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Work towards a new … aims & objectives 

Cinenova Working Group

Cinenova is a non-profit organization dedicated to distributing feminist film. Formed 
in 1991 from the merger of two feminist distributors, Circles and Cinema of Women, 
Cinenova provides the means to discover artist, experimental, narrative, documen-
tary and educational moving image works, distributing the titles brought together 
by both organizations as work that reflects the ‘diversity of approach’ to film-making 
that they represented during their periods of activity. Cinenova is collectively orga-
nized by a volunteer-led Working Group. In 2016 Cinenova moved with LUX to a 
new building in North London; in parallel we began work on a new website that has 
prompted the re-articulation/visualization of what we do and of the relationships with 
the film-makers we work with – expanding on the work that precedes us, its aims and 
objectives. In our collective contribution to this issue of MIRAJ we have attempted to 
reformulate the Circles Aims & Objectives from 1980. 

1. Structure/membership

Faced with closure since 2001 when the London Film and Video Agency cut the 
organization’s regular funding, Cinenova has been run by volunteers dedicated to 
the constellation of films, histories and politics that make up the collection, believ-
ing in the necessity of keeping it autonomous and in active distribution, rather than 
dispersed into larger and more general archives. The selection of works was made 
over the course of the organization’s history up to this point (with very few excep-
tions, the newest works were acquired prior to 2001). We have decided to commit to 
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this body of work and assist in its distribution and preservation. A body of relation-
ships, politics, practices and a collection of films form the basis of our work now – the 
basis from which we continue to build upon, depart from and amend, drawing alli-
ance towards new works through screening events and research projects. Although 
we do not strictly have a membership-led base, the choices concerning how we work 
with the collection are informed and aided by the conversations that we have with 
film-makers and specialist groups, who are invited or request to view the films and 
work with Cinenova. The Cinenova Working Group acts as the organising committee, 
asking how this group can operate collectively and voluntarily to ensure the ongoing 
care of the collection and its public access. It faces the question: how can an un(der)
funded organization stand against the replication of exploitative working models? 

2. Research

In many ways the necessary day-to-day labour of administration is simultaneously a 
research method engaged with the collection and the film-makers. Some of the work 
that we distribute is not in good shape and some of the films and videos are the only 
surviving copies of a work. Rather than hiding these material conditions, we encour-
age a conversation about this, a conversation about the various forms of precarity  
the materials and the history of the collection both figures and resists, and that define 
the efforts of the Working Group and its collaborators in many different ways. We 
believe that it is incredibly important for the work of the film and video-makers whom 
we represent to stay together. The collection has become a very specific assemblage, 
has changed over time and been worked on by different hands. For us, distribution has 
been a process of re-contextualizing and reflecting on distribution from the angles of 
politics, desire and contingency rather than sticking to performing a delegated author-
ity (‘on behalf of ’), which the distribution contract implies. Thus the films should 
traverse debates in this moment, be seen side by side with contemporary works, be 
they film, video or other media, on platforms that were not necessarily envisioned 
for most of the organization’s time in existence. Now Showing is a monthly screening 
event that we began in 2015. The series intends to materialize relationships between 
contemporary moving image practice and the feminist/organizing legacies present in 
the Cinenova collection, and continues on the work of Circles, which, by bringing 
early twentieth-century work back into circulation, sought to highlight new concerns 
and issues in contemporary film-making practice. 

We approach practitioners whose work seems to already have a resonance, whether 
formal, contextual or thematic, with some of the films and videos in the collection, and 
where an exciting dialogue can be developed. The screening series as a whole repre-
sents a research process for the Cinenova Working Group that we will be drawing on 
once the organization is in a position to take new work into distribution – something 
increasingly near at hand. We have been talking more recently about distribution as a 
process and as research, rather than a rigid institution: distribution to mobilize desire. 
There is always more to be distributed than the works themselves. 

3. Women-only screenings

Cinenova originally distributed work nationally through thematic programmes that 
addressed the oppositional histories, post and de-colonial struggles, questions of 
(reproductive) labour, and representations of gender and sexuality contained within 
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the extensive collection, importantly drawing out the relations and alliances between 
these different struggles. When funding was removed in 2001, we lost the time to 
maintain this distribution tactic, or to take on other works that contemporaneously 
reflected ongoing developments in these areas. As the organization strives towards 
greater stability, we hope that we can once again use the collection to discuss these 
issues publicly. We have already begun this process with a shift of an adjective –  
from women’s film and video to feminist film and video, reflecting a collection of 
works made by directors who identify variously as women, transgender, gender non-
conforming and gender non-binary, and marking a wider shift in understandings of 
the subject within feminism. 

4. Programming and education

Since 2014 the increasingly large numbers of digitized works from the collection have 
been available for preview by the general public at The Showroom in Central London. 
The Showroom is a long-standing supporter of the organization, and this generous 
hosting has enabled interested individuals and groups to simply book a viewing slot 
and come to watch work (a previously precarious process reliant on volunteer time). 
In addition to overseeing the day-to-day running of the collection, we also undertake 
exhibition, screening and educational projects that seek to highlight the conditions of 
the collection. We strive to turn any such invitation outwards; rather than program-
ming works ourselves, we invite those in proximity to the given project to further get 
to know the collection and invite them into the collection to programme. In practical 
terms this might mean an invitation to work on an exhibition project by a European 
Kunsthalle being itself shared in turn by invitations to a number of local groups and 
individuals to programme elements. We sometimes use a structure such as a ‘chain 
letter’ to programme a screening, where members of the chain include those involved 
in and around the inviting organization and members of the Working Group. Each 
chooses a work in turn in relation to the previous choices. We have begun to formu-
late an understanding of what we term ‘programming as distribution’ or ‘distributed 
programming’ whereby we share knowledge of the collection as a whole, and as a 
resource that might be further activated in the future, not merely through individual 
works. 

5. Working practice

One of the more helpful attributes that we might take as a model, influence, or proto-
col for our practice is the care needed in attending to an organization influenced by 
feminism, by class-based analysis, race, questions of social justice and media repre-
sentation, whilst conforming to the legal demands of running a limited company with 
charitable status in the United Kingdom. This movement between different ideas and 
practices is crucial to the work that we do together, and in the process of doing it, 
we are building relational and communication skills with others. We make no claims 
towards a radical method; we are doing the work that is necessary for the basic upkeep 
of the collection, over a long period of time, and for most of this time with very few 
material resources. The work that we do operates across volunteer-run spaces, public 
arts spaces, self-organized programming, educational context, social, community, 
public and private, through circuits of desire. We do it because we are committed to 
this material and the relationships that are embedded in it and the relationships that 
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it makes possible in the present. Through national and international distribution and 
organizing, Cinenova acts as an agency for artists, educators, curators and their audi-
ences. Cinenova is a source of very specific knowledge; it is a network and cultural 
community that engages directly with feminist moving image work and with the ques-
tion of how to make this work more accessible. Whilst there are fewer independent 
cinemas, there has been increased programming of film and video in art contexts and 
museums, as well as political spaces, and in research practices in higher education. 
In our current work we try to encourage dialogue around the screenings that we and 
others organize through making connections with existing groups in the places where 
the work is shown or circulated, and by inviting people to watch, curate and write 
about different works.

Circles was founded in 1979 by Jane Clark, Joanna Davis, Rachel Finkelstein, Tina 
Keane, Mary Pat Leece, Annabel Nicolson, Lis Rhodes, Felicity Sparrow and Susan 
Stein. The original Aims & Objectives text was composed by Felicity Sparrow for the 
group’s first distribution catalogue published in 1980.

contributor details
The Cinenova Working Wroup is made up of 
members based in the United Kingdom, the 

United States and Germany. The group collectively 
reflected upon Sparrow’s original text to reflect 
Cinenova’s current working practices and aims.
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