
1 CAHIER LOUIS-LUMIÈRE N°9

Shedding light on the ENS Louis-Lumière Archives

Françoise Denoyelle

Abstract

The École nationale supérieure Louis-Lumière was originally founded on the initiative of the 
photography and cinema industry. The author pays particular attention to the origins of the 
school, which inaugurated a sound department after World War II. This distinctive feature forged 
its specific character and reputation. With its transition to higher education, the school opened 
up to research and emphasised its interest in creative production.

The school’s private origins partially explain the lack of records concerning its constitution. 
Successive relocations also largely contributed to the loss of administrative and teaching 
materials. Consequently, a review covering three quarters of a century - the recruitment of 
students, teachers and guest speakers, as well as the educational methods developed - has 
proven inconsistent. Little or nothing remains with regard to the school’s origins. However, the 
requirement that students write a dissertation upon the school’s transition to a Master’s-level 
curriculum, and the advent of digital technology, have facilitated the collection of information 
on a much larger scale.

Public open house at ENS Louis-Lumière, 2014




https://youtu.be/KqUnQF7Lnlk
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The École technique de photographie (Technical School of Photography), now the École nationale supé-
rieure Louis-Lumière (The National Film, Photography and Sound Engineering School), was founded 
on the initiative of industrialists and entrepreneurs of the photography profession. Its private character 
partly explains the lack of school archives regarding its constitution. The project’s initiators kept them, 
sold them at public auctions, or transferred them as private archives to the Société française de pho-
tographie (French Photographic Society). No one has ever been appointed to conserve the archives 
or the museum. The latter is comprised of objects donated by the profession. Successive relocations 
have also largely contributed to the loss of key administrative and educational records, which were kept 
on the premises.

Consequently, archives from public bodies: national, departmental, municipal archives, the Centre 
national du cinéma (CNC: film archives and the French archival library for film), Institut national de 
l’audiovisuel (INA), as well as private organisations: archives held by the French Photographic Society, 
the Vaugirard-Louis-Lumière Alumni Association (AEVLL), and private archives belonging to former 
students and teachers, must supplement the primary sources necessary to retrace the school’s history. 
Publications in the press by Paul Montel with regard to the school’s origins, in addition to the specia-
lised and union press - yearbooks published by AEVLL and its website - partly reconstitute the school’s 
past. In this article, the author pays particular attention to the school’s origins, which have forged its 
specific character and reputation up until its transition to higher education. She then turns her attention 
to research and underscores her interest in creative production.

Highly professional origins
After World War II, the self-protective reflexes of the photographic industries, small businesses and trades 
did not favour the kind of training for young professionals demanded by the technical developments 
stimulated by the importation of lower-cost American and high quality German products. Practitioners, 
meanwhile, were reluctant to train their future competitors. It was against this industrial and commercial 
context that the idea for a dedicated school was formed in order to overcome the lack of specialised 
instruction suitable for the development of a skilled workforce.

“The representations made to the public authorities were not successful, even 
before 1914, leading only to vague encouragements, or the offer of very small 
grants, accompanied by clauses, such as completely free tuition, which left the 
entire financial burden of such an undertaking to corporative groupings, with the 
certainty of not being able to recoup anything. The current state of budgets, both 
national and municipal, leaves no hope for more effective competition.

Therefore the creation of a school of photography can only be achieved in the 
form of a commercial enterprise in the hands of a public limited company of 
industrialists, professionals and photography technicians and the industries 
derived therefrom1.”

In 19232, on the initiative of Paul Montel3, H. Bauchet, Émile Boespflug, Louis-Philippe Clerc, Crumière, 
de Geninville, Jules Demaria4, Gabriel Felix5, Émile Grieshaber, Paul Guillaume6, Louis Lumière7, Paul 
Montel, Poulenc and Laurent Vizzavona8 formed an “anonymous research company for the creation 
of a professional school of photography”. Its objective involved: “1. Focusing on all the studies relating 
to the establishment of this school, and the practical ways of implementing them. 2. The structure and 
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constitution of any public limited company, or other, which would be responsible for the implementation 
and definitive administration of the said school9.” Paul Montel played a unifying corporate role. The main 
publisher of press dedicated to professionals and photography enthusiasts, he was in constant contact 
with all the key players, especially the industrialists whose businesses prospered until the 1929 crisis. 
His magazines10 guaranteed the promotion of their products and services through articles and adver-
tisements. The company held its first meeting on March 8, 1922 at the headquarters of the Chambre 
syndicale des fabricants et négociants de la photographie (the trade association for photography manu-
facturers and merchants). The invitation was issued on the Publications Photographiques Paul Montel11 

letterhead. The archives broadly reflect the School of Photography’s strong roots in the profession.

The list of 31 subscribers12 indicated for the first time the school’s dual vocation as a “Professional 
School of Photography & Cinematography”. Indeed the four largest subscribers brought the two sectors 
together: Union photographique industrielle (30,000 francs), the Société des Établissements Gaumont 
(25,000 francs), Pathé-Cinema (25,000 francs), E. Crumière & Cie (25,000 francs), so much so that it 
was necessary to broaden ambitions. The research phase was fast-tracked. A project was submitted 
to shareholders on December 9, 1922: “for a photography and film curriculum, a financial plan, various 
projects for the construction of a school in Paris13”. The limited company quickly tripled its capital. Paul 
Montel’s Le Photographe published successive lists of subscribers14.

The success of this kind of school abroad was highlighted by a number of surveys during research trips 
conducted by Louis-Philippe Clerc, Leopold Lobel15 and Paul Montel. These trips served to develop 
their considerations and the curriculum conceived by Clerc. To underpin the project, the director of 
Le Photographe, Paul Montel, wrote a first paper “Les Écoles de photographie en Europe16” (Schools 
of Photography in Europe). From August to November 1923, articles followed on schools in England, 

The French review of photography and cinema, 1934
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Germany and Austria. For the profession as a whole, it was “the lack of education (that is) the cause of 
our inferiority with respect to overseas, and the difficulty for employers to find qualified workers allowing 
them to give more time to the management and development of their businesses17”. 

In 1923, the company found a site on Rue Ernest Cresson in the 14th arrondissement and established a 
project for a school “comparable to an industrial construction to reduce the cost price18”. On December 
30, 1925, the city of Paris made a grant of this land with the company acquiring possession in August 
1926. L’informateur de la photographie published the detailed educational programme in its October 
issue19 and the school opened in November of the same year.

In October 1927, following building works, the school moved to the 15th arrondissement, 85 Rue de 
Vaugirard20, into a former monitorial school. By decree of 27 June 1928, the l’École technique de 

École technique de photographie 
et de cinématographie (ETPC), 
85 rue de Vaugirard (Paris), 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière

ENS Louis-Lumière, Cité du Cinéma (Saint Denis), 2015 
© R. Bassenne

photographie et de cinématographie (ETPC)/Technical School for Photography and Cinematography 
was recognised by the state. Its purpose was to “equip practitioners with the technical and professional 
knowledge necessary nowadays to competently practice the various professions of photography and 
film21”. It was incorporated into technical education and became an École des metiers (professional 
trade school) in 1937.

During World War II, the German occupation and the laws of the Vichy government concerning Jews22 
profoundly altered the school’s organisation. Though it continued its activities in the occupied zone, 
without its Jewish students, faculty, staff and administrators, an institute for practical implementation of 
the Technical Film School was created in Nice: the Centre artistique et technique des jeunes du Cinéma 
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The school, 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière

Photographic reproduction class, 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière

(the artistic and technical centre for young people in cinema). Paul Montel, whose publications continued 
throughout the war despite the drastic rationing of paper by the Germans, assured the management of 
the Paris school dedicated to photography and tried to halt the recruitment of students for the Compulsory 
Work Service (STO)23 in Germany, with many students forced to flee underground. After Liberation, the 
Ministry of National Education appointed Robert Maugé (1927-2014) as the school’s director. In 1947, 
he created the Electroacoustic Department. In 1953, the school became the École nationale de pho-
tographie et de cinématographie. Thanks to its status as a state technical school, it entered the fold of 
National Education. Gérard Delaisement24 was appointed principal for a brief period. In the years 1970-
1980, the general growth of studies led to the recruitment of students with increasingly higher academic 
levels. The obsolescence of the competitive examination in relation to the diploma awarded - a senior 
technician certificate - led teachers, supported by the students of the time, to demand the school’s tran-
sition to higher education, although part of the profession was not fully vested in this development of the 
programmes. The school left its last address in Paris25 and moved to new premises in Noisy-le-Grand26 
in 1989, which formed part of the project for the new city of Marne-la-Vallée. At this time, a serious 
disagreement opposed the faculty to the school’s director, Mr. Privat, who was subsequently replaced 
by Henry Frizet. In 1992, the school came under the auspices of higher education27. In 2012, under the 
leadership of Francine Lévy, the first woman to head the school, it relocated once again, taking up resi-
dence in the converted industrial site of the Cité du cinema. The school became an associate member 
of Université Paris Lumières in 2014.

An ever-increasing teaching and administrative staff
Originally, the school’s financial plan, confirmed by the educational programme, provided for a framework 
of six posts with a budget of 35,000 francs, and only two permanent teachers. Paul Montel became the 
director of the school until Liberation. His son Pierre, a chemical engineer, would teach Photochemistry 
from 1935 to 1977. Paul Montel, busy with his publishing, served more as an administrator than a director 
of the school. Industry exercised an influence of the highest importance through the professional asso-
ciation for the development of the teaching of photography and cinematography and their applications. 
An attendance record for the Board of Directors28 highlighted the roles of each from 1938 to 1958. Louis 
Lumière29, listed first on the registry, was never present. Léon Gaumont30 only attended the meetings from 
1938 to 1939. Their names were removed in 1946. However, manufacturers of light sensitive materials, 
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assembled within the La Pellicule française31 company, were present most often. They were accompa-
nied by their competitors: H Bauchet, Edouard Grieshaber (the As de Trèfle brand), Gaston Jougla. Émile 
Bloespflug,32 joined by René after the war, the most influential figure along with Albert Trarieux, who was 
Louis Lumière’s son-in-law, co-director of the Lyon company and chairman of the trade association for 
the industry and the photographic trade. Business was represented by André Lévy, followed by Touchon-
Lepage, lighting and camera techniques by Chevojon Studios (industry) and Henri Manuel (portraits). The 
photographer André Garban, very active in professional groups, was only absent during the war, while 
Laure Albin-Guillot, invited from 1946, attended only once. The Director General of Primary Education held 
office in 1938 and again in 1946. The Inspector General of Technical Education33, although invited, only 
joined in 1947. Thus, the profession ran the school. During the Occupation, “the function of administrator 
was removed under orders regarding Israelites” from three of the afore-mentioned parties.

The post war period marked a turning point. The founders passed away and the French photography 
industry continued its decline. In 1950, the French union of film producers met only once, though the 
national confederation for French cinema made themselves heard over the long term. Industry lost its 
direct influence in favour of National Education.

Educators took over the management of the school and the teaching of cinema gained in importance 
along with the development of training in sound. The profession nevertheless remained at the heart of 
the curricula. Many teachers were themselves alumni and many guest speakers came from the indus-
trial sector. The arrival of digital technology and teachers from higher education occurred gradually from 
1991, renewing part of the staff. Pierre-Edouard Maillot was the first university professor appointed to the 
cinema department. This was followed by the appointment of two senior lecturers: Françoise Denoyelle 
in Photography and Gerard Pelé in Sound.

In 2000, AEVLL listed 128 teachers teaching or “having taught at the school34”. In 2015, the school 
website featured 74 names under the “Teacher” section, which comprised both guest lecturers dispen-
sing only a few hours in the year as well as full-time faculty. A study on the teaching body can only be 

Cinema studio, 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière
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accomplished with recourse to the national archives, as the school’s archives have been largely des-
troyed. Several leading figures have taught courses: filmmaker Germaine Dulac, photographic historian 
George Potonniée, the Séeberger photographers, physicist Paul Kowaliski (Kodak Pathé research 
laboratory), not to mention Louis-Philippe Clerc, an originator of the school and co-organiser of many 
international conferences devoted to the development of photographic science. The school has kept 
Willy Ronis’ records; he held a full-time position from October 1970, teaching lighting and camera tech-
niques four times a week. Although his professional qualities were acknowledged, he was let go in the 
autumn of 1972, and he left for the provinces.

Class of 1934  © ENS Louis-Lumière

Filming  © Simon CacheuxPhoto studio  © Ivan Mathie

Music studio  © Ivan MathieMixing studio  © Ivan Mathie
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Students engaged in varied projects, 
pursuing diverse career paths

The photography class of 1928 contained 15 students, including two young women. The cinematography 
class was comprised of 10 young men, half of whom were foreigners or of foreign descent. Their number 
increased in the photography department, rising to 35 students in 1935. Numbers were always fewer in 
cinematography classes, including lean years like 1930 with only 6 students. War did not affect the number 
of recruits. The first sound class in 1949 was composed of only five students. Enrolments doubled starting 
from the class of 1956. In 1970, a continuing education and social advancement centre was attached to 
the lycée, virtually doubling enrolments35. Between 1980 and 1990, the number of students per class was 
24 until the transition to higher education stabilised the numbers at 16 students per department, per year.

The school possesses student enrolment records36 in the archives, dating back to the very beginning 
and AEVLL has regularly published directories, which have been updated over the years37. No infor-
mation has been recorded regarding the social backgrounds of students38. A monitoring system was 
established of the career paths pursued by the school’s alumni. The summary of the data collected for 
the 1950-2012 period reflects a good match between education and employability; conditions of access 
to a first job (typically 6 months) are considered positive. The status is that of intermittent (sound and 

Class of 2006 Photography 
© Christophe Caudroy

Class of 2007 Photography  © Romain Bachy



9 CAHIER LOUIS-LUMIÈRE N°9

cinema departments), freelance work (photography department), salaried executive (camerawork, post 
production, commercial and industrial sectors...)39. Career paths are extremely diverse. Although stu-
dents produce large quantities of still and moving images as well as sound, the school archives have 
retained very little of this material. A dozen plaques commemorate the memory of the oldest classes40. 
AEVLL receives photographs that it posts on its website. A digital book Nos années Vaugirard41 alter-
nates official images of awards, class photography and adolescent pranks42.

The advent of the Internet has enabled the wider dissemination of projects, works and numerous awards 
won by students in competitions and festivals for the three disciplines. Since 2008, the school website 
has posted archives online regarding the school’s activities, but also those procured for the school by 
alumni in connection with their own news. AEVLL’s website offers 1650 exciting and eclectic articles43 
about members’ activities. Initiated in 1999, a collection of about eight hundred portraits of photography 
personalities or practitioners was produced by photography students using a view camera. These have 
been placed in a national institution dedicated to conservation.

Tailored teaching methods of which few traces remain
Since its inception, the school has been dedicated to preparing students for careers in the audiovisual 
industry. Two specific departments were created: for still images “young boys and girls aged at least 
15 ½ are accepted subject to justifying knowledge equivalent to that of students who have completed 
additional courses in primary schools44”. And for motion pictures, the requirement was “knowledge equi-
valent to a higher certificate45”. Clerc carried out a comparative analysis of schedules, disciplines, and 
methods of schools in Berlin, Dresden, London and Vienna to establish a 38-hour week programme of 
classes. Most classes were common to both departments. Classes in theory accounted for the least 
number of hours, at about 7 hours per week in photography, and 10 to 11 hours in cinema. For the 
practical modules, drawing was accorded as many hours as laboratory classes (10 hours). In cinema, 
specialisation occurred in the second year, with 18 to 22 hours devoted to cinematographic work. The 
school delivered a CAP (professional aptitude certificate). The transition into secondary education raised 
the standard of recruitment and that of the diploma. In 1971, the professional certificate was replaced 
by the «senior technician» certificate. In 1996, the Louis Lumière degree, equivalent to Master’s level, 
was recognised by the state, with the school finally conferring a Master’s degree in 2010.

Photographic reproduction class, 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière

Retouching and drawing classroom, 1930s 
© ENS Louis-Lumière
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Of the works produced or initiatives undertaken, almost nothing had been recorded in the school’s archives 
until recently46. Some plaques and photographs serve as a record of the laboratories, film sets and stu-
dios. Students in grey smocks and ties record sound, but preserved images are rare, and the actual 
works produced non-existent. It was not until the inauguration of a photojournalism module that a shooting 
campaign was undertaken and conserved, with photographs taken of the entire premises at the Noisy-
le-Grand site. But what remains of the awards, scholarships, partnerships, exhibitions, screenings, fairs, 
installations at the Ferme du Buisson, participation in Cannes, Clermont Ferrand, Arles, or of the meetings, 
visits, conferences and master classes? A great deal more than in the past thanks to sites that preserve 
information, if not content, but for how long? No relocation of these sites has been organised at present 
to ensure their conservation. The transition to higher education and the production of a dissertation with 
a practical component initiated the start of the systematic archiving of student assignments. It remains 
patchy for technical, educational and logistical reasons. Dissertation papers47 are saved, with their digital 
versions posted online. The films, like all the works funded by the school and the educational resources, 
remain the school’s property. However, their conservation is not complete, and the management of much 
of this heritage is dependent on the goodwill of teachers. No systematic archiving is being undertaken. In 
2003, the journal Cahiers Louis Lumière, dedicated to research, under the supervision of director Jacques 
Arlandis and Professor Gérard Leblanc48, published its first annual issue. All the Cahiers in print format, 
available in specialised bookshops, are partially online on the school website. Seminars organised by 
teachers, or in which they participate, are the subject of specific publications.

This brief overview of the school’s origins and what has been preserved exposes the loss of archives. 
Nevertheless, what of the previously mentioned museum and the old library? The Kodak and Pathé collec-
tions have been well preserved and even enhanced, however, substantial work must be undertaken for the 
seriously threatened museum. Although a significant re-organisation of the archive must be undertaken within 
the school itself, AEVLL will surely come to play a key role in this endeavour, since the association benefits 
from a network of successive generations and a host of retirees in possession of the skills necessary to collect, 
classify, organise, and make information available to large numbers of people such as researchers.

Video of «Ianos», from the class of 2015, Sound




https://youtu.be/Gdv6G9rdknY
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Françoise Denoyelle is a photographic historian. 
University Professor Emerita (ENS Louis-Lumière 
- The National Film, Photography & Sound 
Engineering School), Research Associate (Centre 
for 20th Century Social History, Université Paris 1 
Panthéon Sorbonne/CNRS), she also serves as 
an expert to the Court of Appeal in Paris.

She has published several books including Studio 
Harcourt (1992), François Kollar. Le choix de 
l’esthétique, (1995), La Lumière de Paris (1997), 
La photographie d’actualité et de propagande 
sous le régime de Vichy (2003), Harcourt 1934-
2009 (2009), La Dynastie des Terraz (2010), Le 
Siècle de Willy Ronis (2012) and Boris Lipnitzki le 
Magnifique (2013).

Her books have been awarded numerous prizes: 
the Prix John Jaffé (1992), the Chancellery of 
Parisian Universities for Le marché et les usages 
de la photographie à Paris, pendant l’entre-deux-
guerres. The Prix du livre biographique / the 
Book Prize for Biography (1993), and the musée 

français de la photographie (French Museum of 
Photography) for Georges Marchand, Dieppe 
1900. She received an honourable mention at the 
Prix Nadar (2005) for Pékin 1966, Photographies 
de Solange Brand. 

En 1983, she exhibited the École de Paris pho-
tographers: André Kertész, Germaine Krull, Man 
Ray... She later produced Capa connu et inconnu 
(2004) and La Photographie humaniste (2006) in 
collaboration with the curators of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France (National library of France); 
du Sel au Pixel at ENS Louis-Lumière (2007), 
Rencontres de la photographie à Arles; 20 ans 
d’une aventure humaine, Maison européenne de la 
photographie (2005); Retour en Lorraine, Maison 
des Métallos, Mois de la Photo (2008); Des clics 
sur la France d’hier, Ministère de la Culture et 
de la Communication pour le Cinquantenaire du 
ministère / Ministry of Culture and Communication 
for the 50th Anniversary of the Ministry (2009); 
Paris libéré, Paris photographié, Paris exposé with 
Catherine Tambrun, Musée Carnavalet (2014).
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8 Laurent Vizzavona, president of the trade association 
of French photographers. During the Occupation, 
vice president of the French trade association of 
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Vichy government. At the head of a studio on Rue du 
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17 Paul Montel, “Une École professionnelle de 
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20 In 1927, following an agreement with the city of Paris, 
upon paying a symbolic cent, the school moved to  
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21 M. L.P. Clerc record, “But de l’École” (The School’s 
Objective), op. cit.
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23 Interview by the author with Pierre Montel in 1988.
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24 See the Vaugirard Photo class of 64 website:  
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25 In 1975, the school was spread over several locations: 
Rue Rollin (administration, classrooms and screening 
rooms, as well as a sensitometry laboratory) in  
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and also in Anthony, which would house studios  
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Back to text >
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29 Louis Lumière, having admired the Mussolini regime 
then supported Vichy. He took refuge in the Villa 
Lumen in Bandol during the war and died in 1948. 
After the death of his wife in 1925, he left Lyon and 
moved to Neuilly in the Paris region, and abandoned the 
company’s direction in favour of his son-in-law Albert 
Trarieux and his nephew Henri Lumière, whose conduct 
during World War II contributed to the rehabilitation  
of the family business.
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30 Léon Gaumont, the film industry pioneer. In 1930 he 
abandoned his company, placed in liquidation in 1934. 
He died in 1946.
Back to text >

31 The company brought together the Guilleminot, 
Boespflug, Crumière, Barnier and Risson establishments. 
With the exception of Barnier, with its company located 
in Privat, their director or representative all participated 
on the board of directors.
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32 René Boespflug, a graduate of HEC, assured 
the financial and commercial management of the 
Guilleminot-Boespflug company from 1925, specialising 
in light-sensitive materials. See in this regard, Françoise 
Denoyelle, La Lumière de Paris, t. 1, Le Marché de la 
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p. 60-72.
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mention the ETPC (bulletin de la Société française  
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Society, January 1936).
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