 

and becomes visible through the analysis of the architectural design: the transparent 

archive with wide public access to the audio-visual cultural memory imagined by 

Krieps has become a monumental centre for media arts, imposing its own view of the 

national audio-visual heritage, through mediated, staged events, such as photography 

exhibitions and documentary movies. The meshwork of the CNA as a complex 

entanglement of political considerations, social and cultural realities and personal 

interests determining the institution’s functioning has become visible. The groundwork 

has been set to penetrate deeper now into the ecology of the CNA, to focus on the 

institution’s understanding and use of images, moving and still, photography and film, 

with the example of the Hidden Images exhibition.  

																																																								
151 Chambre des Députés. Loi du 25 juin 2004 portant réorganisation des instituts culturels de l’Etat : “Le Centre 
national de l’audiovisuel a pour missions: d’organiser ou promouvoir des manifestations publiques à caractère 
artistique et qui relèvent du domaine de l’audiovisuel”(CHD A-2004-120-0002, 2004: 1798). 
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 Chapter V 

 

 

THE HIDDEN IMAGES EXHIBITION:  

A Metaphor and Symptom of Institutional Practices 

 
 

On 7 December 2007, the CNA inaugurated its long-awaited, new spaces with a festive 

event to which an extensive list of political and cultural actors were invited together 

with a broad sample of friends of the institution and museumgoers. The highlight of the 

evening was the opening of the gallery space Display 01 together with an exhibition 

specially produced for the occasion: a combination of film stills and clips from the 

institution’s Amateur Film Collection, artfully curated and subtly designed. Its title, 

Hidden Images/Images Cachées, was as much an indication of the secret treasures from 

the archival vaults that were going to be shown, as of the institution’s desire to finally 

meet the public that it had been destined to serve. What had been hidden for years 

would finally be visible. The carefully collected and stored national audio-visual 

heritage, the films, photographs and sounds from the nation’s past would, at last, come 

into the open, for everyone to see or hear.  

 

Such were the expectations, and the excitement that I shared with many visitors 

that day. We could, indeed, marvel at a series of artfully mounted, glossy prints and 

their enticing, grainy texture, or minutely choreographed clips that were playing on a 

series of screens hanging from the ceiling of the darkened gallery space. The heritage, 

so it seemed at first sight, had become not only visible, but also almost palpably 

concrete through an immersive, sensorial exhibition design. The visual presence of the 

images, their vibrant colours, the faces and places from the country’s past, was alluring, 

and kept the eye, as well as the mind tightly bound to the shiny surfaces inscribed with 

memories. The spectacle was grandiose and enchanting; however, ultimately, little was 

revealed about the heritage on display, the privately made filmic objects themselves, 

despite the institution’s effort to give visitors access to the collection via computer 

screens available at the back of the gallery space. There was no text accompanying the 
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exhibition, and no explanations were given about how the films had arrived at the 

archive, or why they were shown in such a particular way for this particular occasion. 

Thus, although the exhibition design was lush and sophisticated and the images a treat 

for the eyes, I left the opening night with a sense of wonder and slight dissatisfaction: 

What were these images about? And what were they supposed to do? Or: What did the 

institution CNA want them to do and why? And also: What did the images want 

themselves?  

 

These questions eventually led to my PhD research and, today, represent the 

core of my investigations about the construction of meaning in a national collection, and 

the use of images in building nationality. Indeed, as I will show in these last two 

chapters, the Hidden Images are a relevant expression of the discursive system and the 

meshwork of the CNA, which I have explored thus far. As such, the exhibition 

represents a pivotal moment in the life of the institution, and they can be considered as a 

metaphor of the CNA’s patterns of functioning, while they appear, at the same time, as 

symptoms of the institution’s understanding and use of images in the framework of 

collecting and promoting Luxembourg’s audio-visual heritage. In the previous chapters, 

I have explored the CNA as framing institution with its developing discourse about 

photography and film as a high culture art form, and its preference for staged events 

over direct access to the heritage collection. In focusing now on one of these events, the 

Hidden Images exhibition, I will further examine and define the relationship of the 

institution to the safeguarded audio-visual heritage and explore its understanding and 

use of the privately produced archived material.  

 

In my analysis of the Hidden Images exhibition, remediation, the refashioning of 

media by other media forms (Bolter and Grusin 1999: 15), is a key factor. Privately 

produced filmic objects are, as we have seen, mediated memories, “material triggers for 

future recall produced through media technologies” (Van Dijk 2007: 39). As such, they 

are complex objects of which the visible, material constituents, the moving images, are 

only one part. For the object to be complete and to be able to entirely assume its 

functions of trigger of remembrance the images need to be complemented by 

performative re-enactments: the oral histories connected to the visual material. When 



	 184	

the CNA started to collect home movies and amateur films in 1995 the institution 

however was focused essentially on images that could, visually, tell the history of the 

nation (see Chapter III). Personal memories and oral histories were of little relevance. 

The main goal was to use the gathered visual material as historical footage in the 

production of documentary movies on subjects of national interest. Thus, from the 

outset a tendency toward visuality crystallised in the young institution, accompanied by 

a trend to interpret and to remediate the archived material. I want to argue now that, 

twelve years after the creation of the Amateur Film Collection, in 2007, the Hidden 

Images exhibition, as a hypermediated, hypervisual event, confirmed and strengthened 

the predominance of the visual at the CNA. 

 

On their way to becoming the Hidden Images exhibition, the privately produced filmic 

objects from the CNA archive effectively went through a whole series of remediations 

or translations into other media forms or media technologies that mostly enhanced their 

visuality. They became stilled images during the editing process, mounted photographs, 

film clips and computer files in the physical exhibition and printed images gathered in 

the exhibition catalogue.152 Images, and images alone, were at the centre of the project. 

Remediations however often go unnoticed. “Our culture wants to multiply its media and 

erase all traces of mediation; ideally it wants to erase its media in the very act of 

multiplying them” (Bolter and Grusin 1999: 5). Such was the case for the home movies 

and amateur films in the CNA archive. Therefore it is important, for my analysis of the 

Hidden Images exhibition as a meshwork within the larger eco-system of the CNA, to 

make the remediation processes apparent. They show how meaning is constructed in the 

collection, as the successive stages of remediation not only changed the materiality of 

the initial home privately produces visual object -from celluloid to magnetic tape, 

binary codes, paper prints and aluminium mounts- but also entailed the production of 

new significance. Thus, for instance, the family films became historical documents as 

they were copied onto video and transformed into digital files when they entered the 

archives (see Chapter III). Even as the original film rolls were carefully clad in new 

materiality, the archival box, which stores and preserves them for future generations, the 
																																																								
152	Another important remediation took place even before the idea of the show was conceived, which I want to 
mention here only briefly: in entering the CNA collection, all celluloid films were first copied onto video so they 
could be easily accessed and viewed. They were also transformed into digital files to be stored in the electronic 
archive, while the material films were transferred to the archival vaults of the institution.	
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home movies became documents of national interest. Yet, and this is equally significant 

of the remediation process: they never stopped being family films with their qualities as 

“counter-documents” (Odin 2008: 261-263) of family history and identity. The 

remediation process thus does not irrevocably alter the visual material. It adds layers of 

significance to the original object, which become active or relevant while the object 

moves through varying social or institutional frameworks. 

 

My focus therefore will not be only with the image surfaces, as enticing as they 

may be, but also and importantly, building on theory of Elizabeth Edwards, I will look 

at the Hidden Images beyond the visual as material performances of personal and of 

institutional desires. Indeed, said Edwards:  

 

Much is to be gained analytically through understanding the specific ways in 

which different material forms both become meaningful and produce meaning 

themselves as they emerge from dense intersections of value and materiality. 

Thinking about photographs in this way reveals them to be not merely symbols 

of the past, a generic form of pastness, but material forms that arise out of the 

intersection of experiences and imaginings of the past” (Edwards 2009: 136).  

 

 

By questioning photographs, and in this case also films, about their materiality we can 

understand the intentions behind the making, displaying or the particular use of and 

value attached to a visual object. Photographs and films, seen from this perspective, 

become “objects to think with” (Edwards 2001: 2): about history as Edwards argues, but 

also about archives or institutions and about institutional or cultural imaginations. 

Extending Edwards’s reflection of photographs and history to institutions, I will look at 

both the isolated film or photographic objects and their collective coming together in an 

exhibition display as material performances enacting a complex range of desires 

(Edwards 2009: 131) that are metaphoric as well as symptomatic for the institutional 

practices of the CNA’s. The predominance of the visual is important in this respect, as I 

have mentioned before. It stresses the CNA’s understanding of photographs and films 

as image surfaces or texts that we have seen emerging in previous chapters.  
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The desire to be perceived as a professional actor in the field of photography film and 

sound plays an equally important part. It has become apparent earlier through Back’s 

statements, and it will develop as a strong current in my analysis of the ‘making of’ the 

Hidden Images together with yet another particular characteristic of the institution to 

favour form over content, as we shall see. Linked to the wish for national and 

international recognition, there is a third recurring motif: the politics or the pre-

eminence of the author, establishing a clear hierarchy of values at the CNA of which the 

2007 exhibition provides a telling example. Finally the conception of the Hidden 

Images can be seen as representative of the institution’s ad-hoc, project based policy. 

The investigation of this one, particular project thus allows me to further scrutinise the 

CNA as a meshwork with its consistencies and disruptions, which will lead me, in the 

final chapter, to analyse the resulting tensions in the archive. 

 

For the moment however, I propose to start my observations with the first 

appearance of ‘hidden images’ in an editing room, a decisive but fortuitous encounter of 

family films with a trained film editor. This encounter was determining for the 

development of the whole project, as it brought forth not only unexpectedly poetic 

images, but it also produced an author.  

 

 

V.1. The Skin of the Amateur Film: An Embodied Encounter in the Editing Room 

 

The Hidden Images exhibition will be the central focus of these final two chapters: it 

occurred at a pivotal moment of the history of the CNA, and it represents a revealing 

case study for the institution’s modes and patterns of functioning, as I am going to 

develop. However, to understand the final show, its complex design, the accompanying 

catalogue, the projections and desires they implied, it is necessary to go back to the 

origins of the exhibition, to the moment the home movies from the CNA archive 

revealed themselves as potential art objects that needed to be shared with a larger 

public. Indeed I want to pursue again Ingold’s idea of meshworks and entanglements 

(2008, 2010), and consider the exhibition as an ever-ramifying bundle of lines of 
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growth developing organically, embedded or enmeshed in a social, political and 

geographical environment. Therefore I propose to go back to the year 2001, and a 

documentary film project that took an unexpected turn. 

 

When the CNA started to collect home movies and amateur films in 1995, the 

intention was, as I have previously noted, to use the gathered visual material as footage 

in the production of documentary movies on subjects of national interest. The call was 

very successful (see Chapter III), and the institution rapidly set to work with the newly 

acquired material. In 2001, the CNA had begun a new documentary project, Histoire(s) 

de Jeunesse(s), which was to shed light on what it meant to be young in Luxembourg in 

the 20th century with changing traditions and shifting perspectives for the future. The 

film was directed by Luxembourg cineaste Anne Schroeder; she hired Yves Dorme, a 

documentary film director from Belgium, to edit the movie. Histoire(s) de Jeunesse(s) 

drew extensively on privately produced visual objects, and Dorme spent long hours 

looking at archived material, in very close contact with the images in order to select and 

to copy the necessary scenes.  

 

It was during this viewing and selecting process that first one shot, and then one 

single image caught his attention. The fascination was so strong, that he decided to save 

that one image onto his own computer. He found another one, and then a next (Dorme 

2007).153 Eventually he had constituted an archive of his own, and approached the CNA 

with the idea to show the gathered stills in an exhibition. The reaction, said Dorme in a 

conversation in 2012, was immediately positive. Jean Back was particularly 

enthusiastic, as was generally confirmed by the other team members involved in the 

exhibition project, but also the film department was pleased about the perspective to see 

their archives in a new light (Thill to Poos 2011). Considered from this perspective, the 

exhibition project can be seen as purely coincidental, following the ad-hoc policy of the 

institution that I have noted previously: not the CNA approached an artist or film maker 

with the idea to curate a show from their archived material, but it was Dorme who 

																																																								
153 “One film, one shot caught my attention and I stopped at one image. It was beautiful and moving. I was not sure 
what to do with it, it did not belong to me and yet, I did not want it to vanish. I saved it away on my computer. When 
a second such image appeared, I understood that at the heart of these films, some images had a life of their own and 
escaped any control. I then embarked on a meticulous search for them and, armed with a few sample photos, I 
suggested the idea of an exhibition to the Centre national de l’audiovisuel.” (Dorme 2007: np). 
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contacted the institution, which spontaneously embraced the notion of the exhibition as 

an alternative way to promote the film archives (Thill 2007, np). The resulting show 

was, as we shall see, a densely entangled knot bringing together personal and 

institutional desires. I propose, in the following sections, to analyse first Dorme’s own 

projections and wishes for the Hidden Images as they appeared in an early stage of the 

remediation process: in the editing room, where the analogue filmic objects were 

viewed as videos that could be paused and stilled, and affect and pleasure played a 

crucial part. I will subsequently investigate how Dorme’s desires conflated with those of 

the institution CNA in its quest for national and international recognition. 

 

Dorme’s initial encounter with the privately produced filmic objects in the 

editing room was determining for the final shape of the exhibition as much as it was 

instrumental in shaping Dorme as an author. Consequently, it was important to include 

it in my research and to hear Dorme’s relation of the origins of the show. I conducted an 

interview with Dorme in December 2012; his comments and reflections offered not only 

crucial insight about the conception and the creation of the exhibition, but they also 

revealed the agency of the visual material and the change of meaning as the films were 

stilled during the editing in a first stage of remediation. Moreover, expressed in an 

everyday language, the recorded conversation is the immediate and direct translation of 

Dorme’s experience of his encounter with the ‘hidden images’. Paul Ricoeur’s 

reflection here is particularly relevant as he wrote: “Ordinary language […] appears to 

me […] to be a kind of conservatory for expressions which have preserved the highest 

descriptive power as regards human experience, particularly in the realm of action and 

feelings. This appropriateness of some of the most refined distinctions attached to 

ordinary words provides all phenomenological analysis with linguistic guidelines” 

(Ricoeur 1977: 321-22). I will indeed use a phenomenological approach for this 

investigation of ‘actions and feelings’ triggered by the ‘hidden images’ as they appeared 

to Dorme in a pivotal moment of a lived, embodied experience or corporeal perception 

of visual objects. Dorme’s oral account is crucial in its immediacy; however, I am also 

drawing on the introduction to the exhibition catalogue where Dorme presents his 

thoughts in a more formal and reflective way. 
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To support my analysis of the crucial moment of recognition, the sensory encounter in 

the editing room, I am building on the notion of “perception” as defined by French 

philosopher Merleau-Ponty stressing the intimate relationship of the lived body with the 

world: “Our own body is in the world as the heart is in the organism: it keeps the visible 

spectacle constantly alive, it breathes life into it and sustains it inwardly, and with it 

forms a system” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 317). In terms of meshworks and eco-systems 

which have resonated through this thesis: the body lives in the world; it is materially, 

sensorially and intellectually enmeshed, and part of a larger ecology (Ingold 2007 and 

2008). The act of seeing is thus enmeshed in the body (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 317) and, 

as stated by film theorist Jennifer Barker, it is “necessarily informed by the fleshy, 

corporeal, and historically specific structures of the way we live in and through our 

bodies and in and through the world” (Barker 2009: 17). We see not only with our eyes, 

but our entire body is put to work at a specific moment in history when we apprehend 

an object visually, and when we see or perceive, we perceive immersed in materiality 

and historical time. The notion of embodied or corporeal seeing has been discussed in 

moving image culture as early as the 1940 with Siegfried Kracauer154 and his 

conception of the cinema viewer as a “corporeal-material being”. Embodiment 

resurfaced tentatively in the 1990s155 and has been developed more thoroughly as a 

consequence of the affective turn in humanities by scholars such as Vivian Sobchack 

(1992, 2004), Laura Marks (2001) or Jennifer Barker (2009) with a particular interest in 

haptic cinema or the cinematic experience and touch.  

 

The same vivid interest in embodiment is also found in photography.156 I want to 

particularly stress the notion of “corpothetics” coined by Christopher Pinney (2001: 

																																																								
154 See Siegfried Kracauer. “Marseille Notebooks”, 1940 Kracauer Papers, Dokumente zum Exil in Frankreich und 
den Vereinigten Staaten, Deutsches Lietraturarchiv, Marbach am Neckar. Quoted by Jennifer Barker in The Tactile 
Eye. Touch and the Cinematic Experience. 2009, 26. 
155 See Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 19th Century, Cambridge, Mass. 
& London: MIT Press, 1990; Vivien Sobchak, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992; Lisa Cartwright, Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual 
Culture, Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 1995 or for an overview Anne Rutherford’s analysis 
about Cinema and Embodied Affect http://sensesofcinema.com/2003/feature-articles/embodied_affect/  
156 For a discussion on photographs “beyond the visual” see Elizabeth Edwards in Photography. Theoretical 
Snapshots (2006). For photography’s link to oral practices, Photographs and the Sound of History (Edwards 2005), 
provides valuable insight. The family album’s connection to orality is explored by Martha Langford in Suspended 
Conversations (2008) as well as by Anne-Marie Garat in Photos de Famille. Un roman de l’album (2011). For 
reflections about emotions conveyed by the photographic object, see “Photographs and History. Emotion and 
Materiality” (Edwards in Sandra Dudley Museum Materialities: Objects, Engagements, Interpretations, 2010). 
Photography as an embodied practice is discussed in detail by Gillian Rose in Doing Family Photography (2010) and 
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157-161) to describe the “sensory embrace of images” (2001: 158) as “a poetry of the 

body, that helps give images what they want” (2001: 161) and the “visual efficacy of an 

image […] in relation to an embodied observer” (Rose 2007: 220). As my study 

involves moving as well as still images, input from both moving and still image culture 

is relevant, and I propose to combine them both for my analysis.   

 

Materiality is key in my investigation of Dorme’s embodied encounter with the 

“hidden images”, and the understanding that “embodiment is a radically material 

condition of human being that necessarily entails both the body and the consciousness, 

objectivity and subjectivity, in an irreducible ensemble” (Sobchack 2004: 4). Applied to 

the field of visual culture this assumption implies that the viewer and the visual object 

are not isolated entities, but co-constitutive subjects (Edwards 2001, 2002; Pinney 2004, 

Rose 2001). They are “mutually invested in one another, so that to understand [images] 

it is necessary to study the aesthetic experience constituted by the intimate relationship 

between its subject and object” (Barker 2009: 18). This embodied, aesthetic experience 

appears as the main thread in Dorme’s account about the origins of the Hidden Images 

exhibition, and thus needs detailed consideration, particularly as it becomes an 

important element in the final exhibition display.  

 

Significantly, when I asked Dorme how he conceived the idea of gathering film 

stills from privately produced visual objects and to present them publicly combined 

with clips, he described his experience as follows: 

 

 

During the editing process of a movie you always spend a lot of time going back 

and forth through the reels, looking for images, looking for shots… So, all of a 

sudden, there was one shot that I noticed, and I thought: ‘Wow, this shot is 

beautiful!’ Then I started to look further, and as editing consists mainly of 

looking at single images… you have that little knob to go back and forth… so I 

stopped at one image and I said to myself: ‘But this image is wonderful!’ And 

seeing this image, I said to myself, well…. hmmmm…what happened… I 
																																																																																																																																																																		
in Visual Methodologies (2007) and by Rose and Tolia-Kelly in Visuality Materiality: images, objects and practices 
(2012).  
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thought… This image does not belong to me, but I kept it. I made an export for 

me, and I thought: “This is really great!” (Dorme to Poos 2012) 

 

Emphatic exclamations abound in this short description: “Wow, this shot is beautiful!”, 

“This image is wonderful!” or “This is really great”. The discovery of the “hidden 

images” as sensory perception was an emotional encounter for Dorme and as such 

stayed very present in his memory, even years after the actual event. Moreover, Dorme 

mentioned a moment of hesitation: What to do with this visual material that did not 

belong to him? These images were private property; yet Dorme decided to secretly keep 

them. Pleasure played an important role in Dorme’s early decision as well as in the final 

exhibition, as I shall discuss.  

 

This sensation was closely linked to the corporeal experience of the images in 

the semi-darkness of the editing room. Dorme’s physical contact with the moving 

images through the editing table was crucial: looking, here, unconsciously though as his 

words testify, became entangled in an act of manipulating knobs and buttons. The video 

was paused, images were rewound, looked at again, all the while the hand and forearm 

together with the entire body were actively engaged in the process as well. The viewing 

situation was specific for video, as we will see later in this chapter. Moreover, as Dorme 

described it, it was entirely corporeal, sensorial, and almost ‘automatic’ in the sense of 

the French surrealist ‘écriture automatique’, translated here into an act of seeing. The 

same gestures were repeated, the body seated in an office chair, connected to the 

machine, the eyes and the mind fixed on and attuned to the images. Seen from this 

perspective, the editing table appears as an extension of Dorme’s body. More precisely, 

Dorme, the editing table and the remediated family films can be seen as a nodal point in 

the Hidden Images meshwork where action and agency is re-distributed. The editing 

machine materialised the visual objects and created a strong haptic connection between 

the images and the viewer. The editor, the editing table and the films were thus fusing in 

an immersive environment, in a semi-darkness that reinforced the physical presence of 

the images. It was in this state of embodied seeing that first a single shot and then a 

single frame appeared to Yves Dorme. The human body and the body of the film 

converged in this affective encounter. The corporeal experiencing of the images 
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intensified Dorme’s response. He soon discovered another “beautiful and moving” 

image (Dorme 2007) in the flow of the family films, and then set out to see if he could 

find even more.  

 

In the introduction of the exhibition catalogue, he made the following, additional 

comments about the apparition of the images: 

 

I understood that at the heart of these films, some images had a life of their own 

and escaped any control. I then embarked on a meticulous search for them and, 

armed with a few sample photos, I suggested the idea of an exhibition to the 

Centre national de l’audiosvisuel. […] I chose images without attempting to 

establish links between them. While watching the films, I listened to music so 

that, with an almost distracted eye, I would be taken by surprise by images as 

they jumped out at me. To my astonishment, they surfaced like veiled 

manifestations, like latent or unconscious compositions. They were there 

(Dorme 2007:np). 

Images are compressed performances. They unfold according to their own inherent 

demands (Pinney 2005: 269). This active agency of images finds resonance in Dorme’s 

account of his encounter in the editing room: “The [images] had a life of their own and 

escaped any control”, “They jumped out at me”, “They surfaced like veiled 

manifestations”. They were irreducibly “there”, establishing their distinct, almost 

physical presence, shaping the observer in a performative process. At this moment of 

recognition, the images did not matter because of any historical value. They struck 

Dorme because of their beauty, as he emphasised over and over in our conversation. A 

closer look at the first of these “veiled manifestations” will help to understand Dorme’s 

initial attraction.  

It was a black and white image of a group of nuns, a close up of their faces, each 

expression different, despite the uniformity of their robes, that first caught Dorme’s 

attention (Figure V.1). With downcast eyes, the nuns seem to be focused on an internal 

world, and, turned away from the viewer, they appear as an arrangement of shapes and 

nuances of light and shadow.  
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Figure V.1. Image 052THIRY13: The first shot that caught Dorme’s attention. Hidden Images, 
Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007.  

 

There is nothing spectacular about the frame, on the contrary: it is discrete, almost 

impenetrable in its simplicity, yet insistently appealing to the senses beyond the simply 

visual. Emerged from a sensorial-embodied seeing, frame 052THIRY13 (‘The Nuns’; 

Figure V.1.) is an example of what Laura Marks termed a “haptic image” (2000: 162-

182). It “forces the viewer to contemplate the image itself instead of being pulled into 

narrative, [and] thus the haptic image connects directly to sense perception” (Marks 

2000: 163). Indeed, the viewer is less interested in a potential story that the image might 

tell than by its material presence. In frame 052THIRY13, the haptic effect is triggered 

by the blurry foreground, which obstructs the view and invites the eyes to remain on the 

surface of the image and engage in a tactile exploration, moving over areas of light, soft 

skin, and dark, grainy folds, ‘feeling’ their way across the frame. All the senses are 

invested in the act of seeing here; the haptic image encourages a bodily relationship 

with the visual material.  
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The grainy texture of the original celluloid films is particularly significant as it plays 

another important part in the production of tactile visuality: indeed grain invites the eye 

to “choose between concentrating on figures and ignoring the points that make them up 

or bracketing the figures and dissolving among the points” (Marks 2000: 175). 

Graininess thus appears as a medium-specific haptic effect producing visual tactility, 

and it is no surprise that Dorme’s edit abounds in grainy frames. Moreover ageing and 

decay also increase the haptic qualities of analogue film. “Another scratch, more fading 

as [the film] is exposed to the light, and chemical deterioration, especially with colour 

film” (Marks 2000: 172), add layers of tactility. Here again, the Hidden Images provide 

striking examples of haptic effects triggered by scratches, burns or chemical 

deterioration of the film (Figures V.2. and V.3.). 

 

 

Figure V.2. Image 064KIRSCH01. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007.  
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Figure V.3. Image 170ROLLM22B. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007.  

 

Both in image 064KIRSCH01 (‘The Cat’, Figure V.2.) and image 170ROLLM22B 

(‘The Rose’, Figure V.3.), analogue film emerges as a medium as well as a material 

object with strong textural qualities, inviting the eyes to ‘touch’ the image surface. 

Significantly, image 064KIRSCH01, ‘The Cat’, was chosen for the cover of the Hidden 

Images exhibition catalogue, thus representing the whole ‘collection’ with its prominent 

burn marks at the centre of the frame. Texture, in terms of Jennifer Barker “pluck[s] 

familiar objects from their everyday surroundings and from the safety net of narrative, 

rendering them unfamiliar to the eyes and newly perceptible to the fingertips. […] It is 

something we and the film engage in mutually, rather than something presented by the 

films to their passive and anonymous viewers” (Barker 2009: 25). There is a mutual 

readiness between the image and the viewer to engage in a bodily relationship. For 

Dorme this readiness was prompted by the sensory setting in the semi-darkness of the 

editing room, as he was connected physically to the images through knobs and buttons 

of the editing table, as I have noted before. It was in these circumstances that the images 

“jumped out at him” and appeared “as veiled manifestations” to reveal themselves as 

surfaces of tactile visuality. In this decisive encounter, not only did the family films 
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crystallise as future exhibition objects, but Dorme also started to appear as an author. As 

we shall see in the following section, the co-constitutive transformation process had 

begun. 

 

V.2. Affect, Emotions, Aesthetics: The Pleasure of the Stilled Image and the 

Pensive Author 

The material, haptic quality of the filmic images triggered Dorme’s affective reaction. 

His encounter with the CNA Amateur Film Collection was complemented however by 

another key element: the visual pleasure that he felt while pausing the flow of the film 

and freezing the frames. A significant transformation took place here: moving images 

became stills; the film -as video- was remediated into a series of ‘photographs’, and 

home movies appeared as tactile, still image surfaces. Most important however is the 

notion of pleasure linked to the stilling of the moving image and the discovery of the 

fixed frame: it played a decisive part in the final exhibition concept, and needs to be 

considered in detail.  

 The relationship of photography and film is complex, and has been analysed by 

many theorists. On the one hand both media have been identified as indexical referents, 

with similar scientific and technological methods of production (Benjamin 1939) 

leading to the successful ‘doubling of reality’ (Morin 1956) or the convincing 

reproduction of an ‘objective reality’ (Bazin 1958). On the other hand their different 

connotations have also been stressed. Semiotician Christian Metz, for instance, defined 

the photograph as a fetish, an object that “means both loss and protection against loss” 

(Metz 1985:4). He thus emphasised photography’s relationship to memory and death -a 

particular aspect that has been noted famously by Roland Barthes (1980) as well- while 

he considered that film “gives back to the dead a semblance of life” (Metz 1985:5). 

Film, according to Metz, allows insight into moving histories and therefore involves a 

voyeuristic dimension. What however is the status of the single stilled image in the flow 

of filmic movement? Or its appearance as a frozen frame on the screen? What does it 

mean? What does it do? Is the still a photograph? Is it something else? In his essay “The 

Third Meaning” (1977: 60-61), Barthes stressed the still’s “armature of permutational 
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unfolding” as the most notable sign of distinction from the “simple photograph”. 

According to Barthes, the still has an ambivalent status: it “dissolves the constraint of 

filmic time”, while its stillness, itself, is continuously undermined by the movement of 

the film (Barthes 60-61; see also Beckman and Ma 2008: 12-13). 

 French writer and cinema theorist Raymond Bellour as well as feminist film 

theorist Laura Mulvey significantly contributed to the debate over the film and the still, 

stressing “cinema’s essential stillness” (Mulvey 2003: 80) and the role of the still as the 

single constitutive unit of the film. Importantly stated Mulvey, reflecting on the impact 

of DVD technology on film: “Now cinema’s stillness, a projected film’s best kept 

secret, can be easily revealed at the simple touch of a button, carrying with it not only 

the suggestion of the still frame, but also of the stillness of photography… the post-

cinematic medium has conjured up the pre-cinematic” (Mulvey 2006: 22). ‘A simple 

touch of a button’, and a series of hidden ‘photographs’ appeared from Luxembourg’s 

Amateur Film Collection. Drawing on Mulvey and Bellour, I propose to investigate the 

significance of the still for the ‘making of’ the Hidden Images exhibition more closely. 

One more time, the initial setting is crucial: Dorme was seated in the penumbra 

of the viewing room, focused on the visual material. Like a cinema spectator looking 

into a private,  “hermetically sealed world which unwinds magically” (Mulvey 

2009:17), he experienced a voyeuristic scopophilia, where “looking itself becomes a 

source of pleasure” (Mulvey 2009: 16). Dorme was scrutinising the private worlds of 

Luxembourg’s home moviemakers intensely as he was going through many reels of 

film. However he was not a passive cinema spectator bound to solely watch the visual 

narrative unfolding. He was actively manipulating the amateur material on videotapes, 

and therefore, he could pause the flow of the images, go back to a certain scene, and 

move on and pause again. The pause, the suspended time in film/video, becomes a 

decisive element, as it leads to “new kinds of visual pleasures due to the […] ability to 

manipulate the linearity and the flow of film [and thus] can also reveal and illuminate 

the significance of stillness in the cinema, previously overlooked or apparently 

irrelevant to the aesthetics of ‘the movies’, creating a cinema of delay” (Mulvey 2009: 

xxiii). Indeed said Mulvey, with the pausing, the stilling of the image, the narrative is 

delayed and, “the beauty of the screen and mystery of the situation is privileged over 
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suspense, conflict or linear development” (2009: xxiv). The narrative is suspended. A 

different kind of attraction develops: aesthetics play an important part; beauty with 

considerations of composition and framing becomes relevant, as well as a certain 

mystery as the single frame is now detached from the context of narration.  

The mind, then, is allowed to roam freely, spin stories of its own, in a process of 

self-identification. Time is a crucial factor here, stated film theorist Raymond Bellour, 

as with added time, the moving film turns into a stilled photograph, and the hurried 

viewer becomes a pensive spectator:  

 

In the frozen film, the presence of the photograph bursts forth […]. The photo 

becomes a stop within a stop, a freeze-frame within a freeze-frame; between it 

and the film from which it emerges, two kinds of time blend together, always 

and inextricable, but without becoming confused. In this, the photograph enjoys 

a privilege over all other effects that make the spectator of cinema, this hurried 

spectator, a pensive one as well (Bellour 1987: 8). 

 

Dorme can be compared to this pensive spectator: at the editing board, the addition of 

time is an important element of the viewing and selecting process. Dorme could 

therefore contemplate the single frames, and explore their surfaces. Mulvey speaks of 

an aesthetic of arrest, “reminiscent of the structure of fetishistic fixation that holds on to 

a thing, arresting the look, in a denial of loss that also acknowledges its reality” (2009: 

xxiv, see also Metz 1985). This need to ‘hold on to a thing’ is what Yves Dorme 

expressed in his oral account: “Seeing this image, I said to myself […]: This image does 

not belong to me, but I kept it” (Dorme to Poos 2012). Or, as he stated in the exhibition 

catalogue: 

 

[The image] was beautiful and moving. I was not sure what to do with it, it did 

not belong to me and yet I did not want it to vanish. I saved it to my computer 

(Dorme 2007, np). 
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Surreptitiously almost, like a fetishist abstracting the object of his desire, he started to 

export more and more images from the archived material to his own computer, spurred 

by his first discovery of that one beautiful frame. Laura Mulvey, again, offers insightful 

reflections about the particular attraction of the still: 

 

The slowing down and stilling process opens up new areas of fascination, 

especially with the human figure. [...] Looks or gestures can suddenly acquire a 

further dimension of fascination once freed from their subordination to narrative. 

It is primarily the historic cinema of celluloid that can blossom into new 

significance and beauty when its original stillness, its material existence in the 

photogram, is revealed in this way” (Mulvey 2003: 88).  

 

Barthes’s notion of the “punctum” (1980) as a trigger of an intensely subjective and 

disruptive response to photographs is of relevance in Mulvey’s analysis of the 

fascination with the stilled image, as is Benjamin’s concept of the “optical unconscious” 

(1913), or photography’s role as a medium of excess, transcending the intention of the 

photographer. I will return to these important characteristics later in this chapter when 

discussing how memory is triggered in the Hidden Images exhibition. At the present 

moment, I want to dwell on the idea of cinema’s material existence in the still that 

Mulvey stressed in her investigation.  

The fleeting film image becomes graspable as a frozen frame; Dorme was 

fascinated by the possibilities of the still, as he not only discovered the haptic qualities 

of the “historic cinema of celluloid” but also a “new significance”: the images did not 

strike him as historical documents, but as objects of beauty to which he reacted 

viscerally:  

What I really liked about these images was that for me they were not only linked 

to emotions within the family context. To me it really was an aesthetic emotion, 

like (seeing) a photograph from a professional photographer, and a really good 

one (Dorme to Poos, 2012). 
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‘Emotion’ is the key word that Dorme used to describe his reaction. I would argue that 

Dorme was ‘affected’ by the home movies that he was viewing, and this ‘affection’ 

triggered a series of actions. It first prompted Dorme to gather single frames on his own 

computer, and eventually led to an entire exhibition. More generally, affect can be 

considered as a force. According to Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, “ affect is 

the name we give to those forces –visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other 

than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion- that can serve to drive 

us toward movement, toward thought and extension, that can likewise suspend us […] 

or that can even leave us overwhelmed by the world’s apparent intractability. Indeed, 

affect is persistent proof of a body’s never less than ongoing immersion in and among 

the world’s obstinacies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its invitations” (2010: Loc 

50 Kindle Edition).157 As performative objects, the ‘hidden images’ from the CNA 

Amateur Film Collection actively contribute to this affective response. They are part of 

“the world’s obstinacies and rhythms”. Or to come back to the concept of the meshwork 

that I have discussed throughout this dissertation: they are entangled lines of growth in 

an ever growing and expanding, organic tissue, where everything is connected and 

everything is in flow. 

 

Aesthetics are a key element in creating affect. Indeed, the study of aesthetics, in 

the philosophical terms of Alexander Baumgarten who opened the field in the mid-

eighteenth century, belongs to the domain of sensate perception, and thus covers a vast 

terrain, from vehement passions to minor and major emotions (Baumgarten 2000: 489-

91). For literary theorist Terry Eagleton, aesthetics is “nothing less than the whole of 

our sensate life together –the business of affections and aversions, of how the world 

strikes the body on its sensory surfaces of that which takes root in the gaze and the guts 

and all that arises from our most banal, biological insertion into the world (Eagleton 

1990: 13). Dorme’s reaction to the ‘hidden images’ was entirely visceral. It almost 
																																																								
157 There has been an increased interest in affect since the mid-nineties and the ‘affective turn’ in humanities and 
social sciences. The body of literature on the subject has been growing since the publication of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s seminal work “A Thousand Plateaus” (1980), where the authors develop their concept of the rhizome as a 
tissue of endless connections. The book was translated into English by Canadian philosopher Brian Massumi (1988) 
who has given influential definitions of affect and emotion, differentiating between affect as primary, non-conscious 
and intensive, while he considered emotion as conscious and derivative (Massumi 2002: 23-45). A first Affect Theory 
Reader was published in 2010 by Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, providing insight into the many 
ramifications of a widening field. 	
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literally took root “in the gaze and in the guts” before it materialised in the gathering 

and showing of single stills from amateur films.  

 

The “aesthetic emotion” that Dorme described however refers to the more 

restrictive yet, today, most commonly acknowledged definition of the term and its 

relation to the discourse of fine art that has accompanied the discussion of aesthetics 

since the beginning.158 “It was”, he said, “like seeing a photograph from a professional 

photographer, and a really good one” (Dorme to Poos 2012). Dorme was delighted by 

his discovery, but he was also surprised. He did not expect to find beauty in the middle 

of visual material coming from amateur practices. “These photographs”, he stated in the 

exhibition catalogue, “derive from the accidental coming together of setting, light and 

emotion –lucky coincidences” (Dorme 2007). And a little later he says: “As a rule, 

amateur film-makers claim to have no artistic leanings whatsoever”. Snapshots such as 

these hidden stills from Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection are commonly linked 

to normative social conventions producing, most often, a consistent visual banality 

(Bourdieu 1965; Stallabrass 2006; Zuromskis 2008). However, as Catherine Zuromskis 

explained in her analysis of snapshot photography in the modern art museum, they 

become “accidental masterpieces” (Zuromskis 2008) in conjunction with the “great 

intelligent eye”159 of curators or collectors and the institutional framing of museums. 

The ‘museum effect’ (Alpers 1991) also adds to the artistic perception of amateur 

images in museums. I will come back to this in the last chapter when discussing the 

status of privately produced visual objects within the CNA and tensions in the 

institution. For the moment, I want to stress the importance of the coming together of 

the ‘amateur’ films from the CNA archive with the pensive spectator and trained film 

editor, Yves Dorme.  

 

Tellingly this encounter resulted in the production of an exhibition, which 

revealed the artistic value of the amateur images on the one hand, but also in the 

production of an author or master artist, the creator of the Hidden Images exhibition. In 

																																																								
158 See Ben Highmore, “Bitter After Taste: Affect Food, and Social Aesthetics” in The Affect Theory Reader, 2010: 
Loc 1703 Kindle Edition. 
159	Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, photography curator Maria Morris Hambourg quoted by Catherine 
Zuromskis (2008: 115)	
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other words, and relying on the performative understanding of images defined by 

Pinney (2004), Thomas (1991), Edwards (2001, 2002) and Rose (2007) as active agents, 

Dorme was producing the ‘hidden images’ as potential exhibit objects, as much as the 

images were shaping or constituting Dorme as author or artist. In his accounts we can 

see how his authorial imaginations started to develop at the contact of the visual 

material:  

 

I wanted to ‘magnify’ these images, because precisely, they were coming from 

amateur or home movies. It’s not that we would look at amateur films with 

contempt -everybody makes home movies, family pictures, and that’s alright- 

but if I wanted these images to be looked at, noticed… What I want to say: my 

first emotion was an aesthetic one, and I wanted these images to be seen in the 

same way… Therefore I had to magnify these images. If I had put them back in 

their original context, they would have stayed amateur images. But I wanted 

them to be looked at differently. [I wanted that] everyone with a photographic 

sensitivity could experience this kind of emotion when looking at the images, 

the way it happened to me.” (Dorme to Poos 2012). 

 

 

Dorme, very clearly here, positioned himself as the maker or the creator of these hidden 

images. He may not have been their original author, but he had the power to make them 

‘visible’. The frames that he would choose for the exhibition would become part of the 

institution’s actively circulated memory (Assmann 2008; see Chapter II). Those that 

were not admitted to the show would be forgotten in what Dorme called “the magma of 

the archive” (Dorme to Poos 2012) or the passive memory of the institution. The 

individual , private moviemakers thus disappeared in favour of the one artist who could 

see their “stunning poetic splendour” (Back 2007: np). Dorme finally then followed a 

trend in contemporary art practices of re-appropriating ‘found’ images for artistic 

purposes, in which the snapshot has acquired a cult-like status. In photography, for 

instance, the snapshot has been praised since the 1970s for its closeness to truth160. 

																																																								
160 In 1974, the magazine Aperture dedicated a whole issue to “The Snapshot”. Here Lisette Model, for instance, 
stated: “Of all photographic images [the snapshot] comes closest to truth. The snapshot is a specific spiritual moment. 
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Today it appears, according to Catherine Zuromskis, as “the ultimate naturalisation or 

essence of photographic aesthetics, a form of photography at degree zero […] the pure 

aesthetic perfection of something that can be neither learned nor taught […] something 

entirely unconscious and outside the realm of qualitative assessment” (Zuromskis 2008: 

112).  

 

Dorme’s cinematic eye detected exactly this “aesthetic perfection” in the 

moving amateur images from the CNA archive. To quote Jennifer Barker again: the act 

of seeing or perceiving is “necessarily informed by the fleshy, corporeal, and 

historically specific structures of the way we live in and through our bodies and in and 

through the world” (Barker 2009: 17). As a professional film editor, Dorme’s ‘visual’ 

world is marked by criteria from the art of cinematography, professional narrative 

cinema, where framing and composition are highly valued. Consequently he transferred 

cinema’s imaginations also onto the privately produced visual objects that he was 

viewing, and, he used his powers as author or artist to transform ordinary images into 

objects of beauty. For photography, art historian Julian Stallabrass saw the erosion of 

these historically fixed distinctions between ‘high’ and popular forms of art as a 

consequence of digitisation, “which began to make mass photography look aged, fixed 

and discrete –ripe for appropriation by the high” (Stallabrass 2206: 31). I want to argue 

that analogue, mass produced film has acquired the same attractiveness for artists for 

identical reasons of materiality. Grain, as I have mentioned before, makes Super 8 

images enticingly tactile. Scratches and burn marks draw us into the textural object. It 

is, as Laura Mulvey stated “the historic cinema of celluloid that can blossom into new 

significance and beauty” (2003: 88) in the digital age. The Hidden Images with their 

accidental aesthetics and their sensory appeal therefore can be welcomed in an official 

exhibition gallery. 

 

The author or artist however is not disinterested within this process of 

transforming ordinary images into art. “All curatorial practices, private and institutional, 

participate in some way in this singularising mode of self-validation by removing an 

object from one context and placing it in other”, stated Martha Langford (2008: 79) in 
																																																																																																																																																																		
It cannot be willed or desired to be achieved. It simply happens, to certain people and not to others.” Aperture 19, no. 
1, “The Snapshot”, 1974, p. 6. 
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her analysis of the vernacular and its appropriation by photographic artists. It is, as 

Langford pointed out, an act of authorship, and as such it is by definition subjective and 

self-serving (2008: 79). Importantly, in the case of the Hidden Images, Dorme’s own 

desires collapsed with the imaginations of the institution. Authorial interventions had 

been most important at the CNA since the development of the photography department 

and the first projects of Liewen am Minett (1986) and Liewen am Esléck (1989) (see 

Chapter II). To the young institution, artistic projects represented professionalism and 

recognition. Dorme’s professional appreciation of the amateur images was therefore 

particularly significant: he revealed the collected home movies in a new light to the 

institution, made them appear valuable and precious, worthy to be shared with a general 

public.  

 

This sudden awareness of an additional layer of value and meaning of the 

privately produced visual objects was crucial and can be considered not only as a 

moment of co-constitution of art object and author/artist, but also needs to be extended 

to the institution. The images allowed Dorme to emerge as an author with artistic 

visions, while they confirmed the CNA as professional player in the cultural field, ready 

to embrace seemingly innovative ideas. As a coming together of imaginations and 

desires, the Hidden Images exhibition was a complex and ambiguous show, reflecting 

necessarily the tensions, the lacunae and the idiosyncrasies of the institution that 

produced it. These conflicting forces within the archive will be the focus of the final 

chapter. For now, I want to continue my account of the Hidden Images as a succession 

of remediations that culminated in the exhibition display. 

 

 

 

V.3. The Hidden Images Exhibition, Hypermediacy and Expanded Vision 

 

The Hidden Images exhibition featured an abundance of visual material: there were 68 

printed stills, 10 screens hanging from the ceiling showing film clips, and a series of 

computers, at the back of the room, which allowed to explore a further selection of the 

archived amateur films. Images were everywhere, surrounding and enveloping the 
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visitor in the exhibition space, as fixed stills, moving film clips or computer screens. 

The light in the gallery was subdued; only the visual objects were shining in the dark, 

guiding the eye and the body through rows of sumptuous prints and landscapes of 

unfolding scenes from the Amateur Film Collection. The gathering of these various 

media and materialities in an exhibition installation however was more than the sum of 

its parts. It is this complex entanglement of lines in a meshwork that expands beyond 

the institution CNA to the history of exhibition design and the use of photography in 

museums, which I propose to investigate in the following sections. The overall aim 

remains to make the succession of remediations as well as the framing of the exhibition 

visible in order to also make apparent recurring patterns of functioning at the CNA. 

 

In the Hidden Images exhibition Yves Dorme wanted to share his own 

sensations of the encounter with the Amateur Film Collection with a larger public. Both 

moving and still images were to be shown in a single space, “so that one could feel the 

pulsations of the image, the colours and the movement” (Dorme to Poos 2012). 

Moreover, Dorme wanted to translate his own experience of the archive as an ongoing 

flow of images into the exhibition installation. Indeed during our conversation in 2012, 

Dorme stated: 

 

What I wanted was something organic. I liked that idea. I wanted the exhibition 

to be organic, because that is how I saw the archive in fact. To me, it was that 

mass, a mass moving perpetually, because, for three months [the time it took to 

select the images] the images were taking me to all kinds of places, to Italy, 

Egypt, Luxembourg … 1960…. 1925… It was a true magma of images, 

especially as I viewed them at a faster speed. I couldn’t have gone through them 

at a normal speed. It would have taken years. I would have become insane. But, 

I wanted to render this exact same sensation. I thought: the public needs to have 

the sensations that I experienced myself, because it was the only link that I could 

create: to communicate my sensations to the public (Dorme to Poos 2012). 
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Dorme was entirely immersed in the archive and its seemingly never-ending flow of 

images. Hence it became important not only to exhibit the quality of the hidden images, 

but also to convey an idea of the magnitude and diversity of the collection –which 

coincided with the CNA’s own wishes to valorise its collection. Dorme, therefore, had 

selected a vast array of subjects, ranging from the traditional wedding scene to the 

toddler napping on the living-room floor. But he included also more intriguing close-

ups of faces that smiled or frowned at the contemporary beholder from an already 

distant past, or, even more mysterious: a giant mushroom, a woman with a broom and 

two chimpanzees, the Sphinx in Giza, a scene from a bike race, bits and pieces, 

fragments that make up human lives and bottom-up views of the world, captured by 

private filmmakers from Luxembourg. In the ‘image magma’ of the CNA Amateur Film 

Collection, Dorme had encountered and succumbed to what Paula Amad called film’s 

capacity “to capture, organise, and store for future referral and resuscitation the 

unclassifiable, but nonetheless highly valued, fragments of private rather than public 

life, ordinary rather than extraordinary events, and unceremonious rather than epic 

history” (Amad 2010: 4 Kindle Edition). These fragments of the everyday became the 

centre of the Hidden Images exhibition. 

 

Dorme was no expert in museum design however, therefore the CNA helped 

establish a contact with a scenographer who could translate Dorme’s ideas and his 

vision of the archive into space. The choice fell on Jeroen de Vries, an internationally 

acclaimed independent exhibition architect and graphic designer from the 

Netherlands.161 In 1998, de Vries had designed an installation together with Dutch 

photographer and filmmaker Johan van der Keuken162, Body and City, “an exploration 

																																																								
161 De Vries began working as an independent exhibition architect and graphic designer at the beginning of the 
1980s.  He completed projects for a wide variety of Dutch museums, including the Haags Gemeentemuseum, the 
Amsterdam Historical Museum and the Stedelijk Museum. During this period he	curated and designed	retrospective 
exhibitions of a large number of Dutch documentary photographers, including Eva Besnyo, Dolf Kruger, Kors van 
Bennekom, Aart Klein, Ed van der Elsken, Koen Wessing and Johan van der Keuken. He has worked with 
documentary photographer Susan Meiselas for her exhibition at the International Center for Photography in New 
York, and, more recently he has designed three exhibitions in the new EYE Institute, the Dutch national filmmuseum, 
one about Stanley Kubrick, one about Johan van der Keuken and a third about the silent movie. Two traveling 
exhibitions with photography and video by Kadir van Lohuizen, one about migration, Via Panam, in the pursuit of 
happiness, and one about climate change, Where will we go, the human consequences of the rising sea level are 
touring the world at the time this dissertation is written. 
http://jeroendevries.me/apps/web/about.php 
162 For more information about the documentary films of Johan van der Keuken, see the MoMA retrospective of his 
work in 2001. http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2001/jvdk/essays/essays.html 
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of the relationship between film, photography and architectural space”.163  The 

juxtaposition of moving and still images appealed to Dorme. The work on the Hidden 

Images exhibition could begin.  

 

To translate Dorme’s own sensorial encounter into space, de Vries created an immersive 

exhibition display, fostering an embodied experiencing of the images. The CNA gallery, 

with about 200 square meters, is not a very large space and did not allow for an 

installation where screens and prints could cohabit together at floor level. Therefore de 

Vries proposed to divide the gallery horizontally, and to dedicate the lower part to the 

still photographs presented in long rows of displays at hip level, while the ceiling was 

used to suspend screens that would be floating above the visitors (see Figures V.4. and 

V.5.). In the back of the gallery, a series of computer screens allowed to further explore 

the visual material from the archive. In de Vries’s own words: 

 

The visitor looks up to the projections, and he looks down on the photographic 

prints. Between the projections and the prints I designed a specific light 

installation. […] In the projection different shots from the same scene were 

projected simultaneously. This created a moving landscape, which the visitor 

was invited to move through (De Vries 2014). 

 

The gallery was darkened, so the images would be the sole focus in this sensorial 

setting, which emphasised the tactile, haptic qualities of the visual objects. Dorme’s 

desire was to create or recreate a certain immediacy of the archives through the 

exhibition installation (Dorme to Poos, 2012), which was expressed in a hypermediated 

exhibition design. The exhibition thus followed the paradox or “double logic of 

remediation” discerned by Bolter and Grusin (1999) and defined as a claim to 

immediacy precisely through an act of hypermediacy. Media are multiplied yet their 

presence or the act of mediation is ignored (Bolter and Grusin 1999:70). Such was the 

case for the Hidden Images exhibition: the media were omnipresent, but their presence 
																																																								
163 Art critic Miriam Rosen wrote in the January issue of 1999 in Artforum: “Body and City […] combined photo 
friezes, wall collages, and photograms with films and tape loops to evoke, among other things, street life (or death) in 
Amsterdam, La Paz, New York, and Sarajevo. […] These mini-environments combining still and moving images 
were intended […] to draw visitors into and out of the exhibition space, to transform spectators into active 
participants […].” http://jeroendevries.me/apps/web/project.php?id=54 
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is not consciously acknowledged. What remained was the sensation of immediacy or 

“sensation of the real” (1999: 70). The ‘real’, in this case, was the experience of the 

amateur film archive as a whole as well as the embodied and playful encounter with 

single images from the collection. 

 
Figure V.4. Hidden Images. Lateral and frontal view of the exhibition at the CNA gallery. De Vries 
2007. (Text: Walls are darkened with very dark blue fabric. 10 projection screens size 175 x 131,25 cm. 
68 photos dimensions 80 x 60 cm with mat finish, lit from top as on drawing. At end wall table with 
computers with database and weblinks.) 
 

 

The visitors moved through a media-landscape, but could only see the images. The 

gallery became a fictional space, asking the visitors to suspend their disbelief and to 

enter a world of images. In this hypervisual space, Mulvey’s ideas of a “cinema of 

delay” with its “aesthetic of arrest” (Mulvey 2009: p.xxiii) are relevant again. The eye, 

in the Hidden Images exhibition, was invited to wander continuously between 

photography and film, held by the surface of the stills, and drawn again to the 

unfolding, choreographed moving landscapes on the suspended screens, while the body 

too was moving, surrounded by and immersed in images. 
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Figure V.5. Hidden Images, exhibition view. De Vries 2007. 
http://issuu.com/photographyworks/docs/_recent_work 
 
 

The Hidden Images’ exhibition design as visual landscape differed radically from the  

“aestheticised, seemingly neutral interiors” (Staniszewski 1998: 291) which generally 

has been dominating in museums and galleries since the 1970s. De Vries’s installation 

style however was not new either. It was inspired by an “exhibition paradigm based on 

an immersive and dynamic conception of vision” (Ribalta 2008: 17), developed by the 

Russian artist, designer and architect El Lissitzky for the Soviet pavilion at the 1928 

International Press Exhibition (Pressa) in Cologne where it was used for propagandistic 

means. For Pressa El Lissitzky created a large-scale photomontage, the ‘photofresco’ 

that “made reference to both mural painting and film” (Ribalta 2008: 18). This 

exhibition design again influenced the Austrian-American architect and graphic 

designer Herbert Bayer, who introduced this dynamic concept of exhibition architecture 

to the Museum of Modern Art in New York. “Bayer reasoned that a museum visitor’s 

field of vision extended up and down as well as straight ahead. Exhibit design, he 

argued, had focused previously on the horizontal field of view; to take advantage of the 
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vertical, he hung chairs from the walls above eye level, and tilted exhibits down from 

the ceiling” (Crane 2013: 128). In the field of photography, the principles of expanded 

vision culminated in MoMA’s 1955 exhibition, The Family of Man (Ribalta 2008: 24) 

curated by the then-Director of the museum’s photography department, Edward 

Steichen. 

 

The same Family of Man is now on permanent display in Clervaux, a small town 

in the north of Luxembourg. It was donated to the country in 1966 upon request of 

Steichen himself and is now managed by the CNA as part of its heritage collection.164 

As such, it has also become a “lieux de mémoire” in Luxembourg,165 a space of 

collective memory that is featured in tourist brochures as well as in school textbooks. 

Moreover, since 2001, the exhibition also belongs to the UNESCO Memory of the 

World Register, promoting monuments of “world significance and outstanding 

universal value”. 166 I will come back to the notion of universality in the final chapter. 

 

The striking resemblance in design between The Family of Man and the Hidden 

Images exhibition is noteworthy, especially because neither Dorme nor Back or any of 

the CNA staff members made a direct reference to the Steichen show in any of the 

interviews or conversations. This missing connection reveals an important characteristic 

of the CNA as an institution: the absence of a larger contextual or historical reflection 

that would allow the institution to negotiate its position between the past and the future. 

As I have noted in the earlier chapters, the CNA was created to respond to a large array 

of perceived needs with only a small team and limited financial and infrastructural 

means. Projects were conceived hastily on an ad-hoc basis, pushed by ambitious 

politicians. They were developed, finished and relegated to the memory of the 

institution, while the next project would already be waiting. The Hidden Images was no 

exception, and it can be considered as a representative example of the institution’s 

functioning. Since its creation the CNA has been “hurtling forward” (Macdonald 200X: 

																																																								
164 See www.steichencollections.lu  
165 In 2012, The Family of Man was officially recognised as “lieux de mémoire” in Luxembourg through the 
inclusion of the exhibition in a second volume about spaces of memory published by the University of Luxembourg. 
See F. Poos “Edward Steichen und The Family of Man” in Lieux de Mémoire au Luxembourg 2. Editions St Paul, 
Luxembourg 2012. 127-132. 
166 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/flagship-project-activities/memory-of-the-
world/register/ 
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155). Important connections are missed or cannot be made, such as the relation that the 

Hidden Images sustains with The Family of Man, for instance. As a consequence, the 

CNA has a limited insight or understanding of its own actions.  

 

It is true that de Vries himself did not consider The Family of Man as the only 

influence for the Hidden Images exhibition. Nevertheless it played an important part in 

his general thinking about images. In a Skype conversation in October 2014, he gave 

the following explanations: 

 

I’ve seen [The Family of Man] as a kid. It was in Amsterdam and, yes, it has 

always fascinated me. But when I was about 25, I bought a book about Herbert 

Bayer. Of course he didn’t design The Family of Man167, but it was his main 

child in a way. My father was one of the early modernist architects here in 

Holland, and so I completely come from this world of early post-war modernism 

in Holland in photography and film. It was all around me, and I have been 

deeply influenced by that and also by The Family of Man. But not in particular, 

but more by the whole way of dealing with images (De Vries to Poos 2014). 

 

Like Bayer and Steichen before him, de Vries expands the visual field in his 

exhibitions. He uses different sizes of images and builds perspectives that create a 

certain narration. Steichen’s description of his own way of translating images into space 

for The Family of Man is telling also for de Vries’s installations: 

 

The contrast in scale of images, the shifting of focal points, the intriguing 

perspective of long- and short-range visibility with the images to come being 

glimpsed beyond images at hand –all these permit the spectator an active 

participation that no other form of visual communication can give (Steichen 

1963: 227). 
																																																								
167 The Family of Man, although inspired by Bayer’s principles of exhibition, was designed by architect Paul Rudolph 
together with Edward Steichen. Steichen had collaborated for two previous MoMA shows with Bayer however: The 
Road to Victory (1942) and Power in the Pacific (1945) and he built The Family of Man according to the same 
principles. For an in-depth discussion about Edward Steichen at the Museum of Modern Art, see Marie Anne 
Staniczewski and The Power of Display. A History of Exhibition Installations at the Museum of Modern Art. MIT 
Press, 1998. See also Ariane Pollet: “Of Power and Politics: Steichen at MoMA” in The Bitter Years. The Farm 
Security Administration Photographs Through the Eyes of Edward Steichen. Thames and Hudson, London and Paris 
2012. PP11-20. 
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Active participation is essential also for de Vries’s exhibition designs, and it was 

important for Dorme’s understanding of the visual material from the CNA collection. 

Importantly however, there is one crucial difference between The Family of Man and 

the Hidden Images: while Steichen used this immersive display to build an 

argumentation through photography,168 Dorme and de Vries entirely focused on the 

aesthetic and poetic qualities of the visual objects, not wanting to invest the amateur 

images from the CNA archives with any meaning in particular, except for their qualities 

as triggers of “aesthetic emotions” (Dorme to Poos 2012). Indeed, de Vries insisted that 

the Hidden Images were a “visual folly of film and photography”. “We were just 

playing with things”, he said during our conversation, “without sense at all” (De Vries 

to Poos, 2014). In other words, pleasure, again, as opposed to visual arguing, was the 

main factor in the spatial rendering of the visual objects, as it had been a crucial element 

before in Dorm’s own understanding of the images on the editing table. The material 

performances of the visual objects remediated into an exhibition display thus 

corroborate the desires of both the artist/curator and the designer as they speak about the 

joy of discovering and exploring visual material in both still and moving forms.  

 

The general exuberance with the multiplication of screens and prints and the 

omnipresence of images in the exhibition gallery, confirm the idea of visual folly, or 

playful interpretation of the films from the CNA heritage collection as objects of beauty 

and art and sensory engagement. Freedom of interpretation is a key notion in Dorme’s 

and de Vries’s use of the amateur images in their exhibition. Their explanations seem to 

resonate with a statement of art historian Julian Stallabrass, stressing precisely the 

liberty of the artist in shaping and giving meaning to his work: 

 

 

The freedom of art is more than an ideal. [It allows] artists, like heroes in the 

movies, to endow work and life with their own meanings. Equally for the 

viewers of art, there is a corresponding freedom in appreciating the purposeless 

																																																								
168 Historian Cornelia Brink uses the concept of ‘arguing with photographs’ in the context of a political or ideological 
use of visual material. Cornelia Brink, Ikonen der Vernichtung: Offentlicher Gebrauch von Fotografien aus 
nationalsozialisstischen Konzentrationslagern nach 1945. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1998. P. 61. 
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play of ideas and forms, not in slavishly attempting to divine artists' intentions, 

but in allowing the work to elicit thoughts and sensations that connect with their 

own experiences (Stallabrass 2006: 3). 

 

 

Dorme as ‘author’ of the exhibition appears very much like the hero that Stallabrass 

describes: he is the saviour of the hidden images from Luxembourg’s Amateur Film 

Collection, as they would have fallen into oblivion without his intervention as author. 

As they are without any particular historic relevance, the images that Dorme selected 

would have gone unnoticed or would have been lost in an archive mainly focused on 

historical documents. Through Dorme’s intervention and actions of remediation, the 

‘hidden images’ that belonged to what Assmann called the passive memory (2008) of 

the Amateur Film Collection were activated again to become part of the circulating 

memory of the CNA. Interestingly also, Dorme and de Vries, even though 

unconsciously, were sensitive to another aspect of the visual material: their nature as 

thoroughly sensorial objects capable to produce in their beholder wonder and 

enchantment. Christopher Pinney, investigating “image-worshipping practices in a 

central Indian village” (2001: 157) in relation with Alfred Gell’s anthropological theory 

of Art and Agency (1998) offers important insight into mass-produced images and non-

elitist aesthetics. His analysis, though focused on local or regional practices in India, 

can be seen on a broader scale however, and applies to the Hidden Images as popular 

image practice as well.  

 

Pinney noted indeed that the sensory relation to images or artworks has been 

supplanted, in the western world, by a ‘disembodied absorption’ (Pinney 2001: 158), a 

purely verbal, intellectual appreciation of art, established in the late eighteenth-century, 

through French painting and consistently sustained through to modernism. Looking at 

mass produced pictures from India, Pinney stressed the importance of “a different 

dimension of significance in which it is not the efflorescence of words around an object 

that gives it meaning, but a bodily praxis, a poetry of the body, that helps give images 

what they want” (2001: 161). As products of a popular aesthetic, the Hidden Images 

from the CNA’s Amateur Film Collection similarly seem to demand a ‘bodily praxis’, 
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as they had so unmistakably made clear to Dorme in the editing room. Through the 

immersive, sensorial exhibition display, Dorme, with the help of de Vries, translated 

their power of enchantment into space. Here, in the CNA gallery, they blossomed into 

active hypervisuality, ‘jumping at the visitors’ the way they jumped at Dorme in the 

editing room, asking them to participate actively in the show, to explore the pleasure of 

images.  

 

 

 
Figure V.6.  Hidden Images exhibition: computer screens in the back of the gallery. CNA 2007. 

 

 

The visual pleasure as well as the bodily engagement with the images was enhanced by 

the presence of computer screens at the back of the gallery (Figure VI.6.). On the one 

hand, they were meant to provide information about and give access to the archive, an 

issue that I will discuss later, and on the other hand, they translated Dorme’s own initial 

encounter with the images to the general public. In fact they recreated the situation in 

the editing room, although in a reverse order: the right side of the screen displayed the 

still images that could be seen in the show, which, through a mouse click would then 

unfold into short, moving, clips. The buttons and knobs of the editing table were 
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replaced by a computer mouse; stills became moving images again. Computer media 

was used to replicate an interactive viewing situation and, again, to favour active 

participation of the visitors. During our conversation in 2012, Dorme gave the following 

explanation: 

 

We divided the space horizontally. The photographs in the lower part of the 

space, the videos on top… And in the back, really there were the archives and 

the link between the photographs [on computer screens]. What I wanted was that 

the visitors could see the photographs below also in the movies above, that they 

would understand what they were looking at without any text or explanation. 

They could walk around, and then sit down in the back of the room, click on a 

photo, and see the corresponding clip. We showed only 30 to 40 seconds of film, 

so people would not be drowned in images. So it was the same thing again: to 

find the image in the film, and therefore look at these movies differently. You 

could watch the film and ask yourself: where is the image [that they picked]? 

Why this one? We wanted the visitors to have fun. 

(Dorme to Poos, 2012) 

 
 

Once again pleasure is a key element in Dorme’s reflections. The visitors should “have 

fun” in the exhibition. They should be able to actively play with the visual material, and 

experience the home movies the way Dorme did, when he discovered the images in the 

editing room. However, this notion of pleasure or enchantment in relation with the 

objects on display was never explicitly addressed in the framework of the exhibition. 

Nor was the possibility of an embodied, sensory encounter with the images evoked. The 

official discourse revolved almost exclusively around the visual aesthetics of the 

archived heritage. Hypermediacy produced, as I have noted earlier, hypervisuality and, 

in the Hidden Images exhibition, testified of the shift, at the CNA, toward the visual. 

This shift has become characteristic of the institution’s practices in the fields of film and 

photography over the years. Visual objects are considered as image surfaces or texts 

that can be read and understood without detailed explanation. Significantly indeed, not 

the privately produced filmic object was exhibited or discussed here in all its 
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complexity, weaving together images and sound, family politics and memory, but 

exclusively aesthetic image surfaces.  

 

Moreover, through Dorme’s intervention as an author, the ‘simple’ amateur 

images became relevant as “manifestations of stunning poetic splendour” (Back 2007, 

np), fit to be shown in a public exhibition that was to confirm the CNA as a professional 

player on the national cultural scene. Professionalism was not the least of the 

institution’s concerns, as we have seen earlier. In the exhibition catalogue Back 

expressively stressed that “although the exhibition focuses on amateur film, the project 

itself has benefited from entirely professional means in its realisation” (Back 2007: np). 

The complex and sophisticated exhibition installation therefore can be considered as 

material performance of this particular desire to achieve professional recognition. 

However, tellingly, Back’s understanding of professionalism seems to point essentially 

to form and appearance. The “professional means of realisation” cited in the catalogue 

clearly referred to the dedicated workmanship visible in the detailed crafting of the 

installation. The state of the art, new facilities needed to be matched with a 

corresponding elegant and sophisticated exhibition design. Reflections that would 

strengthen the meaning of the exhibition as an interpretation of the national heritage or 

the significance of amateur films in the context of the family or of the institution were 

largely absent. This discrepancy between form and content is characteristic for the 

institution, and inevitably has led to tensions in the archive, as I will develop in my final 

chapter.  

 

 

V. 4. Triggering Memory, Engaging the Visitors Through the Senses 

 

The Hidden Images exhibition displayed home movies and amateur films using new and 

old technologies, photography, video projections, computer programmes moving and 

still images to enhance the beauty and the artistic value of the visual material (Dorme to 

Poos 2012, Back 2007). While aesthetics mattered greatly in designing the exhibition, 

they were not the only motive, as Back pointed out in the exhibition catalogue: 

“Finally”, he said, “the Centre national de l’audiovisuel presents documents of family 



	 217	

intimacy in a bid to reveal universal emotions and feelings” (Back 2007: np). In other 

words, these privately produced visual objects were also exhibited as bearers or triggers 

of cultural memory. Technology, culture and the self are intrinsically linked in the 

formation of memory, in the private sphere as much as on a public level. Indeed stated 

media theorist José van Dijk: “Technologies of self are concomitantly technologies of 

sharing: they help form bonds across private boundaries, tapping into a communal or 

collective culture that in turn reshapes personal memory and identity” (Van Dijk 2007: 

41). Consequently: using technologies of self in the form of privately produced filmic 

objects in a public exhibition induces collective or cultural remembrance. Moreover, 

exhibition designs such as Bayer’s, Steichen’s or de Vries’s incite the visitors, as I have 

noted, to active participation. Therefore, in the following section, I will analyse how the 

Hidden Images exhibition, through particular, inherent qualities of private visual 

material, hypermediacy and exhibition design, invited to participate in collective or 

cultural remembrance. Concomitantly, I will continue my analysis of metaphoric and 

symptomatic patterns of functioning at the CNA. 

 

Looking back at the origins of the Hidden Images exhibition, Dorme, said: 

“What I liked was the fact that these images combined these different emotions: the 

aesthetic side of photography and the vibrant aspect of the home movies with their 

closeness to people, to family and friends” (Dorme to Poos, 2012). Family films, Dorme 

seemed to say, are vibrant, authentic translations of life onto celluloid. They are “close 

to people”, unstructured, and therefore, in appearance, un-staged. He expanded this 

thought in the exhibition catalogue, stating: 

 

The very fact that the filmmaker is a father, a mother, a husband, a wife, a 

friend… induces confidence, a transparency of feelings. No other person could 

reveal this quality of intimacy. The sincerity of the moment, without structured 

mise-en-scène, reminds us, the spectator, of ourselves…. (Dorme 2007: np) 

 

Dorme, here, alluded to what Roger Odin called the “authenticity effect” of home and 

amateur movies: “the particular emotional relation that home movie images weave with 

their beholder: an ordinary man like myself filmed them, thus these images are a little 



	 218	

like me and they speak to me of people like me” (Odin 2008: 264). Of course, as many 

in-depth analyses have shown, family photographs or films are far from being 

transparent or un-staged.169 They obey to the politics of familial mise-en-scène, and 

translate the desires, projections and imaginations of the family (see also Chapter III). It 

is important to keep in mind the role that privately produced visual objects as tool of 

representation, however it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to provide a detailed 

study of the Hidden Images as testimonies of family politics. I propose, on the other 

hand, to focus on how privately produced visual objects, such as family films create 

cultural bonds. Odin indicated that identification with other people’s private images 

works through analogy and transferral. The viewer outside the family circle recognises 

familiar situations and contexts and creates a link with his or her own life. Technologies 

of self, home movies or family photographs, stated José van Dijk, tap into a “communal 

and collective culture”, which they share through media intervention, and thus create 

bonds “across private boundaries” (Van Dijk 2007: 41). Or, as Jean Back said: they 

speak of “universal emotions and feelings”.  

 

It is, at this point relevant, to draw parallels between the Hidden Images and 

another project involving images created through technologies of self, initiated by 

French photography historian Michel Frizot and photography and film researcher 

Cédric de Veigy. Frizot and de Veigy spent several years searching flea markets for 

family photographs, to rescue the discarded amateur images from being forgotten or 

destroyed. Their efforts can be considered somewhat similar to Dorme’s and resulted, in 

1996, not in an exhibition, but in the publication of the book Photo trouvée. The 

gathered found images struck both Frizot and de Veigy because of the “intimate aspects 

of everyday life that are rarely photographed: casual postures, thoughtful poses, 

daydreams, faltering impulses, bursts of energy, moments of indecision” (Frizot and de 

Veigy 2006: np). Like Dorme, the two French researchers reacted strongly to the found 

																																																								
169 For a detailed analysis of the politics of the family in family photography see Joe Spence and Patricia Holland, 
Family snaps : the meanings of domestic photography (1991); Annette Kuhn. Family Secrets. Acts of Memory and 
Imagination (1995); Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames. Photography, Narrative and Postmemory (1997); or Anne-
Marie Garat, Photos de familles. Un roman de l'album (1994/2011). For a change of perspectives and considerations 
of family photographs as challenges to normalized visions of family life, see Gil Pasternak’s in-depth discussion 
“Intimate Conflicts: Foregrounding the Radical Politics of Family Photographs” in Tanya Sheehan’s Photography, 
History, Difference (2015). Here For family films see Richard Chalfen’s Snapshot Versions of Life (1987); Roger 
Odin, Reflections on the Family Home Movie as a Document: A Semio-Pragmatic Approach (2008) and Patricia 
Zimmermann, Reel families : a social history of amateur film (1995). 
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material as the short but expressive introduction to the book testified. They wanted to 

preserve them for the future, “feeling that the images we found embodied something 

specifically human that seemed to have eluded painting, film or art photography” (2006: 

np). It is interesting to note here that Frizot and de Veigy evoked “feeling” as a way to 

understand the inherent qualities of the images rather than a scientific intellectual 

approach, in the same way as Dorme spoke about an emotional encounter with the 

hidden images from the CNA Amateur Film Collection. More significantly however, 

Frizot and de Veigy gave an indication about what, in their view, makes privately 

produced visual objects so attractive and even valuable to the creation of a common 

cultural memory: the images “embodied something specifically human” (2006:np) that 

is not visible in artistic renderings or interpretations of human life. Both researchers 

expanded this reflection, stating: 

 

These images reveal both the intentions of the person taking the photograph and 

that, which, through clumsiness and carelessness seems to have eluded them. In 

fact, while each subject’s body, moments and intentions are their own, what lies 

beyond them is common to us all. –This is what a photograph communicates 

best: the encounter between our intentions and what lies beyond them (Frizot 

and de Veigy 2006: np). 

Through privately produced visual objects, we remember collectively; “we share what 

is common to us all”. Here Frizot and de Veigy seem to echo Van Dijk’s thoughts about 

technologies of self as technologies of sharing (2007: 41). The shared memories 

however arise from unintentionality, stated Frizot and de Veigy. Precisely because the 

private photographer or cineaste is not trained in a formal way, the photographs or films 

produced capture more than what is intended. Barthes’ notion of the “punctum” 

(Barthes 1980: 69 – 81), the intensely personal and disruptive experiencing of 

photographs is important here. It explains the transfer of memory between different 

subjects and epochs through seemingly irrelevant yet particularly striking elements in a 

photographic image that are felt on an individual level. It is what Mulvey termed the 

attraction of the “cinema of arrest”, “the fascination with the human figure” (2003: 88) 

that becomes possible once the moving image is stilled. Equally significant however is 

Walter Benjamin’s reflection, in his Short History of Photography (1931), about the 
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“optical unconscious”, the ability of photography (or in this case the stilled home movie 

image) to capture details that only the mechanical eye of the camera can see and isolate 

in a fixed frame: the posture of a body caught in the middle of a movement, a fleeting 

smile or a saddened frown. Together, the optical unconscious and the serendipitous 

intrusions of life make of amateur images powerful objects of memory with multiple 

layers of depth and significance, bound to touch and fascinate viewers, even outside the 

family circle, across cultures and over time.  

 

For the Hidden Images exhibition, Dorme, as a trained professional, consciously 

played with the optical unconscious, and therefore selected unusual framings and 

striking compositions, which again opened numerous ways of access to cultural 

remembrance. The role of aesthetics as inducers of an embodied, affective response to 

visual material however is crucial one more time: it is instrumental in establishing the 

initial connection between the viewer’s present and the remembered past. In her 

analysis of Archive and Affect in Contemporary Photography (2009), art historian Sarah 

Bassnett	extensively	investigated the importance of affective responses to artwork 

based in archival research to engage the public and to create links between cultures. As 

viewers are sensorially engaged, Bassnett argued, and their senses are stimulated by the 

artwork, an emphatic relationship between the beholder and the depicted subject is 

established. The initial stimuli are of an aesthetic nature: the senses are pleased so to 

speak. And through pleasing and engaging the senses, an intellectual reflection can take 

place. Because of the positive stimulation of the senses that produces an equally 

positive response to the image, the viewer is ready and willing to engage in a reflective 

process about the image. He or she is put into a favourable and receptive mood, 

necessary for a deeper commitment or involvement. Connections are being established, 

even between different experiences and different cultures.  

The formal qualities of an image therefore play an important part:		

By engaging with […] the exquisite beauty of the photographs, viewers are 

drawn into the process of remembering. […] The work shows us how individual 

and collective memory is embedded in a sense of place, and in the course of 

looking at the sites of the artist’s past, we might reflect on how our own 
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memories and identities are associated with sites in our past (Bassnett 2009: 

243/244). 

 

This way of thinking about aesthetics and visual material can be directly applied to the 

Hidden Images, and a closer look at a picture from the exhibition will help understand 

how they relate to Bassnett’s theory. I would argue however that “a sense of place” 

could be understood as an abstract or undetermined space that signifies memory and 

belonging as well as a determined geographical place. Image 131BRACK09 (Figure 

V.7.) for instance, the most prominent image of the whole exhibition -it was printed as a 

poster and used on different promotional material- is a representative example of how 

the Hidden Images use aesthetics, affect, punctal identification and the optical 

unconscious to trigger remembrance. 

 

 
Figure V. 7. Image 131BRACK09. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 
 

Grainy and bluish green, the image reveals the entangled body of a young girl in a red 

and white patterned bodice, a swimsuit maybe, suspended in space as much as in time. 

Her hair, like a stain of dark ink, is spreading in the lower left third of the still. The knee 
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of her left leg is bent, so that it touches her chin, whereas the right leg disappears in a 

cinematic ‘hors champ’, an imaginary world outside the frame. There is a mystery to the 

image, as it is impossible to understand, at first sight, what the picture is about. It could 

be an underwater scene, but there is a sense of heaviness to the body, a weight pulling 

down. The unfathomable darkness of the hair is in beautiful contrast to the soft, watery 

green background. Then there is the patterned bodice at the centre, which captures the 

attention with its perfectly matching shade of red. The eyes start wandering: from the 

ink hair to the tightly clad red trunk, over the delicate yet tense shoulder line onto the 

focused look of the girl, directed upward. The image thus holds the viewer in its grip 

until it reveals its meaning. It is not an underwater scene. On the contrary, the girl is 

‘hanging’ in the air, upside down, which explains the gravitational pull of her hair 

swaying while she is accomplishing what must be an acrobatic performance. Indeed, 

when looking closely, one can perceive the trapeze that she is holding on to with her 

invisible hands. The bodice then, of course, is not a swimsuit, but the outfit of a 

gymnast or a circus artist caught in the middle of her act.  

 

The suspended gymnast illustrates the notion of the “optical unconscious”, of 

the details captured by the camera that stay unnoticed by the bare eye, giving a 

dimension of mystery to a medium based on sheer technology. Indeed, said Benjamin, 

photography has the particularity that “in place of a space consciously woven together 

by a man on the spot there enters a space held together unconsciously. While it is 

possible to give an account of how people walk, if only in the most inexact way, all the 

same we know nothing definite of the positions involved in the fraction of a second 

when the step is taken” (Benjamin 1931).170 We can clearly see photography at work 

here in the stilled image: while we recognise the movements of an acrobat on the 

trapeze as they unfold, we would not be able to describe the exact positions at varying 

moments in time. Thus, taken out of the narrative context of the filmed acrobatic act, 

the meaning of that one stilled image becomes difficult to grasp, but fascinates as much 

through its formal and aesthetic features as by its visceral qualities.  

 

																																																								
170 Walter Benjamin, “Kleine Geschichte der Fotografie”. In Wolfgang Kemp and Hubertus von Amelunxen, Theorie 
der Fotografie I-IV, 1839-1995, p 202. 
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The image holds on to its mystery long enough so that the viewer’s attention is 

captured, and while uncovering its meaning, and placing it back in the original context 

of an acrobatic performance, connections may be made with personal memories of 

similar situations or experiences. “By engaging with (…) the exquisite beauty of the 

photographs, viewers are drawn into the process of remembering”, said Sarah Bassnett 

quite appropriately (2009: 243-44). In other words, aesthetics facilitate and sustain 

punctal identification. The poetry and beauty of the hidden images from the CNA 

Amateur Film Collection provide a fertile ground for the work of memory. Thus, to 

rephrase Bassnett slightly: in the course of looking at the sites of the someone else’s 

past, we might reflect on how our own memories and identities are associated with sites 

in our past (Bassnett 2009: 243-44). 

 

 

Figure V.8. Hidden Images exhibition view. http://issuu.com/photographyworks/docs/_recent_work 

 

  

In the Hidden Images exhibition, remembrance was sustained and enhanced by the 

conjunction and interplay of different media: the stilled, photographic images below the 

eye level, and the moving video landscape unfolding on the screens above (Figure V.8.). 

The stills triggered identification through punctum, while the choreographed projections 

proposed a narrative framework of familiar situations, a ballet of moving memories. 

The subdued light in the gallery created a tightly contained space where imaginations 
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could roam freely. Immersed in a continuous flow of sensorial stimuli that engaged the 

body and the mind alike, the visitor was suspended in a space of memory.  

 

The installation as a whole becomes fully relevant here. Again, it is important to 

consider the use of photographs in exhibitions in a historical perspective. Another look 

at Steichen and The Family of Man will help understand the power of de Vries’s 

installation in the creation of memory. Both in the Hidden Images and in The Family of 

Man, meaning was constructed not by a single image, but by a succession of images and 

their interactions. In the history of photographic exhibitions, The Family of Man was 

decisive as it amplified what Susan Crane called “the contextual power of photographs” 

(2012: 131). Crane’s analysis is important as it links Steichen’s particular way of 

displaying photographs as processions of images to memory-making. She stated:  

 

If indeed, Steichen removed photographs from the context of their production 

and thus redacted their historical authenticity, he also corralled photographs into 

a context of his own making in order to exaggerate and extend their reception in 

an exhibitionary complex, which combined multiple possible collective 

memories. […] The open-endedness of potential meaning making, and therefore 

of memory, is the signal contribution of Steichen’s extension of photographic 

exhibition practice and collective memory –even if unintentionally (Crane 2012: 

131-132). 

 

Like Steichen, Dorme removed the family frames from their initial context of 

production. Through printed enlargements and multiplied projections, de Vries’s 

installation then exaggerated their reception in an exhibitionary complex. The images 

themselves, as aesthetic artefacts, opened up to endless new meanings and memories.   

In the same, unintentional way, the Hidden Images exhibition therefore became what I 

would like to call a techno-cultural construct of memory, inviting the visitors to explore 

their own past through the contact with memory objects from other families and 

contemporary re-mediation technologies. The Hidden Images exhibition thus appears as 

an increasingly complex object, constituted of a dense entanglement of lines joining 
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materiality, technology, institutional practices and personal preferences, individual and 

cultural memory, dreams, desires and also misunderstandings.  

 

Unintentionality, precisely, adds a thick layer of interweavement and 

complexity: as Jean Back stated, the CNA wanted to exhibit “documents of family 

intimacy in a bid to reveal universal emotions and feelings” (Back 2007: np), yet in the 

exhibition there was no mention about what the CNA wanted the Hidden Images to do, 

and what part they were supposed to play in the construct of memory. No text 

accompanied the show; there were no explanations about the provenance and the 

significance of the visual material that was so elaborately shared with the public.  

 

The CNA considers privately produced visual objects as texts that disclose their 

full meaning in their image surfaces. Dorme himself wanted the visitors to “understand 

what they were looking at without any text or explanation” (Dorme to Poos, 2012). The 

show was designed as a playful discovery of the archive, and the institution saw no need 

to provide more information about the Hidden Images exhibition. This general pattern 

however is symptomatic of a deeper problem: the lack of awareness and understanding 

of image making as a private and social practice and the inability to conceive of 

photographs and films beyond the visual. Inevitably, this leads to tensions in the 

archive, which will be the focus of the final chapter. At this point however, I want to 

stress the complexity of the exhibition, and the fact that the Hidden Images were 

certainly more than the CNA planned to show, and more maybe than the institution has 

yet discovered behind the seemingly simplistic narrations and image surfaces of the 

amateur films from the archival collection.  

 

 

V.5. Old Media, New Objecthood: the Hidden Images Exhibition Catalogue 

 

The publishing of books has been an important activity at the CNA since the creation of 

the institution and the Liewen am Minett/Liewen am Eislek projects in 1986, 

respectively 1989. Ever since, exhibitions have been accompanied by a catalogue, as a 

way for the institution to keep a record, or in terms of Aleida Assmann (2008) to 
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constitute and sustain the circulating memory of the archive. Book-making also is 

considered an art in its own right, with a well-established tradition in the world of 

museums. As such it was particularly valued by the CNA in its quest for 

professionalism and recognition. It was natural therefore that the Hidden Images 

exhibition should be accompanied by a publication: it marked and prolonged the event 

of the first public show in the institution’s new location, reaffirming the CNA’s 

presence on the cultural scene. At the same time it allowed for a new and again 

differently mediated discovery of the archived material from the Amateur Film 

Collection. In the catalogue the family films had indeed become entirely stilled 

photographs, stressing even more “cinema’s essential stillness” (Mulvey 2003: 80; see 

earlier in this chapter). Moreover, here, the films had been transformed into a portable 

object that could leave the CNA again to grow new lines and expand the meshwork 

outside the institution, as the book would find a new home on private and public library 

shelves. Importantly however, as material performance, the catalogue translates the 

desires and the projections of the CNA, which I propose to analyse in the following 

section. Simultaneously, the images as paper objects in the book have their own agency 

as triggers of memory. The memory work of privately produced visual objects in print 

constitutes the second part of my reflection. 

 

The catalogue has a medium-sized, handy format of 24 x 17 centimetres with a 

horizontal layout. Its soft covers allow for an easy flipping through the pages and confer 

a certain haptic and initimistic quality to the object. The cover image, an almost 

pictorial rendering of a black cat on a greyish-green background, sustains the tactile 

effect (Figure V.9. Image 064KIRSCH01; see the discussion under V.1.). Its mystery is 

enhanced as well as it is sustained by striking circular burn marks from the projector 

into the celluloid of the film. The cat image is framed on both sides by text displayed 

vertically. Images Cachées, the French title of the exhibition, runs in green-blue 

lettering on the left, while, on the right side there are a couple of lines with a short 

content description: “Photogrammes choisis par YVES DORME dans la collection de 

films amateurs du Centre national de l’audiovisuel au Luxembourg, annotés par 
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RAYMOND DEPARDON”.171 172 The upper case letters appear in the original, 

stressing Dorme’s status as author or curator of the show, and they link him in 

importance to the well known French photographer and documentary filmmaker 

Raymond Depardon, to whom I will return later. 

 

 
Figure V. 9. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue: front cover. CNA 2007. 
 

The spine shows a series of film frames, only to signify the filmic origin of the collected 

stills. The back cover, finally, mirrors the front with the addition of the CNA logo, and 

announces the title and the subject of the exhibition in English. While it is common in 

Luxembourg to have two language versions, the choice of English rather than German 

																																																								
171 The English version reads: “Photograms grabbed by YVES DORME from the amateur film collection of the 
Centre national de l’audiovisuel in Luxembourg, annotated by RAYMOND DEPARDON”. (CNA 2007) 
172 Raymond Depardon (b. 1942) is a French photographer and documentary filmmaker. The Hidden Images 
catalogue gives the following details: “Raymond Depardon took his first snapshots on the family farm. At the age of 
16 he made his way to Paris where he worked as a photographer’s assistant. He then became a reporter covering the 
wars in Algeria and in Vietnam. In 1966, he co-founded the Gamma agency, and travelled to Chad and to Biaffra. In 
1969 in Prague, he shot his first short film during Jan Palach’s funeral. From then on, he worked both as a 
photogapher and a filmmaker. He joined the Magnum agency, travelled the world, launched exhibitions, published 
books. He has directed documentary films including Reporters, which earned him the César for best documentary 
[…]. For many years Raymond Depardon has been questioning human nature, as well as the nature of his own 
commitment.” (CNA 2007: np) 
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as a second language in the book indicates the desire of the CNA to speak to a larger 

international public. Significantly also the national language, Luxembourgish, is not 

present in the catalogue at all. Indeed confirmed Dorme, reflecting more generally about 

the targeted public of the exhibition: “My goal was that it would not be something 

exclusively for Luxembourgers, because my aim was to show the exhibition abroad as 

well” (Dorme to Poos, 2012). This also explains the choice of the French photographer 

Raymond Depardon to comment on the images from Luxembourg: his well-established 

reputation here functions as an international label of quality to advertise a national 

product. Again Dorme’s interests overlap with the wishes of the CNA for recognition, 

and although the exhibition has never been shown abroad, the orientation was clearly 

international. 

 

The publication follows a classic structure, with a series of essays in French and 

in English introducing the images. These written contributions include, first, a short 

preface by Jean Back entitled Rencontres/Encounters, in which the director of the 

institution quite significantly placed the exhibition “at the crossroads between past and 

future” (Back 2007:np). Indeed, he stated, “it is the result of years of work on amateur 

film and photography and at the same time it gives an idea of future projects”(Back 

2007: np). Back then cited an international conference about private documents, 

research collaborations with universities, photo exhibitions, the systematic publishing of 

catalogues and the inclusion of the public in the CNA’s activities. International 

networking, tellingly, ranked first on the list, confirming again the desire to establish the 

national institution in an international environment. Importantly also Back’s preface 

again revealed the CNA’s characteristic ad-hoc, project based policy through his 

mentioning of exhibitions and books as part of the regular programme in the future, 

while, equally significantly, at this pivotal moment, there was no mission statement of 

the CNA, no general concept for the years to come. 

 

 Back’s preface is followed by explanations about the collection and the work of 

the CNA in the field of amateur films by Viviane Thill, the collection manager. Thill 

emphasised that “amateur films remain ill-known documents, even though more and 

more professionals are showing an interest in them” (Thill 2007: np). Through the 
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Hidden Images project, the CNA therefore “hopes to give fresh impetus to the 

awareness of amateur films while contributing to a better public knowledge of their 

extraordinary richness” (Thill 2007: np). Here again the ‘redemption’ of ‘amateur 

material’ through professionals appears as a recurring pattern. Moreover there is no 

analysis situating private produced filmic objects in the field of individual and 

collective memory and identity, confirming, indeed, that ‘amateur films’ remain ill 

known visual objects at the CNA. Both Thill’s and Back’s written contributions to the 

exhibition catalogue thus appear as symptomatic for the functioning of the CNA, its 

desires and projections for the future. They also point to the tensions in the archive, 

between the status of amateurs and professionals or between the desire for international 

recognition and national relevance for instance, which cause important disruptions in 

the eco-system of the CNA, part of the tensions that I will explore in the final chapter.  

 

In addition to the contributions by the representatives of the institution, the 

catalogue contains an essay by an external expert, Jacqueline Aubenas, a film historian 

from Belgium. Her text, entitled The breath of life. Freeze-frames, is a loose succession 

of reflections about ‘home-movies-become-stills’, six short vignettes inspired by the 

fragmentary images of everyday life presented in the book. The tone is light, supported 

by an easy flow of associations, poetic rather than analytic, and as such it can be read as 

yet another authorial intervention in the catalogue, similarly to Depardon’s annotations 

scattered throughout the selected images, to which I will return shortly. Finally, 

Dorme’s own account of the ‘making of’ the exhibition, which I have quoted at length 

already, rounds up the sequence of essays. It is interesting to note further that three 

double spreads at the end of the book feature a sort of index, adding information about 

the legal holder of rights of the movies, the format of the films, the date they have been 

deposited, an archive identification number and a stock number. They appear as a 

statement of the institution at work, and a manifestation of the archive giving insight 

into its functionings and its classification system. They frame the images scientifically, 

with technical data, and can therefore, again, be considered as a material proof of the 

CNA’s desire to establish its professional authority.  
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While the exhibition displayed 68 film stills, the book extended the selection to 187 

frames. The images were printed borderless on three sides. Only a narrow white stripe 

was left along the fold to show an image number, the name of the author, or an 

abbreviated version of the name, and a number indicating a frame selection. These 

indications linked the images to their families, of course, in order to honour their 

contributions. Simultaneously however, it was a way for the archive to become visible 

here one more time as framing body with its desire for professional recognition. The 

sequence of images, then, unfolds into a narrative of everyday life with vacation shots, 

smiling faces, scenes from Sunday walks, weddings, birthdays, first communions or 

carnival celebrations as well as a myriad of mundane details ranging from patterns of 

dresses and wall papers to the lighting of cigarettes. Significantly though, while the 

exhibition allowed for an embodied and immersive experiencing of the privately 

produced visual objects on a public level, the new objecthood of the Hidden Images as a 

book restored a more private and tactile relationship with the visual material: as pages 

in the catalogue, the photographs can be held, scrutinised in detail, with eyes and fingers 

on the paper page (Edwards 2006; Edwards & Hart 2004). The medium film, however, 

is characterised by absence and immateriality, stated Paula Amad: 

 

As a medium intended for the projection of moving images whose discrete 

photographs could never be held, whose frames could never be turned like the 

pages of a book, whose illusion of movement depended upon what the eye could 

not see, and whose lifelike resurrection of ghosts so frequently recalled death, 

film’s presence has always been accompanied by absence (Paula Amad 2006: 

location 2030).  

 

As remediated, printed matter, the Hidden Images from the CNA Amateur Film 

Collection precisely became pages of a book that can be turned. The transformation was 

crucial: not only were film’s moving images reverted to their original stillness (Bellour 

1987: 6-10), but also was the medium’s characteristic ‘absence’ turned into material 

presence. In this new stage of remediation, unlimited time can be added by each 

individual beholder, so that the act of looking is increased in pensiveness (Bellour 

1987), and the spectator is made ready for individual identification through punctum 
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(Barthes 1980) and personal recognition (Bassnett 2009). As a stilled, edited and 

permanent sequence in a book, the Hidden Images, consequently, develop a new 

meaning. They become, I would argue, a “portable museum” (Garat 2011:23), a family 

album where personal and cultural memory merge, inviting the beholder to engage with 

the exquisite beauty of the photographs and to explore their own memories of the past 

projecting their own stories into or onto images of others (Bassnett 2009: 243-44).  

 

The function of the Hidden Images as portable memories is enhanced by Raymond 

Depardon’s annotations punctuating the image sequence. Tellingly, Dorme stated in the 

catalogue: 

 

Rather than have someone embark on an analysis, I was intrigued by the instant 

feeling and response they would elicit on both a personal and artistic level. 

[…][Depardon’s] annotations reflect an intuitive approach, written down as 

personal notes in order to maintain this spontaneous reaction to the photographs 

(Dorme 2007: np). 

 

 
Figure V.10. Image 184NEUB53B Hidden Images Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007 
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Memory, individual and cultural, is a significant element of Depardon’s filmic and 

photographic work. La ferme du Garet (Depardon 1997), for instance, is the account of 

his life story from his childhood at the parents’ farm to his adult life as a photographer. 

Personal family photographs and snapshots played an important part in this project, 

since they were used as means for Depardon to build his autobiographical narrative. 

Prompted by Dorme, the French photographer also connected to the family frames from 

the Hidden Images catalogue in a personal way. Image 184NEUB53B (Figure V.10.) is 

a telling example: 

 

I am scared of coming across my childhood when looking at these 

photographs…. 

There I am, little boy with my brother, filmed by our neighbour, the one who 

loved filming (Depardon 2007: np).  

 

 

Again, Bassnett’s analysis of the work of memory triggered through photographs is 

relevant here: “collective memory is embedded in a sense of place, and in the course of 

looking at the sites of the artist’s past, we might reflect on how our own memories and 

identities are associated with sites in our past” (Bassnett 2009: 243-244). While looking 

at this scene from rural Luxembourg -two boys in short pants, moving between a cart 

and a car, between tradition and modernity- Depardon is reminded of his own boyhood, 

his own growing up in rural France. Memories merge in the space of the photographed 

frame, linking together different places and different times.  

 

Image 048PESCH28B (Figure V.11.) states it even more explicitly: 

 

 

In these images taken from these amateur films, there are so many possible and 

imaginable stories that they become extracts of detective novels, love stories, 

such powerful moments of life… The position of the camera is new. Certainly 

time has passed. Who are these men and women who film our intimacy, our 

intimate faces, our children, our family?? It is brazen… or maybe it is real life 
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and the other films are fake! … Yes, that’s it! The truth lies in these films: the 

history of our people, of our families… My story! (Depardon 2007: np) 

 

 

 
Figure V.11. Image 048PESCH28B Hidden Images Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 
 

 

Individual and collective or cultural memory collapse. The stories told by the Hidden 

Images become Depardon’s story, as they become the story of every single beholder 

individually. They “reveal universal emotions and feelings”, stated Jean Back in the 

preface of the catalogue (2007: np); they appear as images of truth (Depardon 2007: np; 

see also Odin 2008 quoted earlier in this chapter). The Hidden Images, thus, are a 

telling example of the agency of photographs in the construction of memory, and the 

relation between memory and memory artefacts. “Personal memory can only exist in 

relation to collective memory”, asserted José van Dijk: “in order to remember ourselves, 

we have to constantly align and gouge the individual with the collective” (2007: 25). In 

this process of aligning and gouging, photographs -in this case the Hidden Images as 
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exhibition catalogue- mediate between the individual and the collective, generating a 

sense of belonging to a larger cultural group, of identity.  

 

In the catalogue, the Hidden Images thus emerged strongly as entirely performative 

memory objects creating connections between different places and generations. The 

CNA however seemed to be largely unaware of the memory work of the Hidden Images 

at the time the exhibition was conceived. Except for Back’s succinct statement about the 

stills as manifestations of universal emotions and feelings and Depardon’s punctual 

annotations, the catalogue does not discuss the issue. Moreover, as we have seen, the 

exhibition itself did not feature any text at all. Dorme, as Back and Thill, rarely 

ventured beyond the visual analysis in their commenting the project: they were 

fascinated by “the unexpected, contemporary energy” of the “surprising shots, with 

images close to the pictorial art” (Dorme 2007: np), or by “the poetry and the force of 

expression previously concealed by the flow of images” (Thill 2007: np). The 

understanding of visual material as image surfaces prevails. The catalogue therefore 

displays both the agency of the images and the desires of the institution. These 

conflicting forces meet in the Hidden Images and are an expression of the deeper 

antagonisms within the institution: the tensions in the eco-system of the CNA.  

 

Finally, as the last stage in a series of remediations, the catalogue is an important 

prolongation of the lines of growth beyond the geographical borders of the institution: 

as a book the stills from the Amateur Film Collection can be found now in family 

homes and in public libraries. The meshwork is expanding, growing wider lines and 

ramifications outside the institution. In this meshwork, the Hidden Images move fluidly 

between the private and the public sphere, as photographs or films. They are 

compressed performances unfolding in ways the CNA with its unilateral understanding 

of the privately produced visual objects could not predict: they are personal memory 

artefacts as well as art objects, historical documents and triggers of collective 

remembrance.  
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Chapter VI 

  

 

TENSIONS, LACUNAE AND DISRUPTIONS IN THE ARCHIVE: 

The Hidden Images as Arena of Institutional Conflicts 

 

 

As the previous chapter demonstrated, the Hidden Images exhibition was a crucial 

moment in the development of the CNA, and marked the public appearance of the 

Centre on the national cultural scene. An affirmative gesture was therefore 

important with a statement that would not only showcase the institution as 

guardian of the film, photography and sound heritage, but also establish the CNA 

as an essential actor alongside institutions such as the National Museum of Art 

and History or the newly opened MUDAM, Musée d’art contemporain Grand-

Duc Jean. The Hidden Images seemed to perfectly combine the necessary 

ingredients: a heritage collection of privately produced visual objects, a 

compelling exhibition design, and, of course, the new, grand building with its 

public exhibition space. The focus of the show were the hidden treasures that 

Yves Dorme had discovered in the CNA home movie archive, and the 

institution’s proclaimed aim was to enhance the archival collections and the 

“richness of amateur films” (Thill 2007: np). Public and political interest was 

triggered; the institution’s mandate was met. So it seemed.  

 

  The issue is more complex however. While the exhibition revealed an 

engrossing visual landscape of film stills and clips, many pressing questions 

remained, as I have indicated previously: what was the narrative of the exhibition? 

Was it really about the heritage collection, as the CNA had advertised? And did it 

effectively contribute to a better understanding of “amateur films”?  

 

As I have noted in Chapter III, privately produced films or photographs 

are complex objects. They are record making practices linked to notions of 

identification and of individual or collective belonging (Chalfen 1987; Odin 
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2008). Moreover, they play an important role in the creation of memory. They are, 

as I have mentioned before, “mediated memories”: “activities and objects we 

produce and appropriate by means of media technologies, for creating and re-

creating a sense of past, present and future of ourselves in relation to others” (van 

Dijk 2007: 21). Through privately produced visual objects we remember and 

project lived experiences. However, the memories connected to the films and the 

photographs that are made on a personal basis, are not only visual, as many 

theorists from film and from photography have emphasised. Memories are 

unlocked through performative re-enactments, such as the telling and sharing of 

oral histories (Chalfen 1987; Odin 2008; Langford 2008; Rose 2010; Edwards 

2005; Edwards & Hart 2004; Van Dijk 2007).  

 

The Hidden Images exhibition however was singularly mute. In the 

hypervisual environment of the show, no sound could be heard. What had become 

of the memories and of the histories linked to the home movies then? What did 

they represent to the institution in 2007 or later still, while I was conducting my 

research? Could the absence of oral history in the Hidden Images exhibition point 

to important tensions and lacunae in the archive? For, was the CNA not conceived 

as a national institution dedicated to the audio-visual heritage, and thus to images 

and to sound?  

 

These are the questions that I propose to elucidate in this final chapter. 

The shifting interpretation of heritage, the loss of memory and reflections about 

why it might be important to re-introduce memory into the considerations of the 

CNA will be the main focus. I will again use the Hidden Images as “objects to 

think with” (Edwards 2009) –about memory and heritage practices at the CNA, 

about the hierarchy of values of the institution and the needs of the visual objects 

on display. I will therefore build on arguments of anthropologist Corinne Kratz 

who stated that “exhibitions are simultaneously events, objects, and interactive 

processes, and are always caught up in -and products of- diverse social and 

political relations and negotiations” (Kratz 2011: 28). To bring back the metaphor 

of the meshwork: exhibitions are a complex gathering of lines. As such, the 
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Hidden Images can be considered as an important nodal point in the meshwork 

CNA where objects -the home movies from the archive collection- met with the 

desires and the politics of an institution to result in an event: the physical 

installation of film clips and stills from the collection in a geographical and 

rhetorical space. Considered from this perspective, the Hidden Images reflect the 

“rhetorics of value” (Kratz 2011) of the CNA and the analysis of those rhetorics 

will reveal the institution as a battlefield of opposing forces, where images 

conflict with sound, the status of the professional predominates over private visual 

practices and heritage is overshadowed by art.  

 

Materiality is key again in my investigations as I am considering the 

tensions between the private and the public sphere, the familial frame and the 

museum stage. I am more particularly interested in the question of “how things 

matter” (Miller 1998), or how they make meaning in a process of social practices, 

because “mattering has a more diffused, almost sentimental, association that is 

more likely to lead us to the concerns of those being studied than those doing the 

studying” (Miller 1998: 3, 11). Those being studied, in this case, are the privately 

produced visual objects, photographs or films, from the CNA collection. It is their 

concerns as active agents, their needs and desires that I propose to consider. It is 

important then to situate the gathered films and their remediated versions at the 

intersection of image and materiality, as a performative interaction, a practice 

“that gives a sensory and embodied access to photographs [or films]. For in this 

[visual objects] become memory texts, trigger emotion, elicit feeling, create 

affect, not merely through visual apprehension of content but through their 

material and sensory qualities as objects” (Edwards 2010: Loc. 1091 of 8929 

Kindle Edition). 

 

The CNA family films travelled from their private homes to a public 

archive. Reflections about changing uses and performances of visual material in 

relation to space are therefore relevant here as well. Gillian Rose for instance 

stressed the fact that “different things are done with photographs, in different 

places” (Rose 2010 :12). Images perform differently and practices vary according 
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to space, as the home movies from Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection 

testify: they performed as private memory objects through practices of sharing in 

the family home, and they became objects of art in the institutional gallery 

through framing and display. This acknowledgement of the interrelation of space 

and practice however is only a first step toward a more nuanced and complete 

understanding of privately produced visual objects. Indeed, Rose continued her 

argumentation insisting, “it is only until family photographs are thought of as 

assemblages of both a certain kind of object and a certain kind of practice that 

their importance can be fully appreciated” (Rose 2010: 12). I want to argue that 

the necessity to think of photographs beyond the image surface, as “bundled 

objects” (Edwards 2010) or “assemblages” joining objects and practices (Rose 

2010) becomes crucially important for institutions such as the CNA in the 

fulfilment of a mandate that is not only concerned with art but also with heritage. 

 

 

 

VI.1. Heritage as Art: The Hidden Images and the Rhetorics of Value of 

Exhibition Design 

 

 “Exhibitions are multilayered, multimedia communication”, stated Corinne Kratz 

(2010: 15). As material practices, they communicate not only about the objects on 

display, but also about the institution, which collects, selects and presents them. 

They speak about “rhetorics of value” (Kratz 2011) and, if examined closely, they 

inform about the political or institutional negotiations that take place in the gallery 

space. These rhetorics of value become apparent most notably in the exhibition 

design. Indeed stressed Mary Anne Staniszewski: “Exhibition design functions as 

a language of form manifesting […] aesthetic, social and political concerns” 

(2001: 295). In this rhetorical repertoire, design elements of presentation and 

lighting play an important part, or communication devices such as wall texts for 

instance. They usually remain unnoticed though, as they are part of the generally 

invisible framing process deployed by institutions, and they conspire “to 

neutralise, indeed naturalise, exhibitions” (Bal 2011: 533). The rhetorics of value 
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of the Hidden Images are the focus of the following section. I will look behind the 

image surfaces, and make the framing process visible again, discuss lighting and 

material design practices, as well as notions of scale to uncover the discourse, 

which governs the exhibition, and determine the ruling forces and tensions in the 

meshwork CNA.  

 

To stress the physical presence of the frame, the purely material design 

elements, I want to start with a brief look at numbers. As I have stated, there were 

68 printed photographs, 10 translucent screens, to which 10 projectors need to be 

added, and four computers –not to mention numerous spots to produce the 

perfectly invisible museum light, display tablets, stools and other accessories that 

were part of the material framing of the exhibition. The financial and the 

technological investments were considerable. The CNA had spared no expense in 

building its first show in its new location and to highlight the national heritage 

collection through luxuriant materiality. The institution needed to make a strong 

statement for its first public appearance, and the multiplication of screens, the 

lavishness and complexity of the design was a material demonstration of the 

potency of the CNA as cultural agent.173  The design stated that the institution did 

not only have the necessary funds for a new building and an expensive exhibition; 

it was also capable of producing a show according to the highest contemporary 

technological standards. At a first glance, these efforts seem to demonstrate an 

awareness of the preciousness of the heritage material on display, and they 

express a certain keenness to comply with the initial legal mission to safeguard 

and to give added value to the national film, photography and sound 

documents.174 Seen from this perspective, the exhibition design as rhetorics of 

value appears to corroborate the CNA’s desire to valorise the collected heritage 

and, as Thill stated, to contribute “towards a better public knowledge of [the] 

extraordinary richness” (Thill 2007 np) of amateur films. 

 

																																																								
173 See Back’s foreword in the Hidden Images exhibition catalogue: “The exhibition is […] at the crossroads of past 
and future. For the CNA it is the result of years of work on amateur film and photography and at the same time it 
gives an idea of future projects” (Back 2007: np). 
174 Chambre des Députés. Loi du 18 mai 1989 portant création d'un Centre National de l'Audiovisuel. (A-1989-031-
0001, 1989). 
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A closer look -again at the material practices- reveals nevertheless a more 

nuanced discourse: the carefully picked images, with their striking compositions 

and elegant cropping, their attractive colours and the enticing grainy texture, 

blown up to medium format prints, beautifully rendered on paper in a mat finish 

and delicately presented on aluminium mounts, spoke strongly of the desire to 

make an artistic statement. The precisely timed clips on the screens overhead 

enhanced the aesthetic dimension of the images and responded to Dorme’s 

concerns to make the found visual material be seen as “real photographs” (Dorme 

to Poos 2012). The beauty of the images was the central focus of the exhibition, as 

I have noted earlier. The selected stills from the Amateur Film Collection were 

presented as “magnified” objects of “poetic splendour” (Back 2007, np), and 

detailed care was given to their material installation into space. 

 

In this process of magnification, another factor was of crucial relevance, 

namely scale. The tiny Super 8 or 8 mm film frames that provided the material to 

be displayed were blown up to 80x60 cm prints, many times their original size, 

while the clips could be seen as a moving landscape on 175x131.25 cm screens 

spread across the entire gallery space. The concern was first, as Dorme, Back and 

Thill stated in respective conversations or in the exhibition catalogue, to make 

visible these images that had been hidden on celluloid in the flow of the 

cinematographic narrative. At the same time the increase of scale can also be seen 

as an exaltation of value. As such, the choice of medium or large format prints 

corresponds to a trend in contemporary art photography that has become the 

standard in exhibitions since the mid-1990s. Indeed, stressed art historian 

Charlotte Cotton: “The increased scale of photographic prints […] not only took 

photography into the same league as painting and installation art but also 

commanded space in the increasing number of new art centres and commercial 

galleries. […] With commanding presence, [they] lent themselves to the newly 

privileged site of the gallery as a place for seeing photography” (Cotton 2014: 

86). The CNA was striving for recognition as a centre for high culture 

photography and film production, and their Amateur Film Collection should be 

recognised for its artistic potential. The Hidden Images exhibition therefore 
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followed the prescribed installation canon -inside a specifically designed gallery 

space- with large-scale, omnipresent image displays, and left no doubt about the 

artistic value of the found amateur photographs.   

 

In the same “rhetorical repertoire” preponderant in museums and art centres 

(Kratz 2011: 29), lighting also plays an important part. Indeed, “no matter how 

flat, no matter how diffuse, lighting is never neutral. It has always been 

determined by someone -it is always intentional” (Roberts 1994: 75). For the 

Hidden Images exhibition, lighting was particularly significant, as the gallery 

itself was darkened to make film projections possible. Consequently, the 

photographs needed to be separately lit in order to be visible. Yet the light had to 

be precisely directed, so it would not interfere with the projections on the screens 

(Figure VI.1).  

	

 

Figure VI.1. Hidden Images exhibition shot. De Vries 2007. 
http://issuu.com/photographyworks/docs/_recent_work 
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In terms of light design, de Vries used what is called boutique lighting: “a pool of 

light that has the surreal effect of seeming to emerge from within the object rather 

than to focus upon it from without’’ (Greenblatt 1991:49). Every single 

photograph from Dorme’s selection was lit individually, separating it from the 

next. The effect produced was that of a row of glowing visual objects, affirming 

their presence in the exhibition space, but also stressing their preciousness, as was 

the purpose of boutique lighting in the original context of commercial display in 

Department stores: “Spotlighting was particularly effective in highlighting small 

objects, like jewelry and gems, and could transform interior spaces. In museum 

exhibitions, similarly, boutique lighting picks out individual objects within larger 

exhibition spaces” (Kratz 2011: 30).   

Boutique lighting isolates single objects, makes them stand out, and confers 

them a special status as it focuses the attention of the visitor. In a commercial 

environment, as well as in a museum or gallery, the effect is the same: boutique 

lighting enhances the aesthetic qualities of the objects on display, making them 

“seem rare and precious” (Kratz 2011: 34). Enlarged to gallery size photographs, 

seemingly shining from inside, the film stills from Luxembourg’s Amateur Film 

Collection thus appeared as refined artistic prints in the Hidden Images exhibition, 

delicately presented to the public in a shrine of precious light. The minutely 

choreographed film clips unfolding in moving landscapes added to the 

preciousness of the visual objects, prolonging the wonder and the delight of the 

encounter with the home movie images.  

Importantly however, one crucial design element was altogether missing 

in the display: no text was there to introduce the exhibition, as I have already 

mentioned , and there were no labels to be found explaining the origins of the 

images, or the creation of the archive. The computers at the back of the gallery did 

not give much more information about the collection. They enhanced the visual 

pleasure, the playfulness of the installation, but ultimately, the amateur images 

that were so carefully staged and displayed were left to speak and to perform on 

their own. Clearly, the Hidden Images exhibition did not appear as a show about 

heritage but as an exhibition with material from the national heritage collection 
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used for artistic purposes. A reflection about heritage as shared memory and “as a 

specific way of interpreting and utilising bygone times that links individuals with 

a larger collective” (Hoelscher 2001: 200) was absent. Nor was memory the focus 

of the show, but art. The sophisticated display was not made to reconnect the 

visitors with the past, but to put an emphasis on the artistic aspect of these images 

‘found’ in the flow of the privately produced filmic objects, and the poignancy of 

the institution, which recognised this, until then, hidden layer of meaning. The 

grandiloquent exhibition gesture can therefore ultimately be considered as an 

authorial strife for institutional recognition, and the implementation of a new 

mandate that was added to the revised law defining the CNA in 2004: “the 

organisation or promotion of public events with artistic character and related to 

the audio-visual field” (A-2004-120-0002, 2004: 1802).175 

In 2004 all national cultural institutions saw their legal framework re-

defined. Thus the text laying out the mandates of the CNA was revised too. Its 

core missions remained to safeguard the film, photography and sound heritage 

and to make the collected material accessible to the public. The educational 

character of the institution was confirmed as well, as was its mandate to produce 

new audio-visual work. In general, although the wording was slightly different 

from the first legal bill, the orientations were unaltered. The important new 

addition was the organisation of artistic events. Significantly, about the same 

time, around 2004, the term “curator” appeared in the organisational chart of the 

CNA, as many staff members repeatedly stressed in informal conversations during 

the time I was working for the CNA. A line had steadily been growing in the 

meshwork CNA. It had sprawled over the years and was legitimised in 2004: art 

with its promise for national and international recognition. It became openly 

manifest in the Hidden Images exhibition, where it dominated largely over 

concerns about heritage and memory. The exhibition thus reflects the tensions 

between the desires of the institution and the needs of the images, leading to a 

pronounced imbalance in the eco-system CNA. This imbalance finally stems from 

																																																								
175 Chambre des Députés. Loi du 25 juin 2004 portant réorganisation des instituts culturels de l'Etat: “ d'organiser 
ou promouvoir des manifestations publiques à caractère artistique et qui relèvent du domaine de l'audiovisuel” (A-
2004-120-0002, 2004: 1802).  
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important lacunae in the archive. These lacunae as well as the needs of the 

privately produced visual objects archived by the CNA will be the focus of the 

subsequent sections of this final chapter.  

 

 

VI. 2. The Silence of the Archive: Hierarchies of the Senses at the CNA 

 

What happened to Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection in the Hidden Images 

exhibition is by no means exceptional, nor is the CNA an isolated case. The 

nature of collecting and archiving transforms private objects, in this case films, 

into public documents (De Certeau 2009; Ricoeur 2009; Baudrillard 1994; 

Macdonald 2011) (see also Chapter III), while the mere fact of being publicly 

shown in an institutional gallery prompts visual material to perform and to be seen 

as art. The “museum effect turning all objects into works of art” (Alpers 1991: 26) 

operated strongly in the case of the Hidden Images, keeping the attention of the 

visitors and of the institution close to the image surfaces. It is also not surprising 

that photographs -or films- should be considered as representational, indexical 

image surfaces when they are exhibited in a gallery space. In museums, 

photographs and films are most often used for their documentary value; they are 

part of the “economy of truth” (Porter 1988) and they are considered in a 

didactical framework as “windows on the world” with a promise to show “real 

things, real places and real people” (Moore 1997: 135). Considered from this 

perspective, the Hidden Images performed beautifully: real people, places and 

things from Luxembourg were shown in abundance.  

 

The CNA however is not a museum or a centre for visual arts, but a 

national institution mandated with the preservation of the country’s audio-visual 

heritage. Moreover privately produced visual objects are not solely image 

surfaces, but they are, as I have already noted, complexly bundled ojects made of 

assertations about happenings in the life of a family augmented with performances 

of identity and memory. As such, they are intrinsically linked to acts of individual 

and collective identification and commemoration, such as the constitution of oral 
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histories and their re-enactments throughout generations, as I will develop. Sound 

more specifically plays a crucial part in the unlocking of memories. Therefore, I 

propose to investigate the role of sound in the Hidden Images and at the CNA. In 

this context, I will discuss the hierarchy of the senses in the institution, and the 

CNA’s particular use or understanding of sound documents. I will also investigate 

the importance of sound in the articulation of histories (Edwards 2005, Rose 

2010) and in the transfer of knowledge (Edwards 2005), and discuss why a 

broader understanding of privately produced visual material as complexly bundled 

audio-visual objects could be of relevance for cultural institutions such as the 

CNA.  

 

The constitution of memory is an important part in the making of these 

visual objects. For Dutch cultural and media theorist José van Dijk these 

projections of family are made in the present as triggers of future memories 

(2007: 124-131). Here, van Dijk builds more specifically on Deleuze’s reflections 

on cinema, memory and time and on his idea that memory is always in a state of 

becoming. Deleuze’s analysis is important in this context: “Instead of a 

constituted memory, as function of the past which reports a story, we witness the 

birth of memory, as function of the future which retains what happens in order to 

make it the object to come of the other memory… [M]emory could never evoke 

and report the past if it had not already been constituted at the moment when the 

past was still present, hence in an aim to come. It is in fact for this reason that it is 

behaviour: it is in the present that we make a memory, in order to make use of it 

in the future when the present will be past” (Deleuze 2003: 52).  

 

Furthermore, in order for the family film to develop its familial and social 

relevance fully, the making of the movie needs to be complemented or completed 

by a specific viewing practice: the joint watching of family films in lively 

interactive gatherings (see also Chapter III). Here, stories emerge that are not only 

articulated visually by the succession of images on the screen, but they unfold in 

embodied performances and soundscapes during the viewing of the family films. 

Through this continuous re-enactment of the familial history, they “revive 
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memory, maintain a continuity through time, and reify a sense of belonging, of 

social affiliation, and of personal existence” (Chalfen 1986: 130). The stories, 

which are told, are “inside stories”, framing and animating the pictures, as Martha 

Langford pointed out in her 2008 study of the Afterlife of Memory in 

Photographic Albums. They are known by family members who, alone, are able 

to unlock them.  

 

Clearly, stories and perspectives vary from one family member to the next. 

They may even be conflicting at times. As stated van Dijk: “Individual members 

whose subjective pairs of eyes provide points of view may at any time diverge or 

converge from siblings or other relatives. A home movie, like memory itself, is 

not a self-evident filmic document that chronicles a family’s past.176 Instead, by 

analysing the discrepancies and tensions between its various makers and 

producers, we acknowledge moving images stored in our family archives to be 

input for –rather than output of- memory acts” (van Dijk 2007: 146). Importantly 

however, stressed Elizabeth Edwards: “As performative objects, photographs [and 

I would argue privately produced visual objects in general] create the frame for 

patterns of telling […], reinforcing memory not simply through the image but 

through the structure of repetitions –both the shape of telling and the contests of 

telling” (Edwards 2005, p.38). 

  

The lively, loud, oral exchange during the viewing of privately produced 

filmic objects thus is a crucial element of the enactment of identity and memory. 

The Hidden Images however were silent images. In the exhibition’s hypervisual, 

museal environment, there was no space for sound –as there is no place, more 

generally, for the oral histories and for the individual memories linked to the 

collected films in the CNA archives. In this, the exhibition reflects a broader 

tension between sight and sound, and between memory or heritage and art within 

the institution, contributing to the imbalance in the CNA eco-system.  

																																																								
176 See also on that matter Roger Odin : “In the family domain, a home movie does not function as a documentation. 
The family film is, in fact, a counter-document. The collective interactions at the moment of their shooting or 
viewing or in the individual interior discourses aroused are more important than the images. To read a home movie as 
a document is to « use » it for something, that is not its own function” (Roger Odin 2008: 261« see also Chapter III of 
this dissertation). 
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As I have noted, the main mandate of the CNA was the preservation and the 

promotion of the nation’s audio-visual heritage, with an equal concern, at the 

time, for audio and for visual testimonies of the country’s past. Today however, 

sound only plays a minor part in the institution in general. By simply looking at 

the CNA’s homepage (Figure VI.2), for instance, the imbalance between images 

and sound becomes manifest. 

 

	
Figure VI.2. www.cna.public.lu updated on 30.03.2015	

 

While the page abounds in information about the visual with announcements of 

film screenings, exhibitions, photography workshops, or new book acquisitions, 



	 248	

only one smaller thumbnail is dedicated to sound. The content of the thumbnail 

relates to the production of a CD with orchestral music from the Luxembourgish 

woman composer Lou Koster.177 A further click on the thumbnail leads to 

information about the CD and a related concert on 26 February 2015 accompanied 

by pictures of the interpreting musicians. Only a second click opens a window 

with information about the composer herself and the importance of her work for 

the Luxembourg musical heritage. Significantly the website thus first and foremost 

stresses the role of the CNA as a professional production centre, which again 

corresponds to a general objective of the institution, as we have seen in previous 

chapters. Discussions about heritage are less urgent, and therefore appear only as 

background information. 

 

A further exploration of the audio links on the website confirms the first 

visual impression of discrepancy between images and sound at the CNA. The 

audio archive contains 20,000 documents -compared to 100,000 film and video 

objects and 220,000 photographs- of which a large majority, 16,000, are sound 

recordings from the RTL Radio Lëtzebuerg programmes and the former Orchestre 

de Radio Luxembourg covering a time frame from 1945 to 1989.178 The remaining 

4000 objects of the archival holdings are recordings deposited by associations or 

individuals, and they concern mostly musical performances. Oral history does not 

appear in relation to sound at all. 

 

Clearly, there is a hierarchy of the senses at the CNA apparent in the 

institution’s predominant focus on the visual and on seeing. In terms of the 

metaphor of the meshwork: the visual line has been thriving, producing densely 

entangled ramifications. Sound, as a line of growth on the other hand, appears only 

as a thin thread. “Sight has a high cultural value in Western society”, stated 

anthropologist David Howes and cultural historian Constance Classen analysing 

the role of senses in society. “It has been exalted as ‘noble ‘ sense and associated 

																																																								
177 Lou Koster was born in 1889 in Luxembourg-City where she died in 1973. She taught at the National 
Conservatoire, and her work “consists of more than 250 compositions, 170 of which are to texts in either 
Luxembourgish, French or German” (http://www.arre-se.com/LouKoster_Booklet-en.pdf). 
178 http://www.cna.public.lu/fr/fonds-archives/audio/index.html 
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with both spiritual and intellectual enlightenment” (Howes and Classen 2013: 1). 

In aiming at establishing high cultural values, the CNA reproduces the existing 

hierarchies of the senses on an everyday basis. Therefore it is considered important 

to train the public in visual literacy through workshops and conferences or to 

produce artistic exhibitions. Sound as an everyday means of communication is 

excluded from the programme. It only becomes relevant if it corresponds to what 

is perceived as higher cultural standards and is used as a form of artistic 

expression, such as musical compositions or performances.  

 

The senses however are not structurally and functionally distinct, as recent 

research suggests, and there is growing evidence of the “multisensory organisation 

of the brain” (Howes and Classen 2013: 153). Thus Calvert, Spence and Stein 

stated in their investigation of multi-sensory processes: “Even those experiences 

that at first may appear modality-specific are most likely to have been influenced 

by activity in other sensory modalities, despite our lack of awareness of such 

interactions” (Calvert et al. 2004: xi-xii). From a visual culture perspective W.J.T. 

Mitchell has stressed that “there are no Visual media”, but that “all media are, 

from the standpoint of sensory modality, ‘mixed media’” (2005: 257). Not only the 

eyes, but the entire body is involved in the process of seeing. Therefore Dorme’s 

encounter with the Amateur Collection, for instance, can be considered as entirely 

corporeal, engaging not only the sense of sight, but also, in this case, the sense of 

touch (see Chapter V). 

 

The CNA, however, as I have noted, is largely focused on the visual. 

Moreover, the visual objects are considered mostly as evidentiary documents that 

divulge their meaning through their image surfaces. Their initial meaning as 

objects, which emphasize belonging or as mediated memories is rarely considered 

or acknowledged. The social practices of sharing and telling involving sight, sound 

and touch, then, do not matter in this context. They do not travel into the archival 

space, which has its own practices and through various ways of framing makes the 

films perform as historical documents or as objects of art. “Unconstrained by 

demands of a familial reading that positions construction of the family as real 
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enunciator” (Odin 2008: 263), the CNA thus could or can construct what Odin 

called a “palimpsest of readings” (2008: 263), which opens up a large array of 

perspectives and interpretations. Patricia Zimmermann expanded this notion of 

layered or deconstructed reading, stating that:  

 

Home movie archival objects are not static. They should not be sacralised, 

monumentalised, or fossilised. Artefacts -rather than archival objects- are 

provisional and fluid rather than fixed. They are mobilised to create a 

collaborative performative space for the imagination of new histories, new 

futures, new public works –the migratory home movie archive 

(Zimmermann 2009: 20). 

 

Zimmermann stressed the dynamic nature of “home movie archival objects”, and 

the fluidity with which they move in “a collaborative performative space”. They 

are, as I have noted, “compressed performances, unfolding in unpredictable ways” 

(Pinney 2005: 269). However Zimmermann seemed less concerned by the single 

home movie as grounded in a social practice and a specific history with its 

continuities and disruptions. Nor did she conceive of the inherent needs of family 

films as bundled objects or assemblages of objects and practices. Zimmermann 

focused exclusively on the potential of home movies for future narratives or 

subsequent uses, cut loose from their familial origins and memories, infinitely 

malleable, open to interpretation and, most important for the CNA, open for new 

artistic creations.  

 

Can the original voices of privately produced filmic objects be simply 

ignored then? And with them their private and personal origins and meanings? - 

Odin’s and Zimmermann’s reflections as well as the CNA’s practices suggest so. 

Moreover, sound is ephemeral, and, even more importantly, sound, the human 

voice is rarely recorded as an everyday practice. Thus millions of images are 

taken daily; they are stored in private homes, in drawers, in frames, on computers 

and in clouds, or in archives where they are preserved in boxes on shelves for 

future generations. The connected stories and their links to a lived and living past, 
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on the other hand, most regularly disappear. Only the visual surfaces remain, to 

signify, like the home movies and amateur films at the CNA,  “evidence of an 

intractable reality” (Barthes 2000: 119). As such, they “reassure us that their 

referent -what they picture- really existed” (Rose 2010: Loc 29 Kindle Edition). In 

the constitution of the photographic or filmic memory object however, sound is a 

crucial element. In 1927 Siegfried Kracauer argued already that orality is 

necessary to understand the person behind the photographic representation –in 

this case, the author’s grandmother posing in a studio, sixty years earlier, dressed 

as “Cleopatra” (Kracauer 1993: 423). The visual representation, the forensic 

surface, to Kracauer, gave indications about dress codes, fashion statements or 

poses, but revealed nothing about the person, the grandmother, herself. Roland 

Barthes stressed a similar point in Camera Lucida (1980), reflecting about the 

‘winter garden’ photograph of his mother that he was unwilling to share with the 

readers precisely because he did not wish his mother to be reduced to a mere 

object of ‘studium’, an indexical referent, in the eyes of an outside viewer 

(Barthes 1980: 115). 

 

Today the debates about photography beyond the visual are firmly 

established in the research community; less however in museums and cultural 

institutions as the example of the CNA shows. I will come back to the role 

museums could play in relation to image practices in subsequent sections. For the 

moment I want to focus on the growing awareness of images as bundled objects 

(Edwards 2010), assemblages (Rose 2010), or performances (Pinney 2005), and 

why this line of thought may be of importance for museums and cultural 

institutions. Gillian Rose, for instance, noted in 2010, that indexicality may be an 

affordance, a specific material quality of a photograph, but it “is only realised and 

significant as it is ‘activated’, as it were, by particular practices” (Rose 2010: 29). 

These practices start with the making of these visual objects. They include 

framing, editing, displaying, or sending for instance. Sound, the performative 

telling and sharing of memories and stories linked to and triggered by the visual 

object plays another key part in activating photographs and films as mediated 

memory objects. Furthermore, it is through the embodied, sensorial, vocal 
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encounter also that images appear as  “conduits of historical consciousness” 

(Edwards 2005: 37), of a way present and future generations can appropriate the 

past through memory. The role of visual objects as interlocutors and triggers of 

memory is crucial here. Thus Edwards stated in relation to photographs and the 

“sound of history”: 

 

Photographs allow people to articulate histories in interactive social ways 

that would not have emerged in those particular figurations if photographs 

had not existed. Photographs become a form of interlocutor. They literally 

unlock memories and emerge in multiple soundscapes, allowing the sounds 

to be heard and thus enabling knowledge to be passed down, validated, 

absorbed and refigured in the present (Edwards 2005: 39). 

 

There is a direct link between empowerment and the memory practices of privately 

produced visual objects. The past can be appropriated, on an individual or a 

collective level, through the act of speech and the performance of telling. ‘Living’ 

or performing a family photograph or film, to actively fill it with life through 

spoken histories, to situate oneself in a lineage of people and events, is a way of 

reclaiming one’s past, and one’s identity (Langton 2001, Driessens 2003, Edwards 

2005). These memories may be conflicting and painful at times. Nevertheless, they 

are necessary elements in situating oneself between visions of the past and 

projections for the future, in relation to others. This consciousness was 

determining at the creation of the CNA. Robert Krieps was particularly concerned 

with the transmission of memory as a way of linking the present to the past (see 

Chapters I and II). The CNA was created in an attempt to democratise culture and 

to allow access for the community of citizens to national memory through audio-

visual heritage (Krieps 1980; Linster 2009; Kartheiser 2009). This heritage, 

importantly, included not only photography and film, but also, as I have noted, 

sound.  

 

The creation of the CNA as an act of empowerment recognised the nature of 

audio-visual material as performances of individual and collective identification 



	 253	

and commemoration, embedded in orality. Not surprisingly, Krieps was very much 

interested in oral history, and the CNA started to follow this route with projects 

such as Liewen am Minett (1986) (see Chapter II) where not only images were 

gathered, but also oral testimonies. As the institution expanded and sought 

confirmation in the art world, these projects were abandoned, and sound became a 

minor concern at the CNA without much questioning from political or public 

instances. Deprived of their voices however, the stories that framed the images in 

family films in the past cannot be unlocked, and the knowledge connected to the 

memories is lost for present or future generations.  At the CNA, the line of sound 

and oral transmission in the privately produced visual objects has been cut; the 

knowledge transfer has been suspended and sometimes even interrupted. 

Therefore, in the Hidden Images exhibition, the oral dimension was entirely 

absent.  

 

Research has its serendipitous moments however, and valuable information 

may be hidden in the most unlikely places. Thus, while neither the exhibition 

objects nor the computer screens that were part of the display featured elements of 

oral history, traces of the individual stories were preserved at the CNA, although 

quite coincidentally. They surfaced during the production process of the show; 

they were written down and forgotten again until they arrived on my desktop 

mixed with factual information about the home movies and amateur films. Looked 

at, or more precisely, listened to more closely, they express the needs and desires 

of the family films, and their true nature as entangled, performative memory 

objects, as I will develop in the next section. 

 

 

VI.3. Unlocking Sound: Listening to What the Hidden Images Have to Say 

 

The seemingly unproblematic visual surfaces from the Hidden Images exhibition, 

the smiling faces, the wedding pictures and vacation shots become the 

battleground of complex opposed forces: as material performances, they translate 

the tensions in the institution between heritage and art, between the ambitions of 
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the CNA to establish photographs as high culture objects and the privately 

produced visual objects that constitute the major part of the collection. They also 

reveal a lacuna in the archive: sound is largely absent while the institution focuses 

mainly on photographs and films as flat image surfaces.  

 

As I have also noted earlier in this chapter, it is not uncommon that 

museums should value visual objects as indexical referents. They are part of the 

“economy of truth” (Porter 1988) in cultural institutions. Therefore stressed 

Elizabeth Edwards:  “Too often, museums have been content to rest with the 

seductive appearances and forensic promise of photographs, as if this is all 

photographs can do” (Edwards 2010: Location 1203 of 8929 Kindle edition). The 

CNA exhibition was therefore not an exception. The show conferred visibility and 

artistic value to images that might otherwise have fallen into oblivion, but the 

institution did not, at any moment, venture beyond the attractive image surfaces. 

Photographs and films are complex objects however, with desires and drives of 

their own, as J.T.W Mitchell (2005) has noted. Consequently, to understand what 

pictures want, they need to be observed closely, in a particular situation or 

embedded in a specific practice. Or, in Michtell’s own words: “To get the picture 

is to get a comprehensive, global view of the situation, yet it is also to take a 

snapshot at a specific moment” (Mitchell 2005: xvii) –which I proposed to do by 

analysing the Hidden Images exhibition as part of a wider meshwork including 

institutional practices, political considerations and personal motivations. A further 

investigation of the Hidden Images beyond the forensic plane is therefore 

important. It will allow me to determine not only what the selected film stills and 

clips from Luxembourg’s home movie archive could have done -for the CNA as 

well as for the national community- had they been considered as “bundled 

objects” (Edwards 2010, Loc 1123of 8929), but also, ultimately, what they 

wanted themselves as opposed to what the institution wanted them to be.  

 

In the following section I therefore propose to analyse the Hidden Images as 

active agents, as their voices emerge from the archival silence, and the artistically 

chosen stills become talkative events once again. To do so, I will leave the 
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exhibition space, and focus on a series of notes linked to the production of the 

show. They will help me to reconstitute the original familial framework of the 

privately produced visual objects as a performative practice, and to listen to what 

the Hidden Images have to say. 

 

At an early stage of my research, I had asked Viviane Thill who supervised 

the Hidden Images project, if she had a list of names and addresses of the families 

or individuals that had been selected to participate with still frames in the Hidden 

Images exhibition. She sent the information to me by email on 14th January 2010 

together with what I am going to refer to as ‘research notes’ for the show. Indeed, 

in order to display the chosen images publicly, the CNA needed to ask 

permission, a legal release, not only from the donors, but also from every living 

person recognisable in the frames. The institution therefore recruited Michèle 

Muller, a free-lance film production assistant, who contacted and met the families. 

Thill’s email gave the following additional information about the attached 

material:  

 

I found the folders with the data of all the participants. 

And I also found Michèle Muller’s notes. She talked with the families to 

explain the project to them, to get their authorisation, and at the same 

time she tried to gather some information about the stills and the films. 

This was however before our last edit, so that there are certainly people 

who were not included in the exhibition. Anyway, I am sending you her 

complete notes (Thill to Poos, Email 14 January 2009).179 

 

The email had 95 attachments, Word documents with all the data that was 

gathered at the time. These research notes, as most meta-data produced and stored 

by an institution, may, at first, appear as inconspicuous and mundane objects, an 

unproblematic source of primary information. However, if looked at critically, 

																																																								
179 “Ech hunn d'Classeuren erëm fonnt mat den Donneeë vun de Leit. An ech hunn och d'Noten vum Michelle Muller 
erëm fonnt. Hatt hat deemols mat alle Leit geschwat fir hinnen de Projet z'erklären, hir Autorisatioun ze froen an et 
huet dovunner profitéiert fir e puer Informatiounen iwwert d'Foto an d'Filmer ze sammlen. Dat war allerdéngs virun 
der leschter Sélectioun sou dass hei sëcher Leit dobäi sinn, déi guer net an der Ausstellung vertruede sinn. Ech 
schécken der awer einfach mol séng ganz Noten” (Thill to Poos, Email 14 January 2009). 
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they yield important knowledge about the institution, and, in this case, also about 

the performative qualities of the visual objects under scrutiny. As a starting point 

for my reflection, I am using Geoffrey N. Swinney’s essay about museum 

registers as “collections of records about collections, an archive of an archive”, in 

which the register is conceptualised as both a museum object and a working tool 

(2012:31). I am arguing that the Hidden Images research notes can be considered 

precisely as such a collection of records about collections: they are part of the 

“archaeology” of the knowledge, the discursive traces that the CNA has 

accumulated and left over time (Foucault 2002). They also reflect the habitus, the 

“structuring structure which organises practices and the perception of practices” 

(Bourdieu 1984: 170) of the institution in producing and understanding the act of 

keeping track and valuing traces (Swinney 2012: 33), as well as its approach to 

home movies and amateur films. As such, they are part of an “ecology of threads 

and traces” (Ingold 2007: 103) of a meshwork of lines that is constantly growing 

to form a complexly weaved tissue. 

 

As objects, the digital files of the research notes materialised first on my 

computer screen, and later on paper as print outs. They contained only text; there 

were no images attached, but they could be considered as yet another remediated 

version of the memory object – the home movie. As working tools, the notes had 

been put together in alphabetical order, however they did not contain a date. They 

all had the same loosely structured format, displaying in the upper left the name, 

surname, postal address and phone number of the contacted person. This data was 

followed by reference numbers for the images that had been selected (example: 

GLODT20) and information from the participants of variable length about the 

origin of the images. Therefore the entries also varied from half a page to five 

DIN A4 pages. There were two language versions, Luxembourgish and French, 

which did not always exactly match, as sometimes information in one language 

version would not appear in the other. Clearly this research was not an oral history 

project, but was strictly legally driven. The main goal was to check simple facts, 

to retrieve information about people in the frames who would need to be 

contacted in order to get permission from the owners of the images and the people 
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presented in the chosen frames. This initial motivation is important. On the one 

hand it stresses the CNA’s monosemic interpretation of the privately produced 

visual objects as texts. On the other hand it also illustrates the ad-hoc policy of the 

institution, which is strictly project oriented and lacks a broader scope. 

 

The CNA, as I have noted before, has been moving forward on its 

particular trajectory since its creation; there rarely is time for long term, 

conceptual thinking. It is even more interesting then to discover the voices of the 

home movies and amateur films, and their nature as performative objects, in the 

midst of these routine factual notes. Indeed, as Muller met the families, showing 

them the selected stills, certain family histories emerged again. In many cases 

though all the information has been lost: the authors of the movies have passed 

away years ago, the films are now in the possession of a next generation who does 

not know or remember the events or the distant family members or friends. The 

meaning of privately produced visual objects is not stable, and it changes over 

time (Zimmermann 2008, 2009; Rose 2010). Thus, often, the faces on the stills 

remained anonymous, staring at today’s viewer from a past for which the present 

has no key. I propose to analyse however two of them in more detail. They stress 

the importance of privately produced visual objects as social practices and the link 

of sound to historical consciousness. They also reveal the institution’s own 

understanding of the heritage material from the archival collection. 

 

Image 135KIEF11 (Figure VI.3.), for instance, is a revealing example. It is 

taken from a home movie by the Kieffer family, shot by the father, Marcel Kieffer 

in the 1970s, and shows a rainbow over a rural summer landscape. It is a poetic, 

although somewhat generic image, reminiscent, as a visual surface, of the 

innumerable attempts of private image-makers to capture the beauty of a sunset 

for instance.180  

 

																																																								
180 For an artistic evaluation of mass-produced images, see for instance Julian Stallabrass, ‘Sixty Billion Sunsets’ in 
Gargantua : Manufactured Mass-Culture, London, 1996. For a re-evaluation of the same mass-produced images 
through a consideration of amateur practices, see Annebella Pollen, ‘When is a Cliché not a Cliché ? Reconsidering 
Mass-Produced Sunsets’ in Either/And, 23 September 2012. http://eitherand.org/index/ 	
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Figure VI.3. Image 135KIEF11. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007.  

 

The Kieffer rainbow image, or actually the rainbow movie, had not, however, 

been made for aesthetic purposes, but had a very specific function in the family, 

as becomes apparent in Muller’s notes. “This was shot behind the house, on the 

terrace”, Muller’s entry begins in a factual tone in an attempt to determine the 

exact location where the home movie was made. Then, her account shifts and 

reveals the film’s significance as memory object: 

 

Mrs Kieffer’s son was still little then, but he was fascinated by rainbows, 

always wanted to catch and keep them. That is why Mr Kieffer filmed the 

rainbow, so that his son could see it whenever he wanted (Muller Hidden 

Images Research notes, CNA archive: not dated, not catalogued).181 

 

 

																																																								
181 “Der Mme Kieffer hieren Jong war deemols nach kleng, mee hien wollt emmer den Reebou festhaalen an hun. 
Dovier hun sie deemols die Opnahm gemaach vier daat hieren Jong emmer konnt den Reebou kucken“ (Muller 
Hidden Images Research notes, CNA archive: not dated, not catalogued). 
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The inherent demands or needs of the privately produced filmic objects from the 

CNA archive become clear in this example: the images want to be talked about 

and commented on. This is how they reveal their true subject, the constitution of 

family identity, and the memory linked to their making or sharing. The rainbow 

movie sustained the familial dialogue between the father or the parents and the 

son. The looking at and looking for rainbows, the son’s childish delight, and the 

father’s response are at the centre of this memory object. The memory itself does 

not transpire in the image, but it is prompted by the visual surface, which acts as 

aide mémoire to an oral history (Langford 2008). Although the story was 

overlooked by or in the archive, it resurfaced as soon as a framework of 

conversation was recreated. Here, in the family home again, and in the presence of 

family members, the photograph recreated the space of the family or familial 

togetherness -although no family member was effectively represented in the 

image. Thus the family and the visual object are co-constituted in a performance, 

anchored in sound.  

 

At the CNA however, photographs, or here films, are reduced to a visual 

surface and to pure ‘studium’ (Barthes 1980), valued for their aesthetic or 

evidential interest. The links to personal memories and familial belonging are 

suspended. The performative audio-visual, bundled object is reduced to a mere 

indexical referent, a “proof of what has been” (Barthes 1980: 102). Information 

about why the photograph or the film mattered in the family context however is 

often lost. 

 

Muller’s notes are part of the archive effect, transforming visual objects 

into documents of general interest (De Certeau 1986). As note-taker Muller 

registered the facts, reported information, but the original, first person narrator 

was substituted by the voice of an outside observer. The personal memory 

becomes a simple anecdote. The inherent performative quality of the privately 

produced filmic object, the sounds and stories linked to memories ultimately did 

not matter for the project. The rainbow story has become part of the “collection of 

records about the collection” (Swinney 2012:31) and the archaeology of the 
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archive, but it is not part of the active memory of the institution. Again, the needs 

of the CNA –to obtain legal permission- supplanted the needs of the images to 

perform as objects of memory. 

 

Another significant example is the black and white series 171AMSTRS02 

(Figure VI.4.), 172AMSTRS03 (not reproduced here)182 and 173AMSTRS11 

(Figure VI.5.) from the camera club Amicale de Strassen. It shows successively a 

couple in a tender embrace on a roadside bench near a field in their Sunday 

outfits, a close-up of the woman’s hand on her chest, and the same couple in a 

plainer outfit, laughing, eating bread in a field. The mood appears light and 

carefree: it’s a summer’s day and a young man and a young woman are in love. 

The recorded data identifies the woman as Mrs Louise Gallion-Weber and the 

man as Mr Léon Hammerel. The location was “an de Schacken”, in Strassen, a 

few kilometres west of the city of Luxembourg. The text specifies that the first 

image had probably been taken on a Sunday, while the second is from a workday 

and pictures a coffee break in the fields, the day the haystacks were made. At the 

end of the note sheet, Muller added, in the Luxembourgish version: 

 

Anecdote: The two “lovers” could never get married because the father was 

opposed to it (Muller Hidden Images Research Notes, CNA archive, not 

dated, not catalogued).183 

 

The French version is more explicit and contains the mention that Muller still 

sensed feelings of regret during her conversations with both parties, many years 

after the images were taken.184 

																																																								
182 Image 172AMSTRS03 is a close-up of the young woman’s hand as it rests on the collar of her coat. Although it 
stresses the general aesthetic dimension of the selected body of images, it does not add any relevant information to 
the stories linked to that particular film and to the argument I want to develop in this section. Therefore I chose to not 
reproduce it here. 
183 “Anekdote: Die zwee ‚verleifter’ hun sech nie dierften bestueden well den Papp dergeint war“ (Muller Hidden 
Images Research Notes, CNA archive, not dated, not catalogued).  
184 “Petite anecdote: les deux amoureux n’ont pas eu le droit de continuer leur ‚affaire’ car le père de Madame 
Louise Gallion à trouvé que Monsieur Hammerel n’est pas l’homme idéal pour sa fille. Dans la conversation que j’ai 
eu avec les deux parties j’ai encore ressenti un sentiment de regrets” (Muller Hidden Images Research Notes, CNA 
archive, not dated, not catalogued). 
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Figure VI.4. Image 172AMSTRS03. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 

 

 
Figure VI.5. Image 172AMSTRS11. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 
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For this image series, the stories that are visible on the screen, and those told on 

the ‘off side’ (Norris-Nicholson 2008), the image content and the related life 

account differ radically. The viewer may visually perceive the affection of the 

young couple and their joy to be together, but we cannot see the ‘unhappy’ 

unfolding or ending of their love story. The oral dimension confers to these sunny 

snapshots a layer of complexity that opposes a straight, documentarist reading of 

the image surface to a complex private decoding practice. 

 

In the private domain, says Roger Odin, a privately produced filmic object 

does not function as documentation (2008: 261), It is “a counter-document” (Odin 

2008: 261) or a “deceptive documentary”, a filter, which masks reality rather than 

provides direct information about society (Odin 2008: 262). As such, the two 

images of the young couple yield indeed only little information. We recognise 

hairstyles and clothing, and an apparent inclination to eat large slices of bread 

outdoors, in a field. The seductive image surface however reveals nothing about 

the individual life stories, nor does it give insight into the historical or social 

framework of which the photograph was part. 

 

The oral performances, the voices, are the key again here, as they allow for 

an in-depth understanding of home moviesas a way to trigger memory and as a 

means of experiencing history. Therefore I propose to consider the “small 

anecdote” noted and reported by Muller more attentively. On the surface the story 

is no more than the succinct relation of an unhappy love story that affected both 

parties for a long period of time. It is a personal drama. As such, it does not need 

to be included in a national archive. However, in between the lines, one may 

discern a more nuanced portrait of social structures and patterns that governed 

Luxembourg at a certain moment in time.  

 

The father of Louise Gallion did not agree with his daughter’s choice. The 

young man in the picture was deemed not suitable, as the French language version 

specifies. The father objected to his daughter’s choice; the young woman 

complied with the wishes of her father, and married someone else. Between the 
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lines of the story we can see a patriarchal family structure take shape, where the 

father determines the fate of the members of the household. This in turn also 

implies that this particular family is part of a larger societal system allowing or 

favouring patriarchal and/or conservative family models, as has been the case in 

Luxembourg for most of the 20th century. Indeed, the Christian Social People’s 

Party (CSV) was ruling the country with alternating coalition partners almost 

continually since its foundation in 1914, promoting conservative values of the 

Christian Social Doctrine. While women acquired the right to vote already in 

1919 and aspired to more freedom in the following decades, the period around 

and after World War II was again more restrictive. The marital law under the 

Napoleonic Civil Code made married women entirely depending on their 

husbands, denying them even the right of having an own bank account. It was 

only in 1974, under the influence of the Women’s Liberation Movement 

(Mouvement de liberation de la femme, MLF) that the marital law was reformed, 

and women gained more autonomy.  

 

This information does not appear in the stilled images or in the films. 

Indeed, said Mitchell, if images have their own desires, they also lack certain 

things (2005: 10). They do not have a strong identity, for instance, and therefore 

are endlessly recodable and open to interpretation. They cannot speak for 

themselves, but their meaning changes with context or “framing” (Bal 2002; see 

also Chapters II and IV). Thus the hidden information contained in the CNA’s 

Hidden Images needs to be retrieved through the questioning and the critical 

analysis of the stories that surface during the shared viewing. It is sound that 

makes images historically sufficient (Kracauer 1993; Edwards 2010). The absence 

of sound and oral histories in the Amateur Film Collection represents therefore a 

precarious disruption in the CNA archive, which was created to constitute a 

national audio-visual memory. Without the voices, the connected stories, the 

collected privately produced visual objects become merely ‘old films’ in the way 

Kracauer considers that “once a photograph ages, the immediate reference to the 

original is no longer possible” (1993: 429). In this sense, “the old photograph [or 

here the old film] has been emptied of the life whose physical presence overlay its 
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merely spatial configuration. […] The truth content of the original is left behind in 

its history; the photograph captures only the residuum that history has discharged” 

(1993: 429). 

 

Following Kracauer’s thoughts, an effective historical reading of the CNA 

amateur films has today become very difficult though not entirely impossible. 

Memory is the missing element to recreate a “living context” (Berger 1980: 57) for 

the visual objects that have been cut from “the truth content of the original” 

(Kracauer: 1993). This memory is preserved in remote corners of the archive, but 

there it is overlooked. Over the years, the CNA has developed its own dynamic, 

and the voice of the institution has superseded the voice of the individual. Access 

to collective memory is only possible via an institutional edit and point of view, 

through documentary films or exhibitions. Individual stories, as they appear in 

Muller’s notes, meet the public only occasionally. The ‘museum effect’ (Alpers 

1991) is strongly at work here determining the artistic framing of the visual objects 

and confirming the CNA as a centre for audio-visual arts. Thus not the nation, as a 

collective of individuals has been empowered, as it was Krieps’s design at the 

foundation of the CNA, but ultimately the institution itself appears as a potent 

player on the national cultural scene.  

 

 

VI.4. “Contributing to a better public knowledge of the richness of amateur 

films”: The Hidden Images Exhibition and Private Visual Practices 

 

When the Hidden Images exhibition opened in 2007, the CNA had been working 

with privately produced filmic objects for twelve years. The institution had 

invested much time and effort into the constitution of the collection, in the 

cleaning or the restoration of the home movies, and, of course, in the archiving and 

storing of the delicate visual objects. The exhibition was therefore a way to 

highlight the collection as much as the work of the CNA. Moreover, the CNA was 

hoping “to give fresh impetus to the awareness of amateur films while contributing 

towards a better public knowledge of their extraordinary richness” (Thill 2007: 
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np). The moment was indeed propitious to raise public and political awareness not 

only about the CNA’s achievements since its creation in 1989, but also to discuss 

the role of privately produced visual objects.  

 

As I have noted however, the exhibition itself did not give much 

information about the collection, nor did it explain why the images mattered to the 

institution or to the people who made them. And although the show did indeed 

present the visual richness of the material, it was essentially the work of an author, 

a master artist, whose vision replaced that of the original private film-maker (See 

Chapter V). Another set of conflicting forces thus appears within the institution, 

opposing the artist and the private practitioner, commonly called “amateur”.. 

Together with Yves Dorme, the CNA clearly wanted the Hidden Images to look 

like art, not considering what the images and their authors ultimately wanted, 

themselves. Therefore I now propose to change perspectives and to shift the focus 

again “from those doing the studying to those being studied” (Miller 1998: 3, 11): 

the images and their makers, to let them talk and hear what they have to say. I thus 

want to pursue my goal to investigate what images can do in museums or cultural 

institutions beyond the “seductive appearances and forensic promise” (Edwards 

2010: Loc. 1206 of 8929) that photographs and films have to offer. Again, 

therefore, I want to consider Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection and its 

remediated versions at the intersection of images and materiality, as bundled 

objects (Edwards 2010:1117 of 8929) and  “assemblages of both a certain kind of 

object and a certain kind of practice” in order to fully appreciate their importance 

(Rose 2010: 12). 

 

The status of privately produced visual objects, whether they are snapshots, 

home movies or photographs and films made by ‘serious’ or ‘expert amateurs’ 

(Chéroux 2013: XXX), has remained problematic in the history of cinema and 

photography alike. The normativeness of the work has often been cited as an 

issue, as well as their technical imperfections or the apparent banality of their 

subjects (Bourdieu 1965, Chalfen 1987, Spence 1989, Spence and Holland 1991, 

Odin 1995, 2008). Thus summarised Gillian Rose:  
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The poses and the events are predictable; the compositions are banal; red 

eye and wonky framing are acceptable. It is this unpolished style, as well as 

the conventionality of their subject matter, that has contributed to the less 

than positive critical reception received by family photography (Rose 2010: 

11 Kindle edition). 

 

While Rose’s words here apply to photography, the same echoes can be found in 

the field of cinema: “In the popular imaginary, home movies are often defined by 

negation: non-commercial, nonprofessional, unnecessary” (Zimmermann 2008: 

1). Not surprisingly then, if strictly considered from an aesthetic point of view, 

privately produced visual objects are often dismissed with contempt. Dorme 

clearly alluded to this issue during our conversation in December 2012, speaking 

about his need to “magnify” the images from the Amateur Film Collection and to 

give them an artistic value. “It is not that we would look at amateur films with 

contempt”, said Dorme quite tellingly: “Everybody makes home movies, family 

pictures, and that’s all very well, but if I wanted these images to be “looked at” 

[…] I had to magnify the images […]. If I had put them back in their original 

context, it would have meant that they had remained amateur images” (Dorme to 

Poos, 2012).185 Dorme’s own appreciation of “amateur films” appears conflicted 

and reveals an underlying tension of the exhibition: contempt, the low esteem and 

critical perception of privately produced visual objects quite clearly were a 

concern as he was thinking about the show. Therefore he felt pressed to take the 

images out of “their original context”, to make them appear as visually valuable.  

 

The focus on the visual however blocks a wider view and a deeper 

understanding of the actual importance of the visual material that Dorme was 

working with. Or, as Annebella Pollen stated in her on-line discussion about 

amateur photography: “An analytical overdependence on the inadequacy of the 

																																																								
185 “Je voulais magnifier ces images, parceque, précisément, elles viennent de films amateur ou de films de familles, 
et… on ne regarde pas les films amateurs avec dédain… tout le monde fait des films de famille, des photos de 
famille, et c’est très bien, mais… hmmm..., si je voulais que ces images soient ‘regardées’ […], je devais les 
magnifier, autrement… Si je les remettais dans leur contexte d’origine, cela voulait dire qu’elles seraient restées des 
images amateurs” (Dorme to Poos 2012). 
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resulting image has meant that what amateur photographs look like has been 

foregrounded over what amateur photography means” (Pollen 2012: np). 

Therefore I propose to have a closer look precisely at the “original context”, to see 

what is done with the images and what they do for their authors, in other words, to 

consider their material and social practices. For, I would like to argue 

paraphrasing Gillian Rose: Perhaps if what is ordinarily done to and with photos 

[or films] was given more attention, their perceived flaws might become rather 

interesting, instead of a reason for dismissing them? (Rose 2010: 12 Kindle 

Edition)  

 

To do so, I want to quote a testimony from one of the filmmakers that I 

interviewed in the course of my research. It did indeed seem important to me to 

confront Dorme’s view of “amateur films” with the perception of the filmmakers 

to see and hear their reactions to the exhibition as well as their initial expectations. 

The most relevant comments came from Henri Bettinelli, a skilled craftsman with, 

today, over 50 years of experience as amateur filmmaker. Bettinelli started 

filming in the 1970s as a way to “keep a record of people, places and traditions for 

future generations” (Bettinelli to Poos, 2014). His words here almost exactly 

echoed Krieps’s concerns at the creation of the CNA (see Chapter I). Thus 

Bettinelli has not only documented his family, but also a wide array of other 

topics. These include local commemorations, public events in his native 

Dudelange, the changing of the steel industry for which he has worked for many 

years, and bird and small animal breeding competitions - Bettinelli is the chair of 

the local aviary club. In his work, Bettinelli is painstakingly rigorous. He is savvy 

about technique and technology. To be consistent, he therefore regularly upgraded 

his equipment from film to video and digital, and now spends much time on his 

computer to copy old files and create new ones for his grand children, but also for 

friends and various clubs that he is a member of.  

 

Bettinelli can be considered as what Pollen called a “serious” or 

“aspirational amateur”, someone who “values [his] practice very significantly in a 

way that other craft practitioners might share” (Pollen 2012: np). Typically 
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technology plays an important part in the practice of this craft, but Bettinelli does 

not appear “as being technologically fetishistic” (Pollen 2012: np), nor does he act 

as “a blind consumer” (Baillie 2012: np). He is well respected in his community. 

However, in the art world, this specific kind of private practitioner has a 

particularly low status. In the field of photography, art historian Julian Stallabrass 

has described the amateur as “despised middle”, neither snapshooter, nor 

professional. Therefore he stated: amateurs are “artists without pretensions but 

with the simple faith in their medium. [As such, they] are defined by the social 

and professional uselessness of their work” (Stallabrass 2006: 14). I would like to 

argue however, that if one looks at their filmmaking as practice, amateurs have an 

important role to play in the construction of social groups and of collective or 

cultural memory. Bettinelli’s example will help demonstrate my point. 

 

Dorme selected two frames from Bettinelli’s movies for the Hidden 

Images: the first shows his teenage daughter on the beach during a summer 

vacation in Italy, while the second was taken at an aviary competition (Figure 

VI.6.). He made both movies to keep a trace, but the second one more particularly 

also for educational reasons “so children could see what the animals in the 

competition looked like” (Bettinelli to Poos, 2014).  

 

When I asked Bettinelli if he thought that these images were representative 

of his films, Bettinelli initially answered yes, and then told me about the origins of 

both shots. He did not comment on the choice of the images themselves however. 

Therefore I asked again, slightly reformulating my question: “If someone else 

looked at these images, would they see what they are about or where they are 

from?” His answer, then, came very quickly: “No”, he said very decidedly, and, 

referring particularly to this second frame (Figure VI.6.): 
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Figure VI.6. Image 044BETTI37B. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 

 

 

I wouldn’t have shown this photo like this at all. I would have shown it like 

it was in reality. The film is very different. They just took this frame, but if I 

go back and look through the film, there is a broader view. You would see 

the animals, and you would see the children. I always present the film that 

way. That’s what people are interested in. […] For instance, now, if I am at 

an aviary show, and I am filming with my cell phone, let’s say a cock. It is 

very colourful: red, brown, orange, yellow… That’s what I would have 

shown, maybe also people from the public in the frame, but this… I found it 

ridiculous. I personally wouldn’t have shown this. […] The whole 

selection… [Bettinelli is going through the exhibition catalogue, shaking his 

head.] There isn’t even an image of the steel mill186. Now the steel industry 

has left, and I would have been interested to see at least a few images, about 

the plant, about how the steel was made… […] But this, who would be 

																																																								
186 Henri Bettinelli and his wife live in Dudelange, where the steel industry has played a predominant role in the 
past, as I have mentioned in the first part of my dissertation. Bettinelli himself had worked in the steel mill, and has 
filmed and photographed the steel plant extensively. 
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interested in this? And, really, there are better geese than these (Bettinelli to 

Poos 2014). 187 

 

As a skilled private practitioner, Bettinelli has pride in producing a work that is 

carefully and rigorously crafted. He also has a clear idea about how his images 

should look, so that the subject could be informatively presented to an audience. 

From his point of view, the still that Dorme selected for artistic reasons of 

framing, composition and colour patterns did not correspond to any of his 

standards of thoroughness and ‘realism’. Thus the original filmmaker was 

alienated from his own work by the artist/film editor Yves Dorme who invested 

the frame with a new meaning in an art context. In the words of Martha Langford: 

“Transferred into the hands of artists, ordinary people’s pictures are being re-

authored and re-signed. The vernacular is possessed and translated as a relic by 

these gestures” (2008: 75). 

 

Bettinelli however values filmmaking as a practice that is deeply 

embedded in a social exchange, as appeared during our conversation. His initial 

goal is quite significantly to “keep a record of people, places and traditions for 

future generations” (Bettinelli to Poos, 2014). He is an active member of his 

community, which he is not only documenting through his movies, but also 

discussing and constituting during regular projections of the films, where the 

same community gathers. His aim is not only to make images, although he 

passionately enjoys filming and later on editing the movies as well, but also to 

participate in a group activity, which, in his case, consists in building a collective 

memory through film. He was very much concerned therefore that no traces of 

what he would consider as important sites or events for the life of the community 

were included in the show.  

																																																								
187 “Ech hätt déi Foto nie esou gewisen. Ech hätt se gewise wéi et wierklech war. De Film ass ganz anescht. Sie hu 
just desen Ausschnët geholl. Mee wann een duerch de Film geet, do gëtt et méi eng breed Vue. Do géif en d’Déiere 
gesinn, an och d’Kanner. Ech présentéieren de Film emmer esou. Dat ass et, wat d’Leit interesséiert. […] Zum 
Beispill, elo, wann ech op eng Vullen-Ausstellung gin, an ech filme mat mengem Handy, soë mer en Hunn. Deen ass 
ganz faarweg: rout, brong, orange, giel… Dat ass et, wat ech gewisen hätt, vläicht och Leit aus dem Publikum, mee 
dat doten… Ech hunn et lächerlech fonnt. Ech perséinlech hätt dat doten nie gewisen… Déi ganz Selectioun… Et ass 
emol kee Bild vun der Schmelz derbäi. Elo ass d’Schmelz fort, an et hätt mech interesséiert wéinestens e puer Biller 
dovunn ze gesinn, vun der Schmelz, oder wéi de Stol gemaach gin ass. […] Mee dat doten, ween interesséiert dat? A 
wierklech, et gi besser Gänse wéi déi doten” (Bettinelli to Poos, 2014).  
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Annebella Pollen found similar results in her study of amateur photographers. In 

her on-line blog for instance she stated: 

 

I found that what was important to the photographers was not so much the 

picture alone. It was more the whole practice of photography: their 

participation in a competition or a club; their enjoyment of the activity. The 

end product and the aesthetic of the photograph mattered, but it wasn’t the 

only thing. There does seem to be a gap in looking at what photographic 

practice means to people as part of their leisure activity and as part of their 

self-identity (Pollen 2012: np). 

 

 

This gap becomes manifest in the example of the Bettinelli frame. Considering the 

mandate of the CNA in the field of heritage and memory however, as well as its 

mission to provide educational insight into image practices in general, one may 

wonder if the institution should not want to reconsider its position, and expand its 

way of thinking about privately produced visual objects. It would certainly meet 

the stated goal to contribute to a better public awareness of the work of private 

image-makers. Discussing specifically amateur practices, photo historian Gil 

Pasternak has mapped out an “exploratory model [allowing] to scrutinise 

systematically any photographic-related practice and environment” (Pasternak 

2013: np). This model, he stated, could be used as a way “to explore what anyone 

who either uses or experiences photography [or film] has to say about it, how 

[image-making] makes them behave, what it makes them do, and what they make 

[these image-making practices] do for them (Pasternak 2013: np). Subsequently, 

new perspectives could be opened for investigating the history of film and 

photography outside of the canon. Related to this particular case study, this 

broader and deeper vision of privately produced visual objects at the confluence 

of image and practice, could potentially also anchor the CNA in the local and 

national community, as it would take into consideration not only the produced 

images, but also the people who make them.  
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Today, a traditional view promoting images as visual surfaces prevails at the 

institution, and important parts of the field of private image-making remain 

unexplored. The tension in the archive is building, opposing art and heritage, 

images and sound, artistic and amateur practices. A comprehensive explanation or 

promotion of the archived privately produced filmic objects as visual, material 

and social practice is consequently not possible. 

 

 

VI.5. Bringing Back Memory:  Hidden Images of ‘Luxembourgishness’ 

 

The nation, Luxembourg, was not, as I have established earlier, the main focus of 

the Hidden Images exhibition project. In fact, the presentation and representation 

of Luxembourg did not seem to be a consideration at all: reflections about the 

national heritage and its role in the constitution of a collective memory were 

absent from the show. Back and Dorme stressed the ‘universality’ of the selected 

and displayed images numerous times, emphasising in the exhibition catalogue 

that “the selections made could have yielded a similar result elsewhere, for 

instance in Spain, Italy, France or Belgium” (Back 2007: np). They thereby 

professed their belief not only in photography as a ‘universal language’ but also in 

a communality of topics and ways of representation that would unite family 

image-makers from all over Europe. The studies of private visual practices 

acknowledge indeed similar motivations and patterns in mass produced images 

whether they originate from Europe (Odin1995; Van Dijk 2007; Rose 2010; 

Kmec & Thill 2009), the United States (Chalfen 1987; Zimmermann 1995; 

Ishizuka & Zimmermann 2008) or Asia (Grace 2013). Family celebrations, 

birthdays or weddings are filmed or photographed in many places. However the 

once popular creed in a universal photographic language, founded by Edward 

Steichen around the creation of The Family of Man and widely promoted by the 

photo historian Helmut Gernsheim188 in the 1960s has been dismantled since.189 

																																																								
188 See Helmut Gernsheim: Creative Photography: Aesthetic Trends 1839-1960, New York: Dover 1991 [1962], p. 
229. “Photography is the only “language” understood in all parts of the world, and bridging all nations and cultures, it 
links the family of man. Independent of political influence -where people are free- it reflects truthfully life and 
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Historians or critics today “have grown suspicious of the ideas of universality and 

transparency, which we regard as situated macro-culturally and historically” 

(Brunet 2011: 98). 

 

Therefore, in the following section, I will argue that privately produced 

visual objects in general, and the Hidden Images in particular, as expressions of 

filmed or photographed history from below (Zimmermann 2008), are necessarily 

also a reflection of the historical time and the geographical space of the people 

who made them, in this case: people from Luxembourg filming their lives and 

times with minute mundane detail. Aiming at international recognition however, 

the CNA did not acknowledge the Luxembourgishness of the selected images, and 

another tension becomes visible through the exhibition project, opposing the 

images’ desire to speak of identity and nationality and the institution’s wish to 

establish an international reputation. The nation -Luxembourg- is indeed present 

as a continuous backdrop in the film stills from the CNA amateur film collection, 

a discrete reminder of the origin of the visual objects. This underlying presence 

becomes particularly manifest in the exhibition catalogue, where the viewer can 

develop a more sustained, intimate relationship with the single images (see also 

Chapter V). I will therefore focus on the exhibition catalogue and determine how 

memory and identity become central issues in the Hidden Images although they 

remain unacknowledged by the institution. 

 

Before I look at the images themselves however, I want to briefly consider 

the written introduction to the catalogue in relation to nationality. There is, more 

specifically, one striking statement by Jean Back that requires elucidation. Back, 

as I have noted, wanted to stress the “universality of feelings and emotions” (Back 

2007: np) triggered by the selected stills, as well as the fact that similar selections 

with similar results could have been made elsewhere in Europe. Then however he 

																																																																																																																																																																		
events, allows us to share in the hopes and despair of others, and illuminates political and social conditions. We 
become the eye-witness of the humanity and inhumanity of mankind.” As such, the statement has also been included 
in Susan Sontag’s “Brief Anthology of Quotations” in On Photography, New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux 1975, 
p. 192. 
189 See Alan Sekula and his sharp critique of the universal language myth in ‘Between the Net and the Deep Blue 
Sea (Rethinking the Traffic in Photographs)’, October, 102 (Autumn 2002), pp 3-34. 
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added a surprising remark: “The fact that these images are intrinsically linked to 

their surroundings, in our case Luxembourg, finally only reinforces their 

European identity” (CNA, 2007:1). The discourse, here, seems paradoxical, 

almost contradictory. It is the only time that a direct reference to the 

‘Luxembourgishness’ of the visual material is made. They are not only from 

Luxembourg or of Luxembourg origin, but they are, according to Back, 

“intrinsically linked” to or enmeshed in their surroundings. One would expect this 

idea to be developed at that point, but instead Back apparently changed direction 

to emphasise the ‘Europeanness’ of the images. 

 

I have noted the CNA’s desire for international recognition. Stressing the 

European character of the Hidden Images was certainly motivated by the desire of 

being part of a wider field of action. There is something else though, an 

interesting amalgamation between ‘Luxembourgishness’ and ‘Europeanness’ that 

Back has introduced maybe unconsciously in his foreword, but that has been 

historically analysed. A study of the construction of the Luxembourg nation by 

historians Kmec, Péporté, Majerus and Margue in 2010 has revealed a 

supranational narrative established in the recent past, with a Eurocentric outlook 

meshing with the classical “Luxocentric”, exclusive viewpoint, if not simply 

supplanting it:  

 

Luxembourg’s membership in the European Union is represented as 

delivering a form of protection from the covetousness of its neighbours and 

as a guarantee of its national independence. Stress is placed on the active 

participation of Luxembourg politicians […] in the European integration 

process […]. At the same time, in the course of the process of European 

regionalisation and decentralisation, economic and cultural cooperation with 

neighbouring regions has been encouraged by Luxembourg politicians –at 

least in their discourse. Power relations are now represented in a very 

flattering way for the micro-state: Luxembourg is no longer a tiny wedge 

between overbearing neighbours, but a sovereign state dealing with various 

sub-national entities (Kmec at al 2010:9).  
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By placing the Hidden Images project into a European context, the CNA director 

has subordinated his discourse to a dominant narrative of recent Luxembourg 

history. He claimed the image of ‘the good European’ for his own institution, thus 

integrating the politically correct official discourse of the time. In other words, by 

claiming a European identity for the Hidden Images, Back has stressed his own 

belonging to a national community. The ad-hoc policies of the institution and the 

lack of reflective praxis about the meaning and the matter of privately produced 

visual objects however let this historical or national particularity go unnoticed. 

There is a tension here too, a disruption in a wider meshwork that the CNA is part 

of: the politics of nationhood of the country. The issue has been debated heatedly 

in relation with a referendum on 7 June 2015 about the right to vote for 

foreigners. Simultaneously the government has launched a public discussion 

about ‘nation branding’, precisely, to shape and to promote Luxembourg’s 

national image (see Chapter I). Clearly there is a need to debate the questions of 

nationhood and national belonging. It is beyond the framework of this 

dissertation. Nevertheless, Back’s statement in the 2007 catalogue is a relevant 

indication of the growing tension or the necessity to define the country’s changing 

identity.  

 

The Hidden Images catalogue does not develop the issue further and does 

not offer an analysis of how the selected stills perform as expressions of their 

“surroundings”, or why they matter in that particular framework. Nor was 

memory or the role of the images as mediated memory objects mentioned once in 

the text. Therefore I now propose to focus on the visual objects again, and 

investigate their relevance in relation to nationality and memory. 

 

Not surprisingly, considering the institutional discourse surrounding the 

Hidden Images exhibition, the nation is not, or only very rarely ostentatiously 

flagged in the image selection. It is discretely yet consistently indicated by an 

accumulation of signs scattered throughout the visual material as optical 

unconscious reminders of nationhood. To make these signs visible, I am building 
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on Michael Billig’s seminal study of the banal in nationalism. “The world of 

nations is the everyday world, the familiar terrain of contemporary times” (Billig 

1995:6). Thus, Billig introduced the term banal nationalism to designate the 

discrete daily indications of the nation to the citizenry. These processes of 

reminding are so familiar, so subtle, and so continual that the citizens do not 

consciously recognise them as reminders. Banal nationalism is part of the 

‘mindless’ habits, the unreflexive patterns of everyday life. Yet these forgotten 

reminders themselves constitute the fundamental formative structure for a national 

identity.  

 

The translations of national identity into the realm of the mundane and the 

familiar are an integral part of the Hidden Images project, as amateur images 

reflect the everyday of their makers. Michael Billig’s considerations set the 

framework to look at discrete or easily overlooked signs of representations of 

national identity in the sequence of images selected by Luxembourg’s CNA. In 

addition to Billig, Tim Edensor provides most crucial insight into the relationships 

between National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life (2002). Edensor 

critically approached theories by Eric Hobsbawm (1983), Ernest Gellner (1983), 

Anthony Smith (1989) and John Hutchinson (2001) that, while stressing the 

essential link between culture and national identity, mainly focused on the 

historical elements, on emblems, festivals or ceremonies. For Edensor however, 

culture is not frozen in history and heritage. It is dynamic and syncretic, 

constantly evolving, subject to change. Emanating from the past as well as from 

the here and now of what we read, we watch and display, it produces a rich and 

varied milieu for national identity:  

 

Culture is not fixed but negotiated, the subject of dialogue and creativity, 

influenced by the contexts in which it is produced and used. A sense of 

national identity then is not a once and for all thing, but is dynamic and 

dialogic, found in constellations of a huge cultural matrix of images, ideas, 

spaces, things, discourses and practices (Edensor 2002:17). 
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Similarly, Edensor stressed the vital role of the everyday in relation to national 

identity. Building on Billig, he argued that a national identity is not only apparent 

on outstanding moments of celebration or commemoration in the life of the 

nation, but that it is “grounded in the everyday, in the mundane details of social 

interaction, habits, routines and practical knowledge” (2002:17). The unreflexive 

routines of daily practices and habits are important elements in investigating 

national identity in relation to Luxembourg’s Hidden Images: they transpire in the 

mundane details of the visual objects.  

 

French philosopher Gaston Bachelard provided the cornerstone for 

reflections about habits as the “passionate liaison of our bodies” with familiar 

spaces like houses or homes (Bachelard 1969: 15). Habits as an embodied way of 

experiencing and appropriating the world were crucial as well in the work of 

Michel de Certeau (1974) and Gilles Deleuze (1968). More recently, culture and 

media theorist J. Macgregor Wise stressed the close link of habit and culture, 

stating that: “ways of behaving, of moving, of gesturing, of interacting with 

objects, environments, technologies, are all cultural” (2000:303). Referring to 

Paul Connerton’s How Societies Remember (1989), he argued that habits are not 

just signs, but bodily practices. “Knowledge and memory (or practices, in other 

words, habits) are therefore bodily as well as cognitive” (Macgregor Wise 2000: 

303), or, quoting Connerton: “Habit is a knowledge and a remembering in the 

hands and in the body; and in the cultivation of habit it is our body which 

“understands” (Connerton 1989:95). It is what Edensor called the “embodied, 

habitual, unreflexive way of knowing one’s place and the things which belong 

within it” (2002:106), a “grounded and habitual non-cognitive understanding of 

familiar objects” and places (2002: 107). These are important elements to 

understand the Hidden Images from the CNA Amateur Film Collection as 

expressions of Luxembourgishness: the signs of the nation are discretely woven 

into the image fabric, where they sustain ideas of nationhood and belonging to a 

particular geographical space and historical time. 

 



	 278	

For the individual, identity is formed in the daily, routine repetitions of 

behaviour patterns in the homely space. Likewise a national identification is 

produced by the shared habitual practices grounded in the everyday of a 

community. As such it is bound to change with time and external influences, yet 

easily recognisable for members of the group, or, for that matter, perceived as 

foreign or other for non-members of the same national or cultural community.  

 

The Hidden Images from the CNA home movie archive are firmly rooted 

in popular culture and everyday habits, testifying to the way of living in 

Luxembourg during the time frame they represent, from the mid 1920s to the 

early 1970s. As the CNA is not equipped to store videotapes, the collection of 

home movies is focused only on film, as I have noted. Importantly, this 

infrastructural constraint or neglect produces a consistent and clearly defined body 

of images –not only in style and appearance, but also, importantly, as documents 

of a particular moment in time in Luxembourg history.190 

  

An inconspicuous image, such as 153HARY55D (Figure VI.7), then 

becomes emblematic for the whole collection. It pictures a scene outside a local 

pub, in the summer, probably in the late 1960s. A group of women is seated at a 

table on the left, one of them glancing over to the camera. On the right, a man, 

also seated, is turning around. A man wearing a cap and glasses occupies the 

centre of the frame. He is lighting a cigarette, and therefore is almost hiding a 

small pin: an unobtrusive flag in the national colours red, white and blue. The tiny 

flag however is not the location of ‘the national’. The most important signifier of 

																																																								
190 In the 1920s, Luxembourg is recovering from the aftermath of World War I, and is struck by the financial crisis. 
The industrial revolution and the implantation of the steel industry in the late 19th century though, had helped 
establishing a strong economic fundament for the country, and, despite a setback during both World Wars, economy 
in Luxembourg was steadily flourishing until the 1970s. Industrialisation changed the demographic and social 
structures of the country. Until about 1900, Luxembourg was marked by emigration: a large part of the population 
had fled poverty and left the country to move overseas, but the successful exploitation of iron ore was soon 
necessitating massive new labour forces. The help of foreign workers was needed to get the steel industry up to 
speed, and in 1910, immigrants -a first wave of Germans and a second of Italians- represented already 15,3% of the 
total population (Thewes, 2011: 14). During the fifty years covered by the Hidden Images selection, Luxembourg 
developed into a prosperous country with a strong middle class, prone amongst other leisure activities, to pick up a 
camera and leave a filmed testimony of their lives and times. Whilst the country was opening consistently to 
European partnerships, attracting more immigrants over the years (today there are about 47% of foreigners living in 
Luxembourg), the Luxembourgian society, in this pre-globalisation era, remains contained as a homogenous 
community. 
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nationhood is hidden in plain sight, in the background of this busy frame, in the 

window display. In its lower right corner, there are advertisements for Coca-Cola 

and Arctic ice creams; moreover, it prominently features three pots of popular 

plants inside the pub on the window sill, and, running right through the greenery, 

below the upper edge of the frame, in big white an red lettering appears a name: 

Henri Funck.  

 

 

 
 
Figure VI.7. Image 153HARY55D. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue. CNA 2007. 
 

 

In our conversation in December 2012, Yves Dorme explained that he chose the 

image because he liked the name in relation with the English word “funk”. To a 

member of the Luxembourg cultural community the name ‘Henri Funck’ however 

is synonymous with a local beer brewery founded in 1864 by Henri Funck-

Schamburger in Neudorf, a suburb of the city of Luxembourg.191 Beer brewing 

has a long tradition in Luxembourg (Reckinger 2007: 311). Not surprisingly 

therefore, ‘De Béier’ (The Beer), together with the other well liked beverage, 
																																																								
191 http://www.industrie.lu/brasseriehenrifunck.html 
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wine (‘De Wäin’), had been included in 2007 in a list of ‘lieux de mémoire’ in 

Luxembourg, selected and edited by Luxembourg historians Kmec, Majerus, 

Margue and Péporté.  Both wine and beer have become national signifiers. Beer 

advertisements, for instance, with their graphic appropriations of national 

landscapes, rivers, castles or symbols, such as the ‘Roude Léiw’, the red lion from 

the armouries of the Grand Duke, clearly mark their inscription into the national 

territory (Reckinger 2007: 312). Seeing the name ‘Henri Funck’, for a 

Luxembourg citizen or someone who is familiar with the country’s customs and 

traditions, consequently situates image 153HARY55D in a specific 

Luxembourgish context. It is a discrete, but effective reminder of the nation, a 

sign of “banal nationalism” as defined by Billig (1995). 

 

 
Figure VI.8. Image 023MERT02. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue, CNA 2007. 

 

 

Moreover, image 153HARY55D does not stand alone. It is part of a whole series 

of images with the same national signifiers of beer and wine dispersed throughout 

the Hidden Images catalogue. Thus it can be linked directly to the earlier black 

and white image 023MERT02 (Figure VI.8.), as it is similarly situated outside a 
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village pub. Only clothing and hairstyles seem to have changed here. The same 

motif triggers the same connotations of national belonging throughout the 

decades. It also resonates with pub scenes such as 109BARTR39 (Figure VI.9.) 

and 108BARTR27 (not replicated), which additionally invoke the popular 

tradition of carnival celebrated extensively in the winter months February or 

March. Importantly it is together as an ensemble that they create a dense tissue 

signifying the ‘nation’, constructed by the redundancy of discrete symbols of 

nationality, as I shall discuss. 

 
  

 
 
Figure VI.9. Image 109BARTR39. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue, CNA 2007. 
   

 

Wine, as a ‘lieu de mémoire’ is also an important element of the Hidden Images 

selection. It can be found either in conjunction with beer in pubs, or, as in image 

155GRASHO01(Figure VI.10.), on a festively decorated table in the family home.  
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The white tablecloth, the pink carnations, the many different bottles of wine and 

stronger alcohol, as well as the arrangement of azaleas on the windowsill, hint to a 

first communion in the 1970s. 

 

 
Figure VI.10. Image155GRASHO01. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue, CNA 2007.  

 

The wavy, semi-transparent curtains, shielding the inside from the inquisitive 

gaze of unwelcome onlookers, are not typical of houses in Luxembourg only. 

However, the combination of the general layout of the dining-room -the table 

arranged perpendicularly to the front window, with, I suspect, and adjacent living 

room- the flowers, the glasses and tableware make the scene feel strangely 

familiar. I cannot help thinking: “I have sat at tables just like that one. I know 

where the kitchen is, the hallway. I know what they look like”. It is what 

geographer David Crouch termed a “lay geographical knowledge” (1999: 3), an 

unreflexive practice of place constituted through embodied knowledge, through 

repetition and habit (Edensor 2002: 54) that triggers the process of identification. 

The green wine bottle in the foreground of the image finally provides tangible 
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proof: the label, though blurry, unmistakeably bears the inscription “Marque 

Nationale”, testifying of the Luxembourgish origin of the wine.  

 

In her analysis of wine as ‘lieu de mémoire’ in Luxembourg, Reckinger 

stressed its value as a symbol of rootedness and authenticity: “Wine is used as an 

instrument of national legitimacy, and, above all, of identity or geographical 

inclusion in an inalienable ‘homeland’” (Reckinger 2007: 310).192 The ‘homeland’ 

in image 155GRASHO01 is signified through the discrete wine bottle with its 

particular shape and colour, and the distinct national label. The nation here is not 

flagged, yet it is visible, recognisable as shared, embodied cultural knowledge in a 

banal detail of everyday life. 

 

There are a number of these discrete signs of ‘Luxembourgishness’ in the 

Hidden Images selection: license plates, a tram named ‘Jhangeli’ still very present 

in the Luxembourg cultural memory (Dessouroux 2012: 146), a series of 

landscape shots. Geographical features are crucial indeed in the representation of 

nations. “It is difficult to mention a nation without conjuring up a particular rural 

landscape” (Edensor 2002: 39). Similarly then, if a particular nation is 

intrinsically linked with a specific type of landscape, images of that landscape 

generate a feeling of national belonging. Luxembourg is characterised by 

contrasting topographical regions: the wooded Northern Oesling, the rolling 

landscape of the fertile Gutland in the south and, in the east of the country, the 

vineyards from the Moselle. Together they create a quasi-organic whole, 

promoted in the national anthem, Ons Heemecht (Our Home Country) which 

stresses the topographical diversity of these stereotypical, highly idealised 

landscapes as a means of demonstrating the country’s overarching unity (Péporté, 

Kmec, Majerus, Margue, 2010: 134). Quoting Edensor: “These specific 

landscapes are selective shorthand for these nations, synecdoches through which 

they are recognised globally” (2002:40). They are national “mythscapes” as 

defined by Duncan Bell: “particular constructions of an often-idealised bounded 

																																																								
192 “Le vin est utilisé comme un instrument de légitimation nationale et, surtout, d'inscription géographique voire 
identitaire dans une terre natale inaliénable” (Reckinger 2007: 310). 
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territory”, triggering “a powerful narrative of place” (2003: 76). Together with the 

mundane details of an everyday Luxembourg woven into the Hidden Images of 

the CNA Amateur Film Collection, these mythscapes construct the space of the 

nation and reinforce the notion of national belonging.  

 

As an ensemble, then, the Hidden Images do not speak of universal 

emotions and feelings as much as they evoke Luxembourg and 

Luxembourgishness. Indeed, drawing on reflections from critical theorist Blake 

Stimson (2006), I would argue that the selection of stills in the Hidden Images 

exhibition catalogue develop a level of meaning beyond that of the single frame, 

and together they become a photographic essay of nationhood. Interestingly, The 

Family of Man resurfaces here again, as the Steichen exhibition was a 

fundamental part of Stimson’s analysis of the effects of seriality in photography. 

“Meaning”, thus stated Stimson investigating the Family of Man, “came to be 

derived from the relations between pictures as much or more than from the 

individual pictures themselves. In this manner, the total meaning taken from the 

series adds up to more than the sum of its parts” (2006: 30). The ‘hidden’ 

meaning of the Hidden Images equally unfolds through the seriality of the 

selected images, from the relations between the pictures that the viewer creates 

while flipping through the pages of the catalogue. Rather than identifying with 

single images, the viewer, here, compiles meaning as he/she moves from one 

image to the next, from open national landscapes to intimistic, familiar looking 

interiors, from first communions to religious processions or sports events.  

 

The form of the essay is decisive in this constitution of meaning: 

 

An essay […] feels its way subjectively toward understanding about its 

object of investigation rather than through either the systematic analysis 

of science or the expressive enunciation of art. […] The essay works 

between fact and symbol, between comprehension and intuition, between 

objective understanding and subjective realization in a manner that 
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marks it as a third term, as an alternate way of experiencing and situating 

one’s relation to the world” (Stimson 2006: 5).  

      

The ensemble of stilled images that Dorme gathered in the exhibition catalogue 

can be understood as a way of “feeling its way subjectively toward 

understanding” about its object of investigation: the CNA Amateur Film 

Collection. The images were not meant to provide a scientific analysis of the 

archives, and, although they were chosen for their aesthetic appearances, Dorme 

did not subordinate his selection to a firm artistic statement. The single images are 

visually appealing, and thus provoke the interest of the viewer, but it is only 

together, between “comprehension and intuition”, that they tell the story of the 

amateur film archives and by extension of the nation, the men, women, children, 

the places and spaces that contributed to its making. 

 

While discrete signs of nationality are key in constituting the Hidden 

Images as a ‘national family album’, more distinct signs of nationhood reinforce 

this essayistic ‘reading’. The small flag worn as a pin in image 153HARY55D 

(Figure VI.7.) is one example. It is barely visible, yet it is there, almost at the 

centre of the frame. There are other, more or less open or striking apparitions of 

the national colours. Images 166HAAG11 (Figure VI. 11.) and 163HAAG02 

(Figure VI.12.) for instance provide an interesting example. Both show groups of 

young women elegantly dressed. Their gowns, either white or blue, are decorated 

with ribbons; red and blue roses adorn their hair. Even a flag can be seen in the 

background. Both images were taken from a movie shot during the official 

celebrations of the centennial anniversary of the country’s independence in 1939. 

Importantly, although it is manifestly flagged, the nation is not the central subject 

of these images. Faces and gestures draw the viewer into the frame; gloved hands, 

clasped around a purse, thoughtful smiles keep the eyes wandering over the image 

surface and contribute to the fascination. 
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Figure VI.11. Image 166HAAG11 Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue, CNA 2007.  

 

 

 
Figure VI.12. Image163HAAG02. Hidden Images, Exhibition Catalogue, CNA 2007. 
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Dorme consciously excluded easily recognisable features, places or landmarks 

that would tie the Hidden Images too closely to a specific Luxembourg territory 

and therefore also nationality. Nevertheless, as he noticed quite pertinently in 

retrospect, the ‘identity’ of the images seeped through, in the mundane details, 

and the optical unconscious signs of nationhood enmeshed into the visual 

material:  

 

My goal was that it would not be something exclusively for Luxembourgers, 

because my aim was to show the exhibition abroad as well. Therefore I did 

not want it to be too ‘ethnocentric’ so to speak, or that you could recognise 

Luxembourg through the images. […] But it is quite amusing that it has 

remained nevertheless very Luxembourgish. Because, yes, the images are 

from here, and, one way or another, you recognise everything eventually: 

the buildings, the couples, the faces… (Dorme to Poos 2012).193 

 

Luxembourg and Luxembourgishness are the central themes of the Hidden 

Images, despite Dorme’s attempts to open his edit to an international audience and 

Back’s wishes for universality (Back 2007: np). Films and photographs are 

integral parts of the lives of the people who make, show, store or share them. As 

bundled objects and material practices, they are enmeshed in the world of which 

they are constituent elements. Privately produced visual objects particularly are 

entangled in the everyday of their makers, as the Hidden Images and 

Luxembourg’s Amateur Film Collection show. Whether they capture the life of 

the familial group or the social activities of a specific club, they are embedded in 

geographic locations and historical time. They are mediated memories in the 

terms of José van Dijk: they “magnify the intersections between personal and 

collective, past and future; as acts and objects of memory, they involve 

individuals carving out their places in history, defining personal remembrance in 

																																																								
193 “Mon but était de ne pas faire quelque chose uniquement pour les Luxembourgeois, parce que le but était aussi de 
montrer l’exposition à l’étranger. Donc je ne voulais pas que ce soit trop ‘ethnocentrique’, façon de parler, ou qu’on 
puisse reconnaître le Luxembourg à travers les images […]. Mais c’est très amusant que finalement tout reste quand-
même très luxembourgeois. Parce que, oui, les images sont d’ici et, d’une manière ou d’une autre, on finit par tout 
reconnaître: les bâtiments, les couples, les visages…” (Dorme to Poos, 2012). 
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the face of larger cultural frameworks”  (Van Dijk 2007: 25). In these activities or 

practices, media and memory not only converge, but media actively produces 

memory (Sturken 1997). 

 

In considering privately produced visual objects solely at a first level, as 

artistic image surfaces, the CNA prevented the Hidden Images from their Amateur 

Film Collection to develop their full potential meaning of mediated memories that 

could potentially establish a link with the lived past of a community. The tensions 

in the archive are clearly visible here, and we can see the institution’s desire to 

build national and international recognition in a professional artistic field in 

conflict with what the images wanted themselves: to speak about memory, 

identity and belonging. And while the resulting exhibition and catalogue certainly 

have shown aesthetically compelling results, the most remarkable aspects of these 

privately produced visual objects remained concealed under their alluring 

surfaces. Visual objects, as I have noted, do not have strong identities; their 

meaning is determined by context. On the stage set by the CNA, the Hidden 

Images therefore performed according to the institution’s framing, as art objects. 

Cultural memory was not addressed and therefore it did not allow engaging in a 

dialogue about Luxembourg and Luxembourgishness.  

 

This precisely might be seen as the most disruptive lacuna in the meshwork 

representing the CNA: the lack of engagement with the country’s past, its cultural 

memory and changing identity. When the CNA was created in 1989, the main 

political concerns were closely linked to the constitution and preservation of a 

national audio-visual memory. Notions of memory and identity were very present 

in early projects (see Chapter II). In 2007 however, with the Hidden Images 

exhibition, these considerations were quasi absent. The institution has acquired its 

own dynamic, or -in terms of the metaphor of the meshwork- certain lines of 

growth that were thriving at the beginning have disappeared 25 years later, while 

others have sprawled, invading and re-shaping the eco-system of the institution. 

Some areas are densely ramified or present many nodular points where the lines 

converge. These correspond to the Centre’s mandates to organise events of artistic 
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relevance or to produce new audio-visual work. Other parts of the meshwork, the 

archives most notably, are less developed. This imbalance in the eco-system 

necessarily creates tensions, as detailed analyses of case studies, such as the 

Hidden Images exhibition, demonstrate. The CNA itself seems to have muted, and 

today the centre for the nation’s audio-visual heritage bears distinct traits of a 

space for visual arts. And while the institution certainly has gained the national 

and international recognition that it was striving for, its relevance on a national 

level as archive for the film, photography and sound heritage needs yet to be 

established.  
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	Chapter VII 
  

 

CONCLUSION: Pause, Rewind, Reconsider? 

 

 
 
This dissertation has discussed the agency of photographs and films in public 

institutions, which collect, store and display them. More particularly, it has investigated 

how cultural institutions use privately produced visual objects in the framework of 

nation building, and how these objects themselves contribute to the construction of 

collective identity and memory. To keep the “theory close to the ground” as Clifford 

Geertz so poignantly advocated (1973: 24), this thesis has focused on one specific 

institution, Luxembourg’s Centre national de l’audiovisuel, and one particular archival 

holding: the Centre’s Amateur Film Collection and its remediated offspring, the Hidden 

Images exhibition organised in 2007 for the inauguration of the institution’s new 

building. Together, they provided a grounded example for the study of the physical and 

conceptual space where images and institutions mesh and interact in an intricate 

entanglement of social relationships. 

On a theoretical level therefore, my investigation has been informed by concepts 

of photographs and films as bundled objects, compressed performances and 

assemblages joining image surfaces with specific practices and environments. Using an 

anthropological visual methodology, I observed the visual objects as they left the 

private sphere to meet with the public institution CNA where they formed a dynamic 

meshwork with “interlaced trails, continually ravelling here and unravelling there” 

(Ingold 2008: 1807). In this zone of entanglement, this eco-system, everything is in 

flux, as I have argued, and the meshwork is continually shaped by internal and external 

influences and interactions. A detailed analysis of historical evolutions within the eco-

system combined with a snapshot reading of a particular moment, the Hidden Images 

exhibition, allowed me however to identify recurring patterns of functioning and it 

helped to assess the role of photographs and films at the CNA. Moreover, I want to 

argue in this final chapter, this case study and the applied method also allow me to draw 

conclusions about the work of images, archives and identity, beyond the single example 
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from Luxembourg, precisely because the CNA’s particularities brought core issues to 

the surface.  

 

Clearly, the CNA is embedded in a specific social, cultural and political 

framework, as the first chapters analysing the context of creation of the institution  

showed. However, my investigations have also demonstrated that the CNA experiences 

the same difficulties as most archives and museums in other countries. Constraints of 

time, budget and human resources are an issue in Luxembourg or in any other 

institution around the world. Hurtling forward from project to project is an equally well-

known general institutional syndrome. For instance, I found many parallels with Sharon 

Macdonald’s 2002 analysis of the making of an exhibition at the Science Museum in 

London’s South Kensington. Even the shifting interpretation of the mandate is not an 

exceptional phenomenon in cultural institutions. Indeed, when I mentioned the CNA 

example to a participant at a photography curator’s conference about two years ago, he 

empathetically smiled and sighed: “Ah… mission drift… tell me about it!”  

 

Institutions occasionally experience slight changes in the interpretation of their 

mandates over time. Nevertheless, I doubt whether the shift is generally as dramatic, 

extreme or fast as it is in the case of the CNA. The CNA was conceived as part of an 

attempt by Minister Robert Krieps to establish a cultural democracy in Luxembourg 

with access for every citizen to a wide range of cultural activities. Heritage played a 

crucial part in Krieps’s cultural policy to connect a rapidly evolving society to its past 

and to provide a reassuring outlook to the future. Moreover, embedded in a general 

discussion about the effects and repercussions of mass media, audio-visual media were 

considered of particular importance in the constitution of an image of the nation. The 

CNA was therefore created in 1989, as we have seen, with the concern to preserve and 

to promote a collective audio-visual memory through collecting and archiving film, 

photography and sound recordings, and through creating new audio-visual work. The 

photographs, films, videos, postcards, the televised newsreels or shows, and the radio 

programs that the legal text considered as ephemeral and highly perishable documents, 

so imperatively needed to be collected and preserved because of their intrinsic value as 

mediated memory objects and as technologies of self-representation of the nation. In 



	 292	

this framework of nation-building, professionally andprivately produced audio-visual 

objects, images and sounds were considered equally valuable and informative.  

 

By 2007, as this analysis has revealed, the lines of growth representing new 

creations in the meshwork CNA were thriving. Memory however only appeared as a 

sparsely explored field in the same meshwork where professional, artistic practices 

predominated. Thus I argued that there is an ecological imbalance between art and 

memory practices at the CNA. It results in a conflicted interpretation of archived 

material, as became apparent in the investigation of the Hidden Images exhibition. 

Indeed, the show can be considered as a metaphor and a symptom of the CNA’s 

practices, and so I have argued in the last chapters of this dissertation. It can also be 

seen as a battleground of antagonistic forces, revealing the tensions and the lacunae of 

the archive. The exhibition was officially announced by the institution as shedding light 

on ‘amateur film practices’, but it ultimately presented an artistic appropriation of 

‘found’visual material. The complex meaning of privately produced visual objects (see 

Chapter III) and their relation to individual and cultural memory (see Chapter VI) was 

entirely missing from the exhibition. More generally audio-visual media produced by 

private practitioners as means of record, identification and commemoration remain 

largely unexplored and partly misunderstood by the institution to this day.  

 

In a recent, informal lunch conversation with a photography curator at the CNA, 

I alluded to this issue. The curator was surprised that I should think memory was absent 

from their concerns. ‘On the contrary’, she said, ‘we are very much interested in 

memory’. She then particularly referred to two photography exhibitions that were 

shown over the summer of 2015 at the Centre. The first was an exploration of personal 

loss and grief by Alexandra Catière, an artist from Belarus,194 and the second consisted 

of an installation by Italian artist Lorenzo Vitturi staging in a sculptural display the 

transformations in East London’s neighbourhood of Dalston195 owing to the impact of 

gentrification. The curator did not link my interest in memory however to a particular 

																																																								
194 Alexandra Catiere, Personne ne croit que je suis vivant. CNA, 25 April – 21 June 2015 
http://www.cna.public.lu/fr/actualites/photographie/2015/04/Alexandra-Catiere/index.html 
195 Lorenzo Vitturi, Dalston Anatomy. CNA, 25 April 2015 – 21 June 2015 
http://www.cna.public.lu/fr/actualites/photographie/2015/04/Lorenzo-Vitturi/index.html 
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Luxembourg context and to the excavation of national histories. She revealingly 

positioned the exhibitions and with them the orientations of the institution in a more 

generic, international artistic framework where memory becomes a metaphorical 

concept. The CNA thus keeps moving forward on its trajectory toward a centre for 

visual arts. The archived local or national collections, specifically developed as memory 

function, on the other hand are marginalised. Their voices and stories are ignored; the 

connections to a lived and living past are suspended.  

 

This ignoring of photographs and films as complexly bundled objects, and more 

specifically as “media of memory” (Erll 2011: 116 of 209) however has significant 

effects on the functioning of the entire institution, and generates a number of tensions. 

Moreover, although the Centre boasts many alluring events in its weekly, monthly or 

yearly calendar, there remains an important lacuna. As promoter of the national audio-

visual heritage and builder of a cultural memory based on film, photography and sound, 

the CNA does not fulfil the role designed by its official mandate. As a consequence, 

while it steers toward international recognition as an art space, the Centre loses its 

specificity and can be seen as lacking relevance on a national level.  

 

I argued throughout the last chapters how the ‘museum effect’ (Alpers 1991), 

which turns every exhibited object into art, plays an important part at the CNA as 

elsewhere. A crucial issue crystallises however in the Luxembourg example, and the 

small scale of Luxembourg as a nation-state, combined with the contained ensemble of 

the CNA holdings, function as a magnifying glass. Thus my research revealed that an 

excessively monosemic interpretation of visual objects as artistic surfaces obstructs the 

necessary memory work of photographs and films and entails serious consequences. In 

the case of the CNA this exclusive focus ultimately prevents an entire institution from 

conforming to its political and legal framework. The effects may not be as dramatic in 

other cultural institutions where the mandate is less focused on memory and heritage. 

Nevertheless, the CNA case study makes apparent the significance of a more nuanced 

understanding of visual material in general. It shows that photographs and films want to 

be considered beyond their visual surfaces in order to develop their full potential in 

archives and museums. More importantly, the CNA example demonstrates that images 
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become relevant in a framework of nationhood and identity only if considered as 

braided or bundled objects (Mitchell 2005, Edwards 2009) and assemblages of objects 

and relevant practices (Rose 2010).  

 

Despite its idiosyncrasies and its rootedness in a particular political, social and 

cultural environment, the CNA thus becomes a telling example of the role of visual 

objects in public cultural spaces on the one hand, while it stresses, on the other hand, the 

conflicts generated when the needs of images clash with the desires of an institution. 

The necessary question then maybe is not to ask only what images are made to do in 

public institutions in general and at the CNA in particular, but what images could do 

and how they can develop the entire range of their potential. 

 

 As the example of the Hidden Images has shown, photographs and films can do a 

multitude of things –even sometimes despite the institution’s particular framing. They 

can display sensorial and aesthetic qualities triggering affect and visual pleasure. 

Dorme’s reaction to the amateur images has been a revealing example of an affective 

encounter with visual material. They prompt remembrance and typically create bonds 

“across private boundaries” (Van Dijk 2007: 41), as Depardon’s annotations in the 

Hidden Images catalogue showed. Privately produced visual objects, such as the ones 

collected and displayed by the CNA, stem from a lively social background linked to the 

mundane, everyday practices of the people, the families or camera club members, who 

made them. Their power lies in their affective force, in their ability to not only give 

visual evidence of the past as indexical referents, but to make history come alive again, 

filled with memory through performative acts of showing, telling and sharing. 

Confining photographs –or visual material in general- to a sole aesthetic, indexical 

surface is to “sever them from their phenomenology, from their specificity; and from 

their very substance” (Didi-Huberman 2008: 33). Therefore, another equally important 

question consequently might be: what could museums or archives do to link 

photographs and films back to their substance? And, in this particular case: what could 

the CNA do? 
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Discussing photographs and history, emotion and materiality in museums, Elizabeth 

Edwards made the following reflection: 

Maybe the museum's role now is precisely to explore the materiality of the 

photograph and to reassert the sensory values of the original object as it was 

experienced by its original users, as contribution to the wider recognition of the 

emotional force of photographs for present users (Edwards 2010: Loc. 1409 of 

8929 Kindle edition). 

Photographs –and I would argue with the Hidden Images in mind, films as well – are, as 

I have discussed, material, sensory objects and emotionally powerful links to the past. 

They are “stories about connections through time, affirming the existence and 

significance of the past in the present” (Macdonald 2003: 236). Considered from this 

perspective, it may indeed be the role of museums and archives such as the CNA, now 

that the art value of mechanically -or digitally- produced images has been widely 

recognized and their documentary qualities are being critically discussed, to re-establish 

these connections. 

 

Admittedly, the task is complex. Once privately produced visual objects travel out 

of their initial context and change location, the objects themselves often change as well, 

and so do their meanings, as the example of the Hidden Images has shown (see also 

Miller 2001: 306; Rose 2014: 132 Kindle Edition). Moreover, there are issues of 

privacy at stake, and not every personal story or memory can be or should be made 

public. My argument here therefore is not one of ‘full disclosure’ or one in defense of 

an idealised ‘original object’. I would rather stress, in accordance with Christopher 

Pinney, that photographs or films are compressed performances unfolding in 

unpredictable ways, and thus add layer upon layer of meaning over time. To 

achnowledge this complexity and to make this understanding part of the institutional 

discourse could, therefore, be considered as an important step toward promoting a more 

nuanced and thorough perception of privately produced visual objects. 

 

 Additionally, further ventures into oral history projects or events emphasising the 

performative nature of privately produced visual objects could constitute other options 
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to be explored. So called ‘home movie days’ for instance are informative and popular 

events, which bring together private visual practitioners and institutions in a fruitful 

exchange. They contribute to community building on the one side and to establishing 

trust, while they raise awareness within institutions as to the visual practices of the 

filmmakers on the other side. Art exhibitions of privately produced visual objects, then, 

could be accompanied by a sensitisation of the public to the larger framework of 

production and circulation of these objects through simple texts or more elaborate 

interventions such as workshops. These again could have positive repercussions on 

private visual practitioners to carefully document or contextualize their images through 

written texts or annotations. There are many ways to reach out to and to collaborate 

with the public, and the effort would certainly be worth the while, as it would contribute 

to the constitution of a more comprehensive archive. 

 

 

More generally, public cultural institutions could play an important part in 

investigating photography’s and film’s ‘other histories’ by bringing ‘into dialogue the 

global and the local, the national and transnational, majorities and minorities, cultural 

identity and cultural difference” (Sheehan 2015: Loc 198 of 6085 Kindle Edition). Seen 

from this perspective a whole field of exploration seems to be open to archivists or 

museum curators to investigate new paths for the understanding of photographs or 

films. Finally, relevance is at stake too, as I have stressed before, and a decision to take 

whether institutions such as the CNA are merely storehouses of ‘old’ films and 

photographs or whether they become dynamic links to a lived history. By embracing 

this new role and venturing on the less explored grounds of what Elizabeth Edwards 

likes to call the ‘by-waters of photography’, their social contexts and practices, their 

individual and collective histories, museums or public institutions more generally could 

gain an additional dimension of importance.  

 

But how could institutions achieve this important transition? As I have noted 

before, museums are usually caught in their day-to-day routines. They often lack the 

necessary time or the critical distance to assess their practices and to reflect about their 

modes of functioning. They also are not always aware of new theoretical approaches to 
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their field. Here, the role of the researcher might become of particular importance. A 

researcher in the archive or in the museum indeed could represent an addition of time, 

which the institution is traditionally lacking. While the archive or museum needs to 

move on rapidly, caught in the day-to-day business, the researcher’s role is to to observe 

the everyday processes extensively. He or she could thus allow the institution to pause 

and possibly to reconsider certain decisions or patterns of functioning. Much like the 

film editor stilling the narrative flow of the moving images and making the details of 

the single frame apparent to produce a pensive spectator, the researcher might be able to 

install a practice of pensiveness and reflection in institutions.  

 

Collaborations, certainly, are not without difficulties, and can even be quite 

challenging. I have learned from my own research that there can be misunderstandings 

about the role of the researcher, especially if he or she is embedded in the institution. 

The questioning of existing patterns of functioning is also a sensitive subject. A 

detached scientific stance can be perceived as too inquisitive or critical by an institution 

that is dependant on political support and needs to be perceived as ‘flawless’ on the 

outside. Yet, the collaborative work yields valuable insight, for both the researcher and 

the museum, as my own fieldwork at the CNA has shown, and a sustained ethical 

practice conducts to positive results. 

 

There is a responsibility that comes with the status of researcher in a cultural 

institution, indeed. Extensive study leads to in-depth knowledge, and to a certain degree 

of ‘laying bare’, which can be sensed as rather uncomfortable. Therefore there is an 

ongoing negotiation in positioning and, later, even in the wording of ideas and research 

results. Transparency and openness help resolve these difficulties; regular meetings and 

collegial exchanges are important in establishing a relationship of trust. Sustainability 

may be a key notion - to come to a respectful giving and taking of information over 

time. In this regard, I have learned that patience is rewarding. Indeed I have been able to 

build an excellent relationship with the CNA staff members, by keeping contact and 

sharing the knowledge that I have gained about the institution or their collections in the 

course of my research.  
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Finally, as a finding of my investigations, I believe it is important to follow up 

on any study that is as far ranging as a PhD, and to reach out to the institution after the 

completion of a research project. For my particular case study, I therefore want to 

propose a broader discussion of my dissertation at the CNA beyond the thesis itself. A 

few of the team members have been present at conferences in Luxembourg, where I was 

able to highlight single aspects of my research. They remained silent at first, visibly 

confounded, but eventually, over the weeks and months, during informal encounters or 

lunch conversations, questions would arise, sometimes accompanied with scornful 

comments. These were crucial moments, as they allowed me to explain not only my 

ideas but also my position as a researcher in more detail. Simultaneously, these 

exchanges were of course important in establishing trust. In this respect, a wider debate 

about my thesis with the involved CNA team members appears to be a necessary 

exercise to complete the task. 

 

The ongoing exchange with the CNA however has already prompted fruitful 

developments for my own academic work. Indeed, my PhD study has led me to a new 

research project, FAMOSO 2,196 initiated by the University of Luxembourg in 

collaboration with the CNA. FAMOSO 1 was designed as a nationally-funded project in 

2012 with the aim to investigate how the influential steel company ARBED (see 

Chapter II) shaped Luxembourg into a modern society, bringing reforms in education, 

work processes and healthcare. For FAMOSO 2 now, I am looking more particularly at 

yet another heritage collection from the CNA archives: the  ‘Collection Institut Emile 

Metz’. This archival holding comprises about 2400 glass plate negatives documenting 

the steel industry and its related social welfare initiatives in Luxembourg from around 

1910 until 1962. They were made for a large part by a chemical engineer and teacher of 

the Institut Emile Metz, a vocational school founded in 1913 by Edmée Metz-Tesch, the 

widow of Emile Metz, one of the most influential figures in the development of the steel 

industry in Luxembourg.197 The glass plates were deposited in 2008 at the CNA by an 

																																																								
196 The acronym FAMOSO stands for Fabricating Modern Societies. The nationally funded research project 
investigates “Industries of Reform as Educational Responses to Societal Changes” between 1880 and 1930. 
http://wwwen.uni.lu/recherche/flshase/education_culture_cognition_and_society_eccs/research_institutes/education_
society_ines/projects_and_publications/famoso_2_fabricating_modern_societies_industries_of_reform_as_education
al_responses_to_societal_challenges_ca_1880_1930 
197 See also: http://www.ltpem.lu/php_links/historique.php 
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association of alumni of the school. In the meanwhile the entire holding was restored 

and digitised, and it was made available for research. The CNA is particularly pleased 

about the collaboration: the ‘Collection Institut Emile Metz’ is the Centre’s first 

‘historic’ holding that will be entirely researched and made accessible to the public. 

 

From a photo-historical perspective, the project opens exciting perspectives as it 

sheds light on a period that has received little analytical attention from a visual point of 

view in Luxembourg. On the one hand, the new research thus allows me to explore how 

photography has been instrumental in fabricating a modern, industrial society in 

Luxembourg and how it has been used in building a corporate identity for an industry 

that has significantly shaped the entire country. On the other hand, one of the outcomes 

of FAMOSO 2 will be an exhibition at the CNA that I will be organising jointly with 

the institution’s photography department. Consequently then, through this new 

collaboration, I have become actively involved in proposing answers to one of the main 

questions stemming from my PhD research: what could the CNA do to link photographs 

and films back to their substance or to their past material performances?  

 

For FAMOSO 2, I am collaborating with the CNA as an outside researcher. 

However, as I am coming to the new project informed by the findings of my PhD study, 

I am able to apply my methods and theoretical approaches to the investigations of the 

glass plate negatives. This immediate ‘follow-up’ is important, as it allows for a direct 

continuation of my research but also for a prolongation of the dialogue with the 

institution, which I expect, once more, to be relevant on a more general level. However 

it is yet again the small scale of Luxembourg that makes this continuity possible: not 

many researchers are active in the field of visual culture in Luxembourg, therefore the 

network connections are both rapid and stable. Moreover administrative circuits are 

short and access to decision-takers is easy. As a consequence, it is possible to work in-

depth over longer periods of time. 

 

So, finally, based on the outcome of my PhD research, what are the responses 

that I would like to propose for FAMOSO 2 as well as for other CNA collections more 

generally? The Hidden Images analysis has revealed that it is necessary to consider 
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visual objects as nodal points or bundles of lines of growth in a wider meshwork. I have 

argued that visual objects yield important information far beyond their image content – 

provided they are asked the necessary questions, such as: Who made the images, and 

why? How were they used, at the time of creation, or later? How were they circulated 

and why? Or also: what did they mean or why were they valued then, and now? It is 

therefore crucial to investigate not only the single visual object, but also the wider 

meshwork with its bundles of lines of growth as well as their ramifications and their 

intersections with other lines in the meshwork. The historic, social or artistic context of 

creation is essential, as are issues of distribution, use or circulation. As I have noted, the 

Hidden Images exhibition failed to give the necessary details about the original meaning 

of the home movies or about their subsequent uses. Therefore the images on display 

could not be reconnected to a lived past. They remained impenetrable aesthetic surfaces. 

Consequently, for any future project at the CNA, and in particular for the glass plate 

negative holding from the Institut Emile Metz, I would suggest making the wider 

meshwork apparent and to trace the histories of the individual objects with their sensory 

and emotional dimensions in order to connect today’s viewer to the object’s past.  

 

Once these connections are re-established, the visual material could develop its 

full potential as media of memory, a dimension that is often missing today at the CNA, 

as I have repeatedly stressed. Beyond their enticing forensic surfaces, photographs and 

films actively “create media worlds of cultural memory […] –worlds that a memory 

community would not know without them” (Erll 2011: 116 of 209). As bundled objects, 

they are entangled in the specificities of technology as well as in the practices of 

memory. Consequently, a complete understanding of the ‘historic’ photographs and 

films’ from the CNA archives necessitates the understanding of the media technology 

that produced them as much as the memory work that triggered them. 

  

With the Hidden Images exhibition, the CNA has demonstrated superbly the 

institution’s knowledge of media technology. The Super 8 and 8 mm amateur film 

material was enticingly showcased with its analogue features of distinction: the sensory, 

haptic qualities and grainy texture of the images. However, without the inclusion of 

memory, the exhibition appeared as wanting, despite the considerable effort that was 
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put in its sophisticated display and installation design. Ultimately the acknowledgement 

of the movies’ memory work and a discussion of the individual effort in the constitution 

or construction of a common identity would have expanded the scope of the project. It 

would have provided an important way to ground the exhibition, and with it the whole 

collection, in a socio-cultural or political reality of the country. Memory clearly is key 

in re-establishing a balance in the CNA’s conflicted eco-system. Similarly, the re-

introduction of memory in the reflections of the CNA could grant more relevance to the 

entire institution, nationally and internationally. 

 

Other cultural institutions in Luxembourg have recognised the significance of 

memory in the exploration of their archives. The Centre national de literature (CNL) for 

instance, founded in 1994, has inscribed memory work in its mission headline of 

“conservation, research, valorisation and transmission”.198 Moreover, the CNL 

considers itself as an archive, as stated on its web pages.199 As such the CNL not only 

collects Luxembourg literature from 1815 onwards, but also gathers “documents related 

to the history and the influence of this literature”.200 Thus it regularly organises 

exhibitions and publishes books about the history of the country seen through written 

texts. Many voices can be heard here, and they fill the documents with lived experience. 

Such was the case for Luxemburg und der Erste Weltkrieg. Literaturgeschichte(n) 

[Luxembourg and the First World War. Histories of Literature],201 commemorating the 

First World War, for example. Here a large number of written testimonies in 

combination with images were brought together to speak about this historical epoch 

from a literary perspective.  

  

Voices have certainly grown louder to stress the importance of an active, lived 

memory, in Luxembourg in general. As a corollary, an increasing awareness of the 

necessity for an ‘archive culture’ has become manifest throughout the country. In 

February 2014 therefore, the monthly magazine Forum – For Politics, Society and 

Culture in Luxembourg, had dedicated a whole issue to the situation of public archives. 

																																																								
198	http://www.cnl.public.lu/fr/cnl/mission/index.html		
199		http://www.cnl.public.lu	
200		http://www.cnl.public.lu/fr/cnl/mission/index.html	
201 http://www.cnl.public.lu/fr/agenda/expositions/2015/09/Luxemburg-und-der-Erste-Weltkrieg/index.html 
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The general trigger for the journalistic interest was a new ‘archive law’ that has only 

recently been submitted to Government approval. The current legal basis for archivists 

is dated 1843; it has been revised since, but is still lacking precise indications or rules 

about archiving procedures, such as which documents should be kept and why, or what 

could be destroyed and under what circumstances. Archivists, so it appears from the 

web pages of the Association luxembourgeoise des bibliothécaires, archivistes et 

documentalistes (ALBAD)202 and the Forum issue on archives, have been working on 

legally ambiguous grounds for decades, trying to make sense of their holdings, acting 

mainly as they saw fit. 

 

Infrastructure, the physical archival place, and the human resources dedicated to 

archiving in Luxembourg have been identified as problematic issues as well. European 

Parliamentarian and Democratic Party (DP) member Anne Brasseur, for instance, 

stressed in a Forum article that Luxembourg had a first archivist in 1829. However, in 

2014 the National Archives still only counted 25 staff members, while a construction 

project for a new building had been postponed several times already since 2004 

(Brasseur 2014: 18-19). Nevertheless the DP politician emphasised in her contribution 

to the special edition on archives that “cultivating memory is a duty” (ibid.), reminding 

the Government that “the political responsible act will be to give the country the means 

to answer all the questions” (Brasseur: 19) related to archive culture, the legal basis for 

a thorough praxis and concerning the infrastructural and human resource questions. 

 

Since the creation of a university in Luxembourg, in 2002, researchers have also 

helped raising awareness for the necessity of well structured and thoroughly organised 

archives as well as easy access to history and memory objects. Archives are essential 

working tools for researchers, and access to catalogued and inventoried holdings is 

crucial to explore the history and the memory of a country. Before the implementation 

of an academic community in Luxembourg, archives functioned essentially as 

repositories that were not actively involved in the interpretation of the past. In this 

respect, the CNA is not an exception. Now the situation has changed. Through 

intensified research collaborations, the work of archivists and conservators has gained 

																																																								
202 http://www.albad.lu/archives/day-of-the-archives-and-archvists/index.html 
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more visibility, even prominence, which again has added impetus to the public 

discussion and to the recognition of the need for action in this field.  

 

The understanding of archives consequently has been evolving in recent years, 

even inside the institutions themselves. Indeed there was an observable difference in 

attitude at the CNA too. Over the past two years, the archivists in the film, photography 

and sound departments have started to lobby together to raise awareness of the 

importance of their work and to increase their budgetary means. As a result of this 

affirmative action the archivists could potentially acquire more autonomy and more 

weight within the institution. Additionally, the CNA itself is in a position to strengthen 

its role as national repository for the audio-visual heritage, while it could develop the 

potential of a   “space of shared custody and trust” (Ketelaar 2005: 54), where history 

and memory could be actively debated within the national community. The FAMOSO 2 

exhibition around the archival holding from the Institut Emile Metz may be of relevance 

here too. As I have noted, it is the first historic collection that has been entirely restored 

and digitised by the CNA, and it will now be extensively researched in order to be made 

accessible to the public. This public outreach, the presentation of the archived visual 

objects supplemented by other photographic and non-photographic items related to their 

production and circulation, may be a moment of significance: to increase self-awareness 

and to promote the CNA as an archive, to stress the relevance of memory and heritage, 

to induce reflections about media of memory with the public and with the institution, or 

to engage in a dialogue with the needs and desires of the historic glass plates…  

 

“It’s an important job. And it’s a tall order”, stated Sharon Macdonald, reflecting 

about exhibitions and museums (2002: 258). I would reiterate this position. It is also a 

necessary job, particularly in the framework of creating cultural belonging or 

connecting a community to their common environment or their shared history. 

Photographs and films are key elements in this exploration of the past, and the public 

cultural institutions, which collect, store and display them have a crucial role to play. As 

my research has shown, visual objects do not have a strong identity. They need the 

support of archives, museums or media centres to help them develop their full potential. 

The idea for these institutions to leave the well-trodden paths and to embrace this 
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broader view may be daunting at first. From a vantage point outside, in the open field, 

however, the perspectives to explore new grounds are exhilarating. 
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