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BOOK REVIEW

Screen Stories: Lewes Goes to the Pictures
RUTH THOMSON, 2017
Ringmer, Lewes History Group
pp. 96, illus., bibliography, £8.99 (paper)

Much is owed to the work of local history societies in capturing marginalised his-
torical narratives. The niche local histories they champion add a richness to broader
accounts of nation, identity and experience. These offerings are not only important
to the cultural life of the area covered, they also document material that may be
useful for historians researching a wide range of topics. The Lewes History Group,
established in 2009, has contributed to research on British cinema-going by pro-
ducing Screen Stories, an account of the cinemas, exhibitors and audiences of the
town of Lewes in East Sussex, from the opening of the Cinema de Luxe in 1913
to the opening of the new state-of-art, three-screen, purpose-built Depot in 2017.

The publication is the result of two years of archival research and the collec-
tion of a significant amount of local interviews. A range of aspects of the cinematic
experience is covered, from architectural planning to special programming. The
anecdotal style of the oral commentaries is mixed with a broader cultural explo-
ration of the role that cinema played in the community life of Lewes. The book
covers a range of diverse happenings, from the improvisation of pianists attempting
to keep up with the changing emotional register of silent films in the Cinema de
Luxe to the patronage of the Rolling Stones of the Odeon in the 1960s. Interviews
with projectionists also capture the wonderful physicality of handling film.

With its biographical details of cinema owners and amateur cine-enthusiasts,
the book highlights the significance of private archives in reconstructing local his-
tory and reminds us of the importance of preservation. The birth of Lewes’ Film
Society in the 1970s (and its various incarnations since then) is charted against the
backdrop of the demise of the town’s traditional cinema spaces. The society was
supported with great enthusiasm and sought to keep film culture alive in the area
by organising screenings and events. Also covered is the more recently established
Lewes Junior Film Club, which continues to organise exciting ‘extra-cinematic’
activities alongside screenings to ensure the ongoing development of a range of
young cinephiles in the town. Pointing to the opening of the Depot cinema in
2017, Ruth Thomson’s outlook for the future provision of film culture in Lewes is
optimistic, harking back to the assertion of one of the founders of Lewes Film
Society, that ‘Lewes was a small town but it had a hunger for film’ (p. 82).
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Aimed at the general public rather than academics, this book will no doubt
offer great pleasure to the residents of Lewes and the surrounding area, but it also
provides an illuminating narrative to researchers of the British cinema experience
more generally. Richly illustrated with glossy digital reproductions of photographs,
press cuttings, advertisements, letters, telegrams, cinema programmes and other
ephemera, it may also provide a useful guide for academics seeking to present
information to the general public in an easily accessible format. This entertaining
snapshot of Lewes will strike a chord with anyone interested in what Richard Dyer
so poetically defined as ‘vast assemblies of strangers gathered together in the dark
to see flickering, rapidly changing, fabulous images that they know are being seen
in identical form across the world’ (in Hill and Church Gibson, 1998, p. 8).
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