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« Ladies and gentlemen, hats off, please! »
Dutch Film Lecturing

and the Case of Cor Schuringl

Schuring belongs to the progressive party. He always
walks up and down during his lecturing. Grader is defi­
nitely right-wing. He constantly turns his back on the pub­
lic to the left-side. Schuring is luxuriant in his comic ex­
plications. Grader would be a good chairl1lan of the
C/wmber of Deputies for his modest, quiet and calm grace.
Schuring speaks forcefiilly, Grader softly. Schuring is fire,
Grader water. Schuring belongs to the modern school,
Grader c1ings to the traditions of the old guard, especially
when uttering a distinct pronunciation of the Dutch lan­
guage. Schuring is, musically speaking, the major key,
Grader the minor key, and both jind in the pianist Brandès
their best melody conductor. His accompaniment is sober.
but always appropriate, never blaring. always artistic.
This trio contributes considerably to the success of the
beautiful films received at the Witte (Cine/na).2

Cor Schuring's son Lo Schuring remembers being taken to the cinema from a
young age. He found the critic's remarks questionable because, according to him, a
lecturer had to be an « all-rounder », dealing with comic films as weIl as with
serious dramas. A lecturer was expected to be able to cope with a diversity of filin
genres.

Tbe explicateur. A case stud)' drawn from memories

Early cinema history studies have enhanced om understanding of early film
production, distribution and exhibition practices. For one thing, silent cinema was
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liever silent. Music, speech and even sound effects were an important accompani­
ment to early films. It is appropriate to direct attention to a presence in the history
of early cinema that was predominantly aura!. The film lecturer lent a voice to the
soundless pictures on the screen. He mastered his task by adapting to a variety of
roles: the «narrator », the «entertainer », the «actor », the «explainer », the
« educator », and the « commentator ». In the Netherlands, the film lecturer was
called the explicateur.

The explicateur was a sort of oral chameleon, bending his voice to express
moods, conunents and character-lines, responding to what was occurring on the
screen as weil as in the house. The lecturer's bodily presence was surely noticed by
the spectator, at times dominantly so, but more often forgotten while enraptured by
the film stofies. The explicateur perf0fl11ed his work quietly in the dark. His line of
employment disappeared when features lengthened and cinema theaters aspired to a
different status. A fugitive figure is bound to keep secrets. Precisely how the expli­
cateurs worked and how their audiences responded will forever be locked in the
past. However, it is possible to construct a hypothetical frame through which to
resuscitate this oral presence. This article attempts to follow some traces exempli­
fied by a case study centering on the explicateur Cor Schuring.

Our evidence and interpretations are based upon distinctly discrete sources. Be­
sides relying upon such written documents as the earlY film trade press, we draw
largely on two thick scrapbooks filled with clippings and memorabilia in the pos­
session of Lo Schuring. He vividly remembers his father's role in the cinema. Con­
versations with him provided us with interesting stories about his father, Cor
Schuring, who worked for over fifteen years as an explicateur in numerous Dutch
cinemas. In research, personal memories are easily disregarded because of their
anecdoctal, nostalgic character. They often present a particular and colored view,
full of omissions and distortions. However, in their directness and vividness, they
also inform us, not so much about facts, but about experiences. While this type of
information needs to be confinned, these memories are valid and valuable as re­

sources precisely because they present an historical immediacy that enables us to
recall atmospheres, sensitivities, and situations. Personal reminiscences can provide
us with details lost to processed or official documented sources. Oral history has
proven effective - a complementary method bearing fruitful nuances - to inter­
preting the past. 3 In this article, our ambitions are modest. We mean to share some
thoughts and query some ideas about this phenomenon - the explicateur in the
Netherlands.
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Cor Schuring. TheateJ",Variety, Cinema

Cor Schuring was bom in Amsterdam on 10 January, 1880. He started his ca­
reer as an actor, perfonning with various companies. In 1902 he changed to vaude­
ville, among other things having an act as an « eccentric conjurer » and taking part
in a « jumping-pantomime ». Becoming a member of the trio Barry-Barry took
Schuring a11over Europe. In 1906, for example, he performed at the Petit Casino
de Paris as one of the « Jongleurs excentriques de rAlhambra de Paris ». For a
while, he joined Fred Karno's company doing an act together with Charlie Chaplin,
which later was repeated in one of Chaplin's films, A Night in the Show (Essanay,
1915). Mter his return to Holland, Schuring went back to his theatrical career and,
not bcforc too long, he made his film debut. He acted in one of the early Dutch film
dramas De ballingen (Nöggerath, 1911), appearing with his future wife.4

The trio Barry-Barry, Timm Dellebarre, the dog, Cor Schuring.
La Schuring's clipping baak.
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Schuring nt the Ilictures
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Apparently Schuring established a reputation as an all-round « performer ». In
January 1912, he received a telegram from Alberts Frères (the brothers Willy and
Albert Mullens, pioneers of the Dutch cinema trade), inviting him to become a
lecturer in their cinema at The Hague (de Haagsche Bioscoop).5 Schuring re­
sponded affirmatively and thus entered the profession of explicateur. Schuring
remained in The Hague until May 1912 and then moved to the cinema Chicago in
Nijmegen, where he worked from July 1912 until February 1913. The Chicago was
clearly proud of its new explicateur, and the Chicago Nieuws (its own magazine)
prominently displayed him in a full page photograph and in laudatory pro se about
his lecturing.6 Several film programs that Cor Schuring lectured were distributed by
Jean Desmet.7

On 14 March, 1913, Schuring established himself again in Amsterdam and
worked that year for the Witte Bioscoop situated at the Damrak. The « White »
Cinema was a name for cinemas that claimed to show « innocent» programs. They
wished to attract a wide ranging audience, including children. These cinemas
largely followed the censorship decisions declared by the Catholic Church, which
was stricter than the communal censor. Actually, the Witte name meant no sex, but
violence was permitted. In the latter part of the teens, the Witte at Amsterdam, for
example, even became a cinema that specialized in action fihns.8 Here Cor
Schuring lectured together with a colleague explicateur, Jan Grader (see the quote
at the beginning of this article). At this time Schuring was possibly employed to
lecture at different cinemas. His explication accompanied the prestigious Italian
epic Quo Vadis? (Cines, 1913) although it is not clear if this was at the Witte
Bioscoop.

In the period 1914-1920, Schuring changed employers frequently, but no exact
dates could be found for when he worked in each cinema. From April until October
1914, Schuring lived at The Hague, probably working at this time as a lecturer at
the Cinema Monopole. In October IlJ 15, he settled down in Ede, where he lectured
at the Militaire Bioscoop, a special cinema for soldiers. (During the First World
War, many young Dutclunen were mobilized in anticipation of possible action. The
long mobilization period created tensions and protests in generally anti-militaristic
Holland. The film programs offered were a welcome diversion.) From Ede,
Schuring moved to the nearby city of Wageningen, where for awhile he worked
together with Van Aalst at the Cinema Modern owned by 1. Pollak. The trade paper
De Bioscoop-Courant made special ment ion of Cor Schuring's lecturing to the film
A1aciste (Itala, 1915). The film was an «enonnous success », and the audience
flocked in « in spite of the tropical heat.,,9 Later, in 1916, Schuring and Van Aalst
both left the Cinema Modern.
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Schuring went back to work at the Witte Bioscoop, but this time one situated in
Haarlem. He also worked for the Cinema Centraal and subsequently for the
Prinsenbioscoop in Amsterdam. In this period, the Witte Bioscoop showed many
muscle men films like the popular Maciste Alpino (Hala, 1916), westerns, and
crime stories. Olher favorites were melodramas like Fiacre Nr. 13 (Ambrosio,
1917), starring Helena Makowska. Toward the end of the teens, the Witte showed
many serials. Each week a new episode would stop at the most exciting moment.
The lecturer had an important task in supporting this growing tension, ensuring the
audience' s return the following week in order to satisfy the business interests of the
proprietor.

The exhibitors could not show just any film they thought would do weil at the
box office. They had to consider local censorship. Lo Schuring said: « Nonnally the
films were shown on Thursday in daytime for the local censorship conllnittee.
Cinemas like the Witte Bioscoop did not take on films which they thought were not
suited for the young. Frequently this was taken too far. I even recall that there was
one Chaplin for over sixteen only »lO

On 19 March, 1920, Schuring became both manager and lecturer of the Cinema
Empire in The Hague. This combination of professions - inanager/lecturer - was at
this time quite conllnon, especiaIly in smaller theaters. The owners of the Witte
Bioscoop in Amsterdam, Mr. Povel and Mr. Van Roycn, also owned the Cinema
Empire, and thus oITered Schuring the opportunity to transform this sleepy cinema
into a flourishing attraction, which he managed to do. Schuring's son explained
that this offer was not just a favor but a political move, too. At the time, Cor
Schuring was known to be an active member of the union for theater and cinema
employees, even chairing it for a while. Schuring was not afraid to protest against
certain cinema industry politics. Povel and Van Royen, probably goaded by other
cinema and theater exhibitors, hoped to make Schuring meek by putting him under
their obligation. The proprietors apparently succeeded in this intention. In the
teens, Schuring had published regularly on matters concerning the abuse of the
tra de, within and outside of the cinema. Trade papers like De Bioscoop-Courant
and De Kinell/atograq(frequently printed his writings on underpayment, amateur­
ism among lecturers, film censorship and the banning of children from films that
we re too violent, criminalor erotic. However, from around 1920, Cor Schuring's
name practically disappeared from the press circuit. Only in one particular case did
he again intervene. He had an intermediary role during a cinema strike at The
Hague in the twenties. Schuring Jr. recaIls: « Then Loet Barnstijn [one of the fierc­
est Dutch exhibition and distribution moguls in the twenties] wanted to "go about it
in a heavy-handed way", but my father intervened, and it aIl ended quietly.
Barnstijn never forgave him and [orbid aIl his cinema managers to employ him ».11

This last episode and the implied scheme behind Schuring's move to The Hague
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become Catholic. For it was Catholic
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Johan Elsensohn and Maurits de Vries in De Jantjes (The Bluejackets, Maurits
Binger and BE Doxat-Pratt, Hollandia, 1922)

When sound film arrived, Schuring realized that his days
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films and documentaries had great impact. Foreign
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brothers Willy and Albert (Albert Frères) were among the pioneers in the
Netherlands who presented the wonders of the Cinematograph. They initially trav­
elled aroUlld Holland and Belgium exhibiting films on kermisses and at fairs. In the
summer of 1905, they took their ambulatory film show to open the season of the
Olympia Palace, in the Dutch seaside resort Zandvoort. The local press remarked:

The business A/bert Frères has gatten far with its pictures. The pro­
jectiol1s are in focus and the shade of co/ars are deal' and neat with
magniflcent tinting. The effect is surprising/y p/easing to the eye but
the ear is not forgotten because with the image one of the A/berts
gives a nice and aften humomus explication. 29

Cor Schuring, who was appointed by Alberts Frères in his first employment as a
filmatthe Witte Bioscoop in Amsterdam. His programs includcd many action films
with Douglas Fairbanks, Eddie Polo, W.S. Hart and Elmo Lincoln and comedies
with Eddie and Lee.14

The screen was not always populated by these all-American heroes. From time
to time, a Dutch film lecturer, would work in this profession until weil into the 1920s.

For thirty years the explicateur was a common presence in the Dutch film trade.
Strangely enough, this significant figure left only a slight trace. Up until now, few
studies in thc Netherlands were concerned with the specific role of the film lec­

turer.30 One reason for the fading of the explicateur's prominence lays in the short­
age of (rcliablc) literature on early Dutch cinema practices. For example, little
infonnation exists about the position of the explicateur in the travelling cinemas.
The first filmjournals appeared only about 1910, and not all issues survived. Local
newspapcrs, if scarched meticulously, surely would offer extended insights. Na­
tional newspapers regularly printed advertisements but few reviewed film shows.
Furthennore, the press seldom devoted explicit accounts of the lecturer's role. The
trade papers, apart from printing announcements and ads, focused mainly on mat­
ters of the industry's business or on the content of film programs and later on the
performances and lives of film actors. The explicateur's presence is frequently
remarkcd upon but often in one line sentences to the effect of « the lecturing was
good again ».

Ot her reasons for the explicateur's elusiveness lay in his deliberate erasure from
film presentations when new developments caused change. The explicateur was in
part a victim ofthe emergence offeature-length films in which stories became ever
more self-contained. Audiences acquired different tastes and no longer needed the
guidance of a film explainer. Cities housed larger and classier cinemas. The expli­
cateurs were made redundant and disappeared from the sites of the more fashion­
able cinema theaters. To accompany the silent features, the proprietors employed
instead small or large orchestras. With the arrival of sound film, lecturing became
an outmoded tradition linked with a« primitive » period best forgotten.

We would like to suggest another dimension to the explicateur's « invisibility ».
The very singularity of his profession contributed to his obliteration. The film lec­
turer had primarily an aura 1 status; he was more heard than seen. His physical
presence was dominated by the skilled variety in which he used his voice. His per-
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formance was every single time a unique presentation, very much like an actor's
performance in the theater. However, unlike the actor who stood in the spotlight
and got the audience's fuIl attention, the explicateur was standing in the dark, giv­
ing lip service to the stories and characters on the screen. Certain explicateurs were
popular, and the audience returned especially for their type of lecturing. But seldom
was he regarded a star in the way that film actors were idolized and subsequently
promoted by the cinema industry. Apart from some exceptions, the explicateur's
name rarely appeared in film programs or on film announcements.31 His role in the
cinema increasingly became first a matter of fact part of the overall experience and
later more of an outdated hindrance. A portion of silent films survived and can be
screened even today. The actors and people in the pictures become once again very
much alive. The explicateur's presence died with his trade. He most literaIly stayed
behind in the dark.

Tbe explicateur: a )u·ofession

The task of an explicateur was never clearly defined. Advertisements placed by
lecturers looking for work and theater directors offering a position emphasized
qualities that in general referred more to the importance of an impeccable character
than to specific professional skiIls. In the major Dutch film journals from the teens,
the same words frequently recurred: «civilized », «competent », « respectable »,
and « trustworthy ».32 However, indications about skiIls were given in phrases like:
« calm and clear explanation, » « good diction » experienced in modern languages,
and «familiar with theater activities ». The explicateur had to be flexible and
adaptable, changing his mode of speech several times during the entirety of a film
program. The audience was presented with a diverse series of films containing, for
example, a documcntary or a news film, a comedy, and a drama. Furthennore, the
explicateur had to adapt his lecturing style to suit different genres. A suspenseful
serial, a throw and fling slapstick, an historical costume drama or a moral tear­
jerker aIl demanded varied means of delivery. At the same time, he had to adjust
the direction in his lecturing while judging his audiences' responses.

A witty and CÎl'ilized explicateur, sueh as, for example, lviister
Alberts (lVi/~y Afullens), knows how now aml again and unexpectedly
to bring those who are too easi~y impressed with the pictures back to
reality. fYith one single word spoken in his own charaeteristic nice,
wilty, solemn w~y, he mQ/1Gges to make the paeked house in the
bui/ding of Arts and Sciences burst into /aughter.33

The explicateur professionalized his personal lecturing style through prepara­
tion and practice. At times a prefabricated delivery added an artistic touch: « The
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man» a « good declaimer », and a « hygienic




