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1 Making Cinema a Modern Art

1

In 1935 the fledgling Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, an-
nounced the formation of the Film Library, a department tasked with sav-
ing and exhibiting films that were in danger of being forever lost to public
view. At this point in American history, the life cycle of a typical film was
extremely brief; the bulk of commercial features disappeared quickly from
movie screens, never to appear again. Viewing art films and what we today
call movie classics was still a highly unusual activity, confined to major ur-
ban centers and only a handful of theaters. As such, there was widespread
skepticism about the pairing of such a popular and spectacular amusement
with the comparatively elite and sacral space of the museum, striking
many as novel and, at times, odd. Why see old films? What was a film mu-
seum? What did the ephemeral and entertaining value of film have to do
with enduring and edifying proclamations of art?

A local New York newspaper described MoMA’s film venture:

At the film library Salon at the Museum of Modern Art the subjects re-
ceive a lengthy foreword as a sort of reminder (or warning) of the type
of film its product represents and an “analysis” of its meaning to world
culture in general. But the films are just as jaundiced, just as slapstick,
just as antediluvian as those in the nickelodeon. . . . A visit to the sub-
terranean chamber of the museum is rewarding . . . if not for the histo-
rical implications, then certainly for the opportunity of seeing Jimmy
Cagney in a cake-eater’s suit and Joan Blondell in a “fish-bowl” hat.1

Such reports, typical at the time, indicate that main-street movies contin-
ued to be seen as dramatically different from museum art; clear dissonance
between their content, modes of display, and manners of looking persisted.
Marble sculptures of gun-toting villains or oil portraits of gravity-defying
heroines were—by all official art histories—nonexistent. Paintings were



not customarily viewed in darkened theaters by captive, seated audiences.
Movies were not accompanied by docent lectures, dates of origin, or didac-
tic placards. Early film screenings at MoMA confirm the peculiarity of the
project. Visitors to the museum’s auditorium regularly demonstrated un-
certainty about very basic things: How should they behave when watching
movies in an art museum? MoMA’s filmgoers enacted precious little of the
dignified and controlled behavior so eagerly sought by museum adminis-
trators and film programmers. They talked loudly during screenings. They
argued aggressively over seats. They laughed at tragic heroes and weep-
ing women, cackling with abandon at the sight of violent deaths. They ar-
rived at films late and left early, bumping into fellow viewers, disrupting
the narrative flow and attentive engagement. Lacking established norms
for watching museum movies, audience members became participants in
saloon-style conflicts. Reaching Hollywood proportions, film viewers en-
gaged in shouting matches, punctuated occasionally by projectile objects.
Such bad behavior occurred frequently enough that the Film Library’s first
curator, Iris Barry, had a slide projector permanently installed in the mu-
seum’s auditorium, equipped with a slide that read: “If the disturbance in
the auditorium does not cease, the showing of this film will be discontin-
ued.” If after the film had been stopped and the warning slide displayed, the
audience still did not compose itself, the house lights would come up, and
the show would be declared over. Charles Turner, a regular member of
MoMA’s early audiences, recalls that sometimes Barry’s rebuke would
come only ten minutes into the picture. To further ensure decorum, and to
bolster her own disciplinary capacities, Barry reserved herself a permanent
seat in the auditorium, alongside a phone connecting her instantly to the
projectionist. She was a common fixture in the theater, regularly monitor-
ing both image quality and audience comportment.2 Taking films seriously
at MoMA was neither simple nor obvious, even to otherwise properly civ-
ilized museumgoers. It required imposing persistent institutional disci-
pline and entailed recognizing that the museum’s film audience would, in
fact, persist in misbehaving.

This disjuncture between the ideal and the actual museum audience for
MoMA’s films provides a telling index to the broader conditions in which
the status of cinema was being markedly transformed, from ephemeral en-
tertainment to enduring cultural monument. In its short forty-year life,
film’s form and function had changed considerably. By the mid-1930s, its
content and style had evolved from brief, one-shot scenes of everyday life
to feature-length narratives demonstrating aesthetic complexity and the-
matic sophistication. Black-and-white actualities yielded to vivid animated
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color. Single silent filmstrips gave way to multireel synchronized sound.
Rather than anonymous performers, select film actors became identifiable,
international stars. The places in which one might view a film extended be-
yond Edison’s peep show Kinetoscope and the polyglot space of the nick-
elodeon to include grand picture palaces and ivy-clad universities. Writing
about cinema was similarly transformed, from occasional derisive mention
in the respectable press or celebratory tract in the protective pages of in-
dustry rags to sustained monographs and specialized journals addressing
the history, aesthetic distinctiveness, politics, and social and psychological
impact of cinema.

The changes to film form, film theory, and social practice outlined here
were punctuated by a crucial material fact of 1930s film culture. While the
industrial organization, images, ideas, and public spaces collectively re-
ferred to as the institution of cinema had secured a place in national cul-
tures and international governance, films themselves did not fare so well.
Despite the profound influence cinema exercised on conceptions of time,
space, knowledge, industry, nation, and leisure, only a year after their ini-
tial release most films could not be seen. Still subject to the perils that sim-
ilarly befell other popular entertainments, many films were recycled for
their material-chemical components or were simply dumped into the
ocean once their initial theatrical run was exhausted. In the late 1920s, the
shift to synchronized sound further spurred the recycling industry that
flourished in the wake of the uncountable silent films deemed more valu-
able for their silver content than for their seemingly obsolete stories, sty-
listic innovations, or stars.3 The majority of films that remained were swept
into ill-kept studio vaults or stock footage warehouses, the survival of their
images further threatened by the flammability and fragility of the nitrate
stock on which they were printed.

Assertions of film’s archival value persisted from the inception of the
medium. The occasional individual exalted the value of films as essential
records of everyday life or of state pageantry.4 Individual inventors and
filmmakers donated select films or artifacts to libraries, museums, and
repositories.5 A series of haphazard film exhibits of select films and related
paraphernalia were held in libraries, in museums, and at art expositions
throughout the United States and Europe.6 As film came to be thought of
as a distinct medium with an essence, a growing group of cinephiles and
writers persistently lamented that the material traces of film’s history—
films, production and publicity materials, program notes—were danger-
ously scattered and in jeopardy of being forever lost.7 The desire to actu-
ally see old films was a prominent thread in the growing fabric of film
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writing, both specialized and popular. Commentators bemoaned the fact
that once moving images had flitted across screens, it was nearly impos-
sible to see them again. Would-be repeat viewers were prey to the un-
friendly logics of commercial exhibition and were forced unhappily to
chase films as they moved down the film food chain, out of prestige picture
palaces to third-run theaters in the suburbs or in neighboring towns and so
on.8 Or, similarly prohibitive, seeing old movies entailed paying the exor-
bitant fees and viewing the uneven collections of the growing but disor-
ganized field of nontheatrical film rental agencies. Despite what seems to-
day the obvious utility of saving and seeing yesterday’s films, forty years
after the first public projections in North America and Europe, the cries and
complaints of critics, writers, and fans yielded few results. No American
institution could proclaim sustained success with the simple mandate of
saving and exhibiting films as objects of lasting cultural, aesthetic, or his-
torical value.9 In short, when the Film Library formed, no material infra-
structure had been successfully built to secure lasting and studied atten-
tion to films themselves as had been done for paintings, sculptures, books,
music, plays, and even photographs.

With the founding of the Film Library, significant steps had been taken
to alter the ephemeral condition of film’s cultural and material life. The
Rockefeller Foundation, a prominent philanthropy, provided the bulk of
the long-needed funds required to design and build a new kind of Ameri-
can film institution. Armed with an ambitious plan, library staff began
hunting for films in both obvious and unusual places: basements, at-
tics, junk shops, scrap firms, and the poorly maintained vaults of extant
and defunct production companies. They collected a considerable range of
films: old and new, popular and eclectic, American and European. Produc-
tion material, film stills, memoirs, correspondence, journals, books, maga-
zines, pamphlets, and exhibition materials were also eagerly sought out.
The Film Library gradually became an archive assembled from film his-
tory’s sprawled and varied remains. Feeding the interest in specialized 
and repeat viewing, it also became an elaborate exercise in nontheatrical
distribution and exhibition. Relying on the emergent network of 16mm
projectors, it selected 35mm films, frequently reduced their size, and
arranged them into programs. Packaged and circulated to national and in-
ternational educational organizations, or shown at the museum itself,
these films accompanied production information, printed notes, and lec-
tures. MoMA’s film public, while perhaps more diverse and dissenting
than initially imagined, consequently and quickly grew.
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The Film Library mobilized particular assumptions about film, art, and
audiences. Specifically, it declared film a modern art with an important his-
tory. It provided cinema a prominent institutional home alongside other
traditional and emergent aesthetic forms. Select films were announced as
examples of a uniquely American art, influential on world film styles.
MoMA asserted that this new modern art should be collected, saved, stud-
ied, and, most important, seen. Film Library staff confidently addressed
what they presumed to be a national, interested, and capable audience ea-
ger to watch, think, and talk about films in a manner imbued with the au-
thority and resources of a museum. The Film Library was an unusual cul-
tural configuration predicated on a mode of exhibition unfamiliar to the
vast number of filmgoers and museum attendees. It culled from members
of both constituencies, combining concepts of film art, film history, and
practices of popular exhibition with concepts of art history and modes of
elite display. As it did so, a new kind of audience became visible, sustained
by the institutional logics of a privately funded yet publicly mandated film
department and art museum. In short, MoMA’s was a then-unfamiliar ex-
ercise that laid an enduring foundation and helped to create a common
sense about cinema: film is an art with a history that matters to a public
aware of its place in a differentiated field of cultural practice.

In 1936, Carl Bohnenberger, a member of the National Board of Review,
wrote: “Perhaps at some time in the future, possibly not very far away, the
slender thread of permanency of the film may be strengthened and length-
ened. I imagine that each of us will have our own library of films and some
simple means of projection—and we shall be able to experience, as often as
we choose, the presence of a great film.”10 His view was widely shared by a
committed few interested in redefining dominant conceptions of cinema.
Today it is clear that film history, film art, and watching movies outside of
commercial theaters are not only intelligible and lasting concepts but also
profitable ones. Film audiences have, nevertheless, changed considerably.
Studios continue to mine their libraries and market movie classics, lost
treasures, director’s cuts, limited editions, and digitally remastered origi-
nals on electronic and digital formats such as VHS and DVD. Boutique and
independent distributors do the same. Yet these titles are sold to an audi-
ence that is dispersed, fragmented, and frequently based in private homes
rather than public theaters. In the 1930s, the conditions required to effect
such specialized cultural formations—a vast store of films, a highly coordi-
nated distribution and marketing system for a range of film types, hun-
dreds of millions of individualized screens—were the stuff of utopian
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prognostication or dystopian naysayers. Throughout the interwar period,
the ideas and practices of these specialized film cultures unfolded on 
an uneven and underfunded field. Not yet deemed commercially viable,
smaller circuits designed to foster individualized and idiosyncratic, local or
special-interest cinema were a collection of loosely related organizations,
networks, and audiences. Churches, amateur hobbyists, universities, little
cinemas, and an assortment of schools and museums had haphazardly be-
gun to produce and distribute or exhibit films as regular elements of their
mandates.11 Their understanding and use of cinema varied dramatically.
The particularities of film as a unique expressive form, an art, a technology,
or a medium with its own social history were rarely—if ever—the focus or
organizing principle of their activities.

Among the few emergent cultures specifically dedicated to film qua
film, the boundaries identifying films and filmmakers by now-familiar cat-
egories such as experimental, art, popular, amateur, or professional were
blurred by the inchoate infrastructures that in practice supported a range
of activities.12 The core art cinema institutions, which have tended to pose
themselves explicitly against commercial film culture and formed around
concepts of aesthetic distinctiveness and repertory—art houses, university
film programs, film festivals—emerged in full force only after World War
II.13 When the Film Library was established, there was neither such a fixed
circuit of theaters or special venues nor publicly funded agencies that oth-
erwise might have provided readily identifiable cultural or financial cor-
roboration for its project. Institutions that exhibited films, in particular,
struggled to support the most basic access to popular or noteworthy films
of the past, or to feature films made outside dominant American commer-
cial systems, those made by American independent filmmakers, or so-
called foreign films. For instance, the late 1920s saw the emergence of little
cinemas dedicated to expanding the commonsense understanding of what
constitutes current cinema. These theaters, which showed non-American
and repertory films, struggled to survive in cities such as New York, Balti-
more, Chicago, and Philadelphia.14 A related but beleaguered film society
movement, reasonably healthy from the mid-1920s in Paris, Berlin, and
London, only began to take a firm hold more than a decade later in the
United States and Canada, after MoMA was founded.15

During the 1930s, film archives also became important sites for an ex-
panded idea of the cinematic institution. Such archives formed in Berlin,
Moscow, Paris, London, and Sweden. National organizations such as the
British Film Institute, the National Film Board of Canada, and a range of
Soviet programs also emerged as powerful articulations of nation, film,
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and educated citizenship. Some of these organizations saved films; some
had more elaborate mandates to show and educate about and with film.16

These were crucial and transformative projects, assuring film’s place in an
emergent and international cultural field. They also formalized the earliest
discussion of cinema’s role in modern institutions of state, crystallizing on-
going debates that co-articulated film with ideals of nation, history, collec-
tion, and education. MoMA’s Film Library joined these organizations at
the intersection of these sizable discussions. This book, however, rather
than focusing on the project of collecting or archiving films, concentrates
on one aspect of MoMA’s project: its efforts to make select films more visi-
ble to an emergent public under the rubric of art and history. In the most
general sense, the Film Library was a powerful coordinator of resources
and promulgator of discourses about cultural value and productive leisure.
Its earliest and most significant impact was in coordinating and mobilizing
a set of ideas and practices of watching movies. Undergirded by archival
logics, MoMA established a distinct mode of exhibition, and by extension,
of viewing, films. It presupposed that noncommercial and nontheatrical ex-
hibition constituted an essential element of the cinematic and civic infra-
structure. As a result, it contributed inestimably to shaping a much wider
field of debate about culture, museums, and modern life, securing a stage
for film in the ongoing drama of precisely what objects and media matter
within the politics of cultural value and visual knowledge.

Changing sensibilities about film viewing as an organized and serious
endeavor take on greater meaning when the distinct material characteris-
tics of film culture are also considered. The film object was significantly dif-
ferent from the book, the objet d’art, or even the forms of recorded and
printed music that preceded it. In the absence of individualized theaters
and small, affordable film collections—a scenario not widely available until
some fifty-five to sixty years after the establishment of the Film Library
with the rise of the VCR—movies could not be perused on shelves or ac-
cessed at will. They could not be mounted on walls or subsumed by elabo-
rately choreographed and rationalized display techniques. To watch a film
required more than a lamp and a place to sit. Technologies of exhibition
such as projectors, regular electrical current, large spaces such as auditori-
ums, and sometimes fireproof booths and trained projectionists were es-
sential.17 Crucially, the business of film was shaped by a system of legal
rights—copy and exhibition rights, in particular—that were more effective
and easier to enforce than were similar rights attached to reading books or
viewing paintings or listening to music. This system evolved out of an in-
dustry that worked hard to manage the reproducibility of film images,
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upon which it both depended in order to create sizable and often discon-
nected audiences, and against which it struggled to prevent bootleg copies
and unauthorized screenings. As a result, film prints were often rented by
exhibitors for very short periods and then sent on. Repeat reading or view-
ing, a luxury easily afforded by a novel or even a magazine, required illegal
duplication and an elaborate display infrastructure, or it entailed unprof-
itable rental contracts as interested audiences diminished in size.

The film object was like no other cultural object, its basic materiality
and expense rendering it more beholden to industrial logics and the need
for large audiences. Its most immediate meaning or effects unraveled in the
uncertain space between its many screens and the unknowable crowds that
gathered around them. Like other public entertainments before it, this
yielded a considerable range of efforts to contain and control films and the
social spaces in which they appeared. Anxieties about the deleterious ef-
fects of cinema resonated with the wider concerns about urbanization, in-
dustrialization, immigration, and the rapid pace of technological change
that characterized American culture in the first third of the twentieth cen-
tury. Concurrently, working-class and middle-class women became more
visible in public spaces. Polyglot cities teemed with African American, Eu-
ropean, and Asian communities that threatened homogeneous ideals of an
Anglo-Caucasian norm. The laboring classes were demanding greater
rights and generating powerful collective voices under increasing union-
ization and strike actions. Efforts to contain these transformations came
cloaked in the language of Americanization, spiritual and moral health, and
temperance. Culture played an important role in these projects. Librar-
ies, museums, theater, and opera were all institutions seeking to conscript
books, art, plays, and music to a social politic affirming dominant white
Anglo-Saxon ideals.18 Cinema, like the amusement park, city streets, pub-
lic fairs, and dance halls, provided the other half of this cultural divide; it
was similarly conscripted as a stage in contests to manage the changing
face of public life. Debates about leisure, while extremely complex, were
frequently linked to more fundamental fears of difference—race, class, and
gender—that threatened the largely white, native-born middle classes.
Projects such as MoMA’s to make cinema respectable must be understood
alongside such struggles to, in Tony Bennett’s terms, make culture “use-
ful” in these conflicts.19 That is, efforts to make cinema into art or to make
“better films” have long been linked to institutional attempts to organize
and contain the seemingly threatening moment in which spectators en-
counter and otherwise engage with screens and with each other.
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Movies wore many hats within reform and regulatory politics. By the
mid-1930s, a range of cultural institutions were already seeking to use
films to further their respective projects of civic uplift. Select films—from
anthropological and travel films to animated shorts—had long found their
way into the public programs of libraries, churches, and national organi-
zations like the YMCA.20 Early on, itinerant projectionists, educational
lecturers, museums, and universities embraced film for its fidelitous qual-
ities or its ability to enliven a subject such as geography, anthropology, or
natural history.21 In addition, discourses about good cinema circulated in
the journals and publications of these same organizations, likening films
to other ostensibly affirmative cultural forms and media: books, lantern
slides, encyclopedias, didactic display. These institutions imbued films with
a de facto sense of purpose and utility, presenting less a main-street
amusement and more what was thought to be a mind-elevating and moral
experience.22 Such developments complement a common narrative in film
studies that characterizes film history as shaped by an impetus toward
standardization and regulation of cinema as an institution. This includes
the adoption of classical Hollywood narrative and style, as well as modes
of production, distribution, and exhibition. From the early period of the
medium’s development, with its close links to nonnarrative urban attrac-
tions and unruly crowds, cinema’s official incarnations grew to be more
accurately understood as formulaic, predictable, and homogeneous. Such
changes developed roughly alongside Hollywood itself: dedicated movie
theaters, restrictive codes of behavior, and identifiable aesthetic conven-
tions.23 Libraries, museums, and schools similarly sought to carve out 
a cinematic institution far removed from the seemingly unpredictable
masses.

Yet, despite the tendency toward standardization, anxieties about cin-
ema in general and commercial cinema in particular were nonetheless per-
sistent. The film industry bore the brunt of the resulting attacks. As such, it
developed a range of strategies to address its detractors. Some of these re-
lated directly to the production of particular kinds of films. Some are better
understood as producing particular kinds of discourses shaping exhibition
and reception. For instance, from the very beginning of cinema, the film in-
dustry sought to balance the populist and sensationalist pleasures upon
which its fortunes depended with polite and proper fare designed to placate
protesters—and increase revenue by expanding audience share. Within the
more general rubric of classical Hollywood cinema, it actively courted
middle-class patrons by producing and promoting literary adaptations,
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biblical stories, or moralizing tracts about fidelity, honesty, and hard work.
It also balanced this with controversial films about birth control, urban
scandals, and thrill-seeking women action heroes. Yet, consistently, a key
element of this work was to associate their films and activities with estab-
lished cultural institutions.24 In other words, Hollywood was also one of
the most enduring and consistent promulgators of the idea that film could
and should be not only educational but also considered an indispensable
cultural and educational institution in its own right.

Among the many strategies adopted to accommodate this notion, the
industry literature was littered with the assertion that films were good for
everything from preventing crime to improving learning. Spokespeople
frequently associated Hollywood with vague rhetorical projects to make
film educational, to improve cinema, or to make “better films.” Throughout
the second decade of the twentieth century, such associations appeared fre-
quently in the industry press. Regular articles were published heralding
the wonders of moving images as pedagogical panaceas. Film was likened
both to respectable cultural forms and to the middle-class institutions
formed around them. In 1913 Stephen Bush discussed film’s utility to edu-
cation in the industry magazine Moving Picture World: “If the university
of today is a collection of good books, then it is likewise true that the uni-
versity of tomorrow will be a collection of good motion pictures.”25 The
struggle toward respectability was a battle to shape public perceptions. As
such, success was never dependent only on films or the industry press.
Journals, pamphlets, magazines, newspapers, and later radio were all
weapons in this fight. Through these media, both industry-friendly sup-
porters and balanced film moderates advocated for the necessary and bene-
ficial contributions of film to the university (or film-as-university), the
library, and the school.26 Such discourses only grew throughout the inter-
war period as film became a way by which such institutions might also
maintain their own relevance and expand their mandates by responding to
what was clearly an overwhelming interest in movies, their stories, and
their stars.27 The films identified as important included popular feature
adaptations, narrative shorts, and informational and expository films. This
vague rhetorical platform of improvement must also be understood as one
purposefully geared toward finding new utility and markets for celluloid
and projectors as much as for quelling the ire of those seeking to further
regulate industry activities. Companies such as Edison, Eastman Kodak,
and Pathé, among others, persistently lobbied to open these markets.

Throughout the 1920s and especially in the 1930s, regulatory politics
took on a much more formalized and national status. Because films would
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not enjoy First Amendment protections until 1951, the Supreme Court’s
1915 decision to deem movies “business pure and simple” fortified the
legal stage upon which state and local censors, as well as women’s and
religious groups, would continue to act, and by which the industry would
be forced to protect itself. During this period, the film industry itself was
becoming more organized and rationalized as a business enterprise. As 
a result, various associations emerged that served to advocate for the in-
dustry’s interests, to manage its public face, and to coordinate its grow-
ing workforce: the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America
(MPPDA, 1922), the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
(AMPAS, 1926), and the Society of Motion Picture Engineers (SMPE,
1916).28 Such organizations, particularly the MPPDA, battled a mounting
attack, launched by various civic and religious groups, against the indus-
try’s rapid ascent to American cultural and corporate power. Nonetheless,
each association worked in somewhat different capacities to further the
status of cinema in cultural and educational matters. AMPAS collaborated
with area schools to develop film study in classrooms in 1929. In 1923, the
SMPE donated artifacts to museums such as the Smithsonian for their
collection and display; it also arranged public educational exhibits of film
technology, handbills, posters, and personal memoirs of industry pioneers
in 1930.29 The MPPDA is best known during this period as the organiza-
tion headed by Will Hays and responsible for adopting the industry’s self-
regulating Production Code, the first version of which was penned in
1927. The MPPDA worked particularly hard to productively associate it-
self with institutions of reputation and authority. It supported educational
projects at Harvard Business School, the Fogg Art Museum, and the Na-
tional Archives, as well as various national and international educational
organizations throughout the 1920s.30

During the 1930s, Hollywood studios continued the work of associating
their films with sites and symbols of cultural legitimacy. Mounting attacks
required increasingly strict enforcement of the Production Code, judi-
ciously revised in 1930. From 1933 onward, under the guidance of Joseph
Breen, stricter adherence to the Code was used to stave off external control
of industry operations by the federal government and to offset the increas-
ingly organized voices of moral protest by groups such as the Legion of
Decency, formed in 1934. The rising cries against the film industry’s perva-
sive influence appeared not just in the eyes of would-be regulators but also
on the pages of widely published literature bolstered by the authority of
the social sciences. The Payne Fund Studies, while complex and sizable on
the whole, were distilled and disseminated as inexpensive paperbacks that
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functioned as warning bells to citizens concerned about the negative influ-
ence of Hollywood films on their children. A new class of media experts
with university credentials and a range of expertise emerged, providing yet
another challenge to film’s power.31 Industry spokespeople remained insis-
tent and defiantly marketed select titles to schools, asserting that popular
feature films were good for learning and healthy for young citizens. They
sent direct-mail advertising to schoolteachers, an effort that began with
and fed the success in 1934 of RKO’s Little Women. Teachers became a reg-
ular aspect of marketing the rising number of classic literary adaptations
and historical biographies that emerged during this period. Further, the
names of Dante, Shakespeare, Dickens, and Tolstoy were used by industry
spokespeople as transparent indices to industry goodwill in press releases
and advertising campaigns. Hollywood cloaked its films in references to the
Pulitzer Prize, Nobel laureates, and the Theater Guild, attempting to fur-
ther promote its prized pictures to those for whom such designators would
have meaning.32 Working with the MPPDA, several national educational
organizations successfully orchestrated an active film education and appre-
ciation program throughout the middle and latter part of the 1930s. These
were composed of abbreviated feature films and study guides, sent directly
to schools throughout the United States, designed to facilitate discussions
of ethics and character development in schools.33

Friendly to the industry but not synonymous with it, a range of groups
argued that with the proper guidance, well-intentioned viewers could nav-
igate a safe path through the dangers of popular film. Uninterested in ef-
fecting lasting changes to institutions of exhibition per se, these groups ar-
gued for frameworks of evaluation, the responsibilities of individual
choice, and self-instruction. Institutions such as the National Board of Re-
view, the National Education Association (NEA), the American Library As-
sociation (ALA), and even the Girl Scouts of America used magazines,
newsletters, pamphlets, radio, and newspapers to actively advocate for dis-
crimination in film viewing, issuing lists of films differentiated from the
swell of commercial product for their quality or thematic appropriateness
to good leisure. The battle to make films educational, useful, or even partic-
ipatory, thus to enact particular ideas about films and audiences, was waged
on many fronts and in particular material conditions, often in the absence
of any direct control over film production or exhibition. Partly because
there were few ways in which such groups might actually make, distribute,
or exhibit films themselves, a range of discourses collectively indicate an
ambitious project to transform film culture through paracinematic prac-
tices.34 Joining the emergent generation of professional film critics and
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scholars, then, was a popular proliferation of film lists, recommendations,
rating systems, reviews, categories and genres, and discussion programs—
separating good from bad, classics from junk, moral from immoral, ama-
teur from professional. The industry was friendly to these projects, facili-
tating screenings for such groups, among them the National Council of
Women, the American Legion, the National Council of Catholic Women,
the Boy Scouts of America, the YMCA, and the American Civic Associa-
tion, and thus making possible the production of their reviews and evalua-
tions. A simple but telling indicator of this trend is the Motion Picture Re-
view Digest, a weekly compilation of the lists devised from some forty-odd
education and reform groups that reviewed and evaluated films in current
release.35 Throughout the 1920s and 1930s there was a widespread effort to
classify, to differentiate, and to build distinct and authoritative frames
through which film viewers would ideally enter in order to shape their en-
counter with films and their experience of cinema. Such efforts push the
limits of the idea that film culture can be fully understood by invoking the
metaphor of the mass or by analyzing the isolated and unchanging film
text. Rather, they testify to the angst-ridden underbelly of these very per-
sistent abstractions.

In the 1930s, the idea that specialized and educated film viewing should
be an integral part of a broadly based cultural and publicly oriented politic
was becoming a common element in a larger discursive and institutional
shift. The movie theater’s mannered and educated cousin formalized these
long-standing impulses. MoMA’s film salon thus combined the idea of spe-
cialized and purposeful film audiences with the methods of cultural insti-
tutions that preceded it. With its attempt to coarticulate film and re-
spectability, the library appealed to the swell of middle-class organizations
and also to Hollywood. MoMA also affirmed the interests of the special-
ized groups that were forming more intimately around questions of the
specifically or essentially cinematic. Of course, there was frequent overlap
among all of these organizations. The American industry aside, these
groups were linked by the foundational assumptions that educated and en-
gaged viewing entailed attention to film’s unique expressive properties, re-
quired distinct institutions, and was an essential element of both partici-
pating in and defining the contours of public life.

One part of this transformation was a flurry of now-canonical texts in
the history of film study that were being written and circulated through-
out Europe and North America. Usually acknowledged for their proclama-
tion that film was a unique art, these writings were informed by move-
ments in other arts, as well as by international discussions about film
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history, form, and function by Arnheim, Eisenstein, Epstein, Ramsaye,
Rotha, and Vertov.36 Other lesser-known writings were also important for
brokering this shift. Early in the twentieth century, critics writing for
American magazines such as Harper’s, the Nation, and Century began to
apologize for movies by extolling their educational value. During the
1920s and 1930s, this number grew to include a sizable range of mass-
distributed magazines as well as little magazines. Publications as varied as
the New Republic, the Nation, the Dial, and Vanity Fair began to re-
view foreign films and advocate for specialized audiences. From the late
teens forward, the black press not only pursued antiracist protest but also
explored issues of aesthetic distinctiveness and artistry. Venues primar-
ily committed to literature, the established visual arts, and theater be-
gan printing occasional articles on film. These include Hound and Horn,
Theatre Arts, and Arts and Decoration.37 Magazines and journals that
were devoted exclusively to film but that had smaller readerships also
emerged, including the important international publications that circulated
throughout Europe and the United States such as Close Up (1927–33);
Film Art (U.K., 1933–37); Cinema Quarterly (U.K., 1932–36 becoming
World Film News and Television Progress); Sight and Sound (U.K., 1932 to
present); and the International Review of Educational Cinematography
(Italy, 1929–34). Also important were the Film Spectator (U.S., 1926–
31); Hollywood Spectator (U.S., 1924–41); Amateur Movie Makers (U.S.,
1926–54, in 1938 retitled Movie Makers); Experimental Cinema (U.S.,
1930–34); Filmfront (U.S., 1934–35); and Films (U.S., 1939–41).38 The jour-
nal Educational Screen (U.S., 1922–56) also published articles on the grow-
ing uses of cinema within schools, museums, and community contexts.39

The politics of these journals differed greatly. From the dynamic mod-
ernism of Close Up to the do-it-yourself, community-minded approach of
Amateur Movie Makers, ways of thinking about film had become consid-
erably diversified within a small but ever-growing circle. Not simply
deemed an art because of its quality literary or theatrical adaptations but
explored for its own sake according to varied models for both art and cin-
ema, film was part of a growing web of debates. This writing also consti-
tuted a persistent and mounting set of alternatives to Hollywood.

The fact that newspapers also began to publish regular film criticism
punctuates the widespread and increasingly commonsense assumption of
the interwar period that films not only were worthy of comment as politi-
cal flashpoints but were part of an everyday way of thinking about current
events. In daily and weekly papers such as the New York Tribune, the
Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Chicago Examiner, and the Chicago Daily
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News, film writing acquired more sophisticated and distinct contours. Dis-
cussion of film had shifted from technological oddity or social problem or
even simple plot description to sustained commentary on the social experi-
ence of moviegoing, with occasional discussion of film narrative or style
free from the distributor’s promotional prose.40 The trend grew quickly. In
1935, the New York Times, for instance, not only continued its regular crit-
icism, reviews, and annual “Best of” lists but also established its own an-
nual film critics awards, broadcast by radio on NBC. This increased body of
film writing created a platform on which persistent issues in film culture
were aired. With a public platform and critical mass, writers in magazines
and newspapers became more coordinated in their attacks on the state of
current cinema. They bemoaned the absence of old movies and the diffi-
culty of seeing the precious few non-American films that appeared on
commercial screens. Old films and foreign films were seen as appealing al-
ternatives to unsatisfying, undistinguished, banal, or objectionable film
programming. These writers occasionally lamented the visual sophistica-
tion lost in the clumsy transition to synchronized sound. They also fre-
quently acknowledged a lost context of film production, one that was less
burdened by a vertically integrated industry and the moral overtones of
American regulatory debates. They imagined a freer exploration of aes-
thetics, themes, and engaged social commentary beyond the narrow con-
fines that so constrained American cinema. The ideas about what cinema
could and should be were not presented just as a set of prescriptives about
what constituted a good movie or a bad one, though this obviously mat-
tered. Attempts to define and shape the cultures of cinema during this pe-
riod should also be understood as a set of social practices that included
writing, arguing, and reading about films on a wide and public scale that
was significant unto itself. To crib from Miriam Hansen, such writing and
the debates thus enacted constitute a distinct element of cinema’s “discur-
sive horizon,” an identifiable network of ideas and practices that indicate a
reflexive “publicness” inherent to the medium.41 MoMA’s Film Library
was one visible element deeply ensconced in this discursive horizon, fully
participant in a growing public discussion about cinema.

The same year that the MoMA Film Library emerged, public sentiment
against the industry was at its height.42 The proliferation of film writing
provided an increasingly dynamic tapestry of alternatives to the industry’s
commercial and self-regulated model. Specialized formations of film cul-
ture were continuing to emerge. In addition to the more familiar idea that
films might be made outside of the commercial industry, there was a con-
comitant call to recognize films might be watched in conditions removed
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from the confining imperatives of commercial theaters. The Film Library
emerged seeking to blend, balance, and further inflect films with the insti-
tutional edicts of preceding cultural institutions. It sought to coordinate re-
sources, circulate select films, and advocate for distinct modes of interpreta-
tion. As such, it fits neatly within the broad spectrum of other reform
institutions attempting to make leisure productive by aligning it with
middle-class ideals of proper behavior and civic betterment, redefining cin-
ema away from the ostensibly lurid and toward the so-called learned. In
one view, the Film Library would seem at first glance to answer happily the
need for a polite, contained, and respectable form of engagement with cin-
ema. It was funded by a powerful philanthropy, sanctioned by the persua-
sive middle class, supported (at least publicly) by the film industry, and
actively solicited by social reform groups as well as other hegemonic insti-
tutions: universities, colleges, museums, and schools. By collecting, lend-
ing, and exhibiting films—especially popular American films—and by
making such films and film-related resources available, the Film Library
distinguished itself by inflecting old films with some of the most basic
ideals of bourgeois cultural respectability. Through a sprawling series of
national and international activities, ranging from active relations with the
press to specialized film programs, it associated its films with the values of
art, history, and education. Its program notes demonstrated general affin-
ity for now-conventional formalist approaches to cinema’s development.
The library’s films were shown not in commercial movie theaters but in
the comparatively elite spaces of museums, universities, and civic organi-
zations. Each of these disparate sites of film exhibition was coordinated by
one authoritative institution of art. At its foundation, the Film Library en-
acted the well-worn assumption that leisure was a crucial site for engen-
dering proper conduct, moral development, and studied contemplation,
taking a popular cultural form and submitting it to rituals of serious atten-
tion, polite discussion, and tasteful, cosmopolitan encounters.

MoMA’s project to make of cinema an ordered and respectable phenom-
enon was, nonetheless, far from moralizing in tone or coercive in politics
like some of its contemporaries. Importantly, it also drew freely on the
generative body of writing tasked with articulating cinema’s specificities
and film’s wider relationship to political, social, and historical structures.
While the Film Library staff’s efforts were clearly guided by class-based
assumptions, the ideological bent of their activities was much more com-
plex than those of other reform-minded groups. Like the National Board of
Review, which during this period similarly advocated for carving up the
mass of cinema in favor of specialized or minority film cultures, the Film

16 / Making Cinema a Modern Art



Library argued for particular kinds of films rather than against commercial
cinema.43 Its sense of moral or polite cinema had as much to do with en-
gendering a manner of watching as with prescribing what should be
watched. Commensurate with this, the Film Library had a comparatively
dynamic understanding of what might constitute noteworthy cinema. It
programmed French crime serials, as well as tales of urban and moral decay
such as Underworld (Josef von Sternberg, 1927), Little Caesar (Mervyn
LeRoy, 1931), and Greed (Erich von Stroheim, 1924), a genre of cinema
whose appearance on American screens had been seriously inhibited by the
mounting regulatory climate. Sex, violence, crime, and explorations of
moral and mental liminality deemed unacceptable within the constraints
of commercial cinema found new life on its private screens.44 It also pro-
vided a venue for experimental and abstract films. Further, MoMA’s was an
effort to produce spaces that were shaped but by no means determined by
studied modes of watching. As such it also resonated with politically pro-
gressive and occasionally radical activities under way in the United States
and Europe. It showed celebrated American films alongside the increas-
ingly incendiary films of Germany and the Soviet Union. In short, perhaps
the most significant of the Film Library’s interventions was its attempt to
extract individual films—American and foreign—from the commercial,
corporate, and official regulatory restraints that limited their movement,
their means of expression, and their influence, providing the privileges as
well as the prescriptives of art institutions more generally. While it neces-
sarily selected certain films over others, MoMA’s Film Library emerged at
the peak of regulatory fury, seeking to carve out a comparatively warm
shelter for the growing number of films and modes of cinematic expression
unavailable to American audiences.

By including films, MoMA also disrupted some of the more staid and
conventional aspects of traditional cultural institutions, particularly muse-
ums. It did so by institutionalizing the relatively novel and modern asser-
tion that in addition to paintings and sculpture, the material of everyday
life—buildings, photographs, advertising, machine parts, moving images—
constituted valuable sources of aesthetic, historical, and intellectual con-
templation. By situating film within this institutional claim, it contributed
directly and indirectly to a national, highly mediated, and modern dialogue
on the means by which elite, middlebrow, populist, and industrial logics of
film’s value might convene at the sites of art. For instance, self-consciously
artistic European films were programmed with select literary adaptations
as well as bawdy populist fare. The paintings of Fernand Léger and Sal-
vador Dalí were shown alongside their films.45 The Film Library’s activities
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also reflected the larger museum’s appetite for generating public attention
through constant exposure in the ascendant mass media. The library’s
shows frequently changed; its press releases were daily and numerous; it
actively courted controversy and flirted with consumer culture and popu-
lar fashions. Film was, in this sense, only one small part of a much larger
museological shift.

In short, the project to transform cinema from its status as a passing and
mass entertainment to an edifying and educational activity grew out of the
impulse to arrest the seemingly endless circulation of ephemeral images,
securing them in time and space, moving them away from the location of
commercial cinema and relocating them (sometimes the same images and
sometimes not) elsewhere as part of an imagined and physical strategy of
stabilization. This was neither an ideologically benign nor a simple im-
pulse. It was tied both to class-inflected projects to reform cinemagoers
deemed ignorant or dangerous and to alternative models for cinema that
sought to integrate movie watching with organized modes of cultural en-
gagement that might be critical not just of industry but also of middlebrow
and religious moralizing. This included protection from the rising forces
seeking to regulate film content according to spiritual and other ostensibly
moral dictates, as well as from the raucous frisson of popular movie houses.
Making cinema serious and also respectable was a complex of cultural
forces and institutional ideals, made all the more compelling by a diffuse
and misbehaving audience.

framing film art

Contemporary debates in film and media studies must do more to address
the ways in which modes of exhibition, shaped by emerging technologies,
have long facilitated changes in the experience and cultural value of mov-
ing images. Recently, for instance, it has become clear that home theaters,
video, and digital technologies have all affected the contours of film culture
specifically and cultural life more generally. Audiences have been increas-
ingly atomized and their experience of media fragmented by the time
shifting allowed by the new dominance of home entertainment systems;
simultaneously these same audiences have been more and more coordi-
nated by the collusion of megatheaters, saturation releases, and the orches-
tration of worldwide film events through magazines, newspapers, and tele-
vision. Cable has further splintered the taste cultures of cinema, offering
movie classics, independent cinema, recent releases, art cinema, war films,
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drive-in movies, and even horror films as identifiable genres of, or channels
for, home entertainment. Film and the multimediated culture of which it is
a part are clearly undergoing considerable changes. Yet there is nothing
precisely new about the general fact of these shifts. A small but growing
body of work in film and media history has demonstrated that conditions
of exhibition and reception have been changing what cinema is and how it
functions from the earliest days of the medium.46

Emerging technologies, institutions, and the discourses that shape them
provide a series of overlapping phenomena that help us trace and under-
stand these shifts. Computers, televisions, VCRs, cable, the home, the press,
and the archive have all fundamentally redefined the parameters of how
we can think about what cinema is. For the current twenty-something gen-
eration, movies are small, plastic, and usually digital. They are objects that
sit on bookshelves, packaged in thin, shiny cases. Compact, digital, and
user-friendly, movies are watched over and over, day or night, partially or
in full, from favorite scene to favorite scene, or while sitting on a bus with
a laptop. They are borrowed from friends, lent to teachers, and traded with
other collectors. They are read about on Web sites and discussed in chat
rooms. Movies are, in a sense, always happening. Home is the primary site
for a vast range of micro-film cultures generated, in part, from sizable per-
sonal libraries. For a previous generation, movies were largely events you
went out to, for which you planned, and at which you showed up on time.
They were stories projected with light through celluloid on a big screen.
Some scenes stood out over the years; others faded quickly from memory.
Friday newspaper reviews influenced Saturday night selections. Above all,
film was a social and public event. The movie theater was a site of gather-
ing, annoyance, flamboyance, perhaps introspection, and surely pleasure. It
was a place to hand yourself over to a professionalized apparatus of food
vendors, programmers, and projectionists. For my colleagues, films are
studied closely, painstakingly, analyzed scene by scene and sometimes
frame by frame, often on video. Tapes accumulate on shelves with messy
handwritten titles and typed guides to important clips or precious special
programs aired on cable of hard-to-find films. Television and video have
fundamentally changed our encounter with moving images. Or, more gen-
erally stated, the material and institutional conditions within which we en-
counter moving images have utterly transformed the mode in which we
come to see, to know, to think about, and to write about cinema.

MoMA’s Film Library is an important site for exploring such funda-
mental shifts, marking a significant change in the conditions under which
films have been saved and seen. It also indicates a range of noteworthy in-
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fluences on our most basic assumptions about what it means to watch
moving images. Under the purview of the Film Library and similar organi-
zations, films became the organizing principle of sustained, small, and
identifiable audiences. Watching movies was unfettered by crowds or the
imperatives of commerce. Movie theaters were redefined as self-operated
and malleable spaces. Programming was differentiated by specific commu-
nity interests, buttressed by erudition or aesthetic concerns, overtly politi-
cized or self-consciously ritualized. These multiple yet specific articu-
lations of cinema’s viewing formations began to take clear national and
international shape during this period. This book documents the conditions
under which this cultural shift became possible and took specific form, irre-
trievably changing cinema’s expanding discursive horizon beyond the lim-
its of Hollywood classicism to include a distinct mode of exhibition and a
manner of watching. It does this, partly, by examining the library and the
discourses it promulgated, using them as indices to ongoing changes in the
basic meanings of cinema (figure 1).

Long before digital, video, and televisual modes of image display, the en-
counter with movies was shaped by portable film projectors and other in-
stitutional infrastructures such as museums, libraries, and clubs. The Film
Library is one such cultural phenomenon. It institutionalized a particular
way of thinking about and talking about films. By using relatively new
16mm prints and projectors (along with a smaller number of 35mm prints
and projectors) and the resources of the library, MoMA enacted a lasting
viewing formation. Borrowing from museological ideals, films became
more clearly defined objects. Separated from their prosaic contexts of pro-
duction, distribution, and exhibition, they were collected, catalogued,
placed discretely in cans, arranged on carefully labeled shelves next to oth-
ers similarly processed. With such a shift, ongoing specialized art and
repertory exhibition practices were fortified and spread. Films could be
plucked from 1914 and shown in 1935. They could be projected in chrono-
logical or nonchronological order. They could be shown repeatedly, slowly,
or with their motion ceased entirely. Or they might actually be projected at
their original speed. They could be watched alone, in a small or large group,
in a cramped viewing closet, or in a sizable auditorium. They could be sys-
tematically compared with other films. Importantly, MoMA institutional-
ized the dating of films as a standard practice of film collection, criticism,
and exhibition. Iris Barry herself described this as, in fact, the practice of
which she was most proud, likening its bestowal of dignity upon film to
that accorded to novels, paintings, and fine wine.47 At the heart of the act of
endowing a film with a production date was a basic, now commonsense, as-
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sumption that the making of a film occurs at a particular point in history
and that that moment carries forward a certain significance whose imprint
bears on the future meanings of that film, now more an object than fleeting
shadows, with an increased sense of its own endurance through historical
time. In other words, MoMA provides a glimpse of one institutional site
wherein films took an important turn away from the ephemeral existence
of the amusement park, the urban spectacle, and the phantasmagoric ar-
cade; they also became stored objects, more resistant to the temporal flows
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of daily life, the commercial entertainment industry, and the play of pop-
ulist spaces. Films became more intensely studied objects, lending them-
selves to detailed formal analysis in a way that previously had been impos-
sible and submitting themselves to very different temporal and spatial
assumptions about how best to understand the moving image, redefined as
a discrete cinematic object (figure 2). Moreover, watching such films was
explicitly and discursively linked to ideas about knowledge, art, education,
history, and improving civic life. The Film Library provided the material
and institutional site where these new configurations would take further
shape and attain greater focus.

MoMA’s project was not ideologically neutral, and its politics were not
simple. The Film Library sought to extract a vast range of films from their
original material conditions of production and their usual contexts of exhi-
bition, turning them into objects—albeit complex objects—imbued with
the authority of an elite modern art institution. At MoMA the mass and
materialist ideas of Eisenstein could be viewed by an individual art appre-
ciator, oblivious to the politics of Soviet filmmaking but thrilled by the
evocative pathos of cinematic montage. At MoMA, Charlie Chaplin’s antics
were less about the absurdity and injustice of everyday life and more about
the tramp’s mastery of physical motion-in-time. At MoMA, Mae West was
construed as an essentially cinematic personality rather than an antibour-
geois rallying cry for the vindication of women’s sexual pleasure. The
meaning made of films changed. Further, with the Film Library, one did not
(at least officially) go to the movies early to wrestle for a place in line or to
survey the desirability of other attendees; one went to the cinema (at least
officially) to be educated about films from other nations and other periods
in history. One went to the cinema to read about the films and to consider
their aesthetic or historical significance. In doing so, one was encouraged to
sit quietly, and—most important—to think. Program notes, lectures, and
group discussions helped to facilitate this atmosphere. Viewing films at the
museum was supposed to be educational, imbued with aesthetic and histor-
ical value, and, sometimes, the exoticism or the edifying aspects of foreign
cultures. Spectatorship was accompanied by rituals of art and erudition,
which included explicit and implicit behavioral codes. Film watching was
cloaked in the cultural authority of a cosmopolitan art museum with inter-
nationalist aspirations. Films that were once deemed ethnic were dubbed
German, Soviet, or French. Shorts that were once thought of as filler were
now landmarks in the economy of cinematic wit. Features that wreaked
havoc among moral middle-class reformers became original, distinctly cin-
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ematic, and reflective of morals and mores past, and perhaps present.
Laughter, yelping, whooping, shouts of encouragement to the characters
on screen, barks of discouragement to fellow moviegoers, were often ex-
pressly forbidden. And, of course, attendance was to be timely. Films were
to be watched from beginning to end. In short, the Film Library was artic-
ulating a new mode of film exhibition, one that was distinct both from the
idea of what Tom Gunning has famously described as a “cinema of attrac-
tions” and from the enraptured spectator of classical Hollywood conven-
tions.48 MoMA articulated a cinema not of distraction, attraction, urban
wandering, pleasure, or displeasure but, rather, one of studious attention—
a notably distinct idea about what cinema was and why one would watch
it.49 This was not a form of spectatorship that was designed only around a
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gaze controlled by the isolated film text itself but one that was interwoven
with a whole set of behaviors and discourses that converged at the site of
the screen and in the spaces of cinema.

Within the context of American film culture, MoMA can be seen as one
part of a much larger transformation of cinema throughout this period. It
fits within the long history of other projects, which in the face of a power-
ful and oligopolistic industry were forced to shape cinema less through
making a particular kind of film, or influencing others to make a particular
kind of film, and more through the politics of exhibition and interpreta-
tion. In short, self-appointed as arbiters of study, appreciation, and taste,
Film Library staff sought to influence how people watched movies as much
as what movies they watched. In so doing, they provided the means by
which cinema might be co-articulated with an emergent cultural configu-
ration that was embedded in clear and ongoing ideological conflicts over
how to define cinema itself.

This book charts the overlapping material and discursive shifts that
mark cinema’s transformation from passing entertainment to an art mu-
seological object. It is rooted in an apparently simple question: Why was it
that these curious, spectacular, erotic, contested, compelling, ephemeral im-
ages came to be thought of and treated as precious objects—collected,
saved, and essential for building a historical record for the future? It pro-
vides, therefore, a survey of general cultural shifts, focusing on the first
North American institution mandated with saving and showing film’s
unique participation in a wide range of phenomena: aesthetic, sociological,
psychological, political, national, and international. It traces ideas and prac-
tices that underlie the relationship between saving, seeing, collecting, and
exhibiting films. Concentrating on institutional discourses and highlight-
ing broader intellectual and cultural trends, this book addresses film exhi-
bition, in general, and MoMA’s Film Library, in particular, as a reflection of
and response to long-standing undercurrents in film culture that have im-
bued cinema with conflicts about cultural value, institutional authority,
and public life. I argue that MoMA is both emblematic of such shifts and a
central agent in their formation.

MoMA’s Film Library, today known as the Department of Film and Me-
dia, has influenced generations of filmmakers, critics, and scholars. Al-
though I will be dissecting the conditions of possibility undergirding the
Film Library’s earliest years, it is essential to note that its sixty-five-year
contribution to film research, criticism, and to a lesser degree film style is
immense. Through its films, its programming, its collection of books, pam-
phlets, journals, correspondence, clipping files, and other secondary materi-
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als—and also its film stills collection—our understanding of film aesthet-
ics, politics, and history has been inestimably shaped and enriched. Its cu-
rators, librarians, and archivists are all invaluable resources and full partic-
ipants in a variety of film cultures. Filmmakers such as Martin Scorsese,
Sydney Pollack, Jean-Luc Godard, Stanley Kubrick, and countless others
have acknowledged the importance of watching films at MoMA for the
development of their own craft. Film study programs and film societies 
at universities, museums, and libraries were literally made possible by
MoMA’s circulating programs and continue to be prominent if fading ele-
ments of film study programs today. Indeed, the first professional organi-
zation of film scholars, now called the Society for Cinema and Media Stud-
ies, then known as the Society of Cinematologists, grew out of annual
meetings hosted by MoMA.50 The film department is one of the longest-
running art film exhibitors in the United States51 and the first sustained
North American film archive outside of explicitly commercial circuits, in-
fluencing the equally important institutions and archival projects that
emerged at the same time or later: the National Archives, the Library of
Congress, the George Eastman House, and the American Film Institute. It
cofounded the first international consortium of film archives, the Federa-
tion Internationale des Archives du Film (FIAF), and sponsored the first
comprehensive index to film literature.52 It is an early and enduring pub-
lisher of film criticism and research. Countless books have been written us-
ing its resources.53 It is a powerful purveyor of tastes and a shaper of the
canon of films we call great. It has facilitated the emergence of the field of
film studies and inestimably shaped the direction that study would take by
providing the material infrastructure for the object-oriented analysis of a
medium that previously had been experienced as an ephemeral cultural
form. MoMA’s Film Library is a crucial site for making sense of cinema.

The Film Library frequently has been identified as key to the history
of film, most commonly because of its validation of film as an art.54 There
is a certain common sense in the field of film studies about MoMA’s im-
portance, one that has long escaped any thorough examination of the
multiple forces shaping what it did and how it did it. To be sure, the rela-
tionship of film to ideas about art in general has an important history in
film studies. There is a considerable body of literature that treats film’s
formal, institutional, and discursive ascendance to the status of the re-
spectable arts as a sacred moment in the development of the medium and,
by extension, of the discipline. Usually marked by especially accomplished
auteurs (Griffith, Eisenstein, Hitchcock, Godard) or by particular innova-
tions in film form (continuity editing, montage, deep focus, jump cuts),
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the moment of “film art” has undergirded some of the most basic as-
sumptions of our field. For instance, the most widely used introductory
text book in film studies is entitled Film Art.55 The idea of film’s formal
specificity closely relates to the equally complex co-articulation of film 
as art. Both have shaped many theoretical debates, as well as historical
overviews of the medium itself.56 Indeed, elements of this narrative were
well in place even before MoMA was founded. “Film art” has also been
mobilized by an ideologically diverse range of interests, invoking very dif-
ferent assumptions about aesthetics, practice, and politics. Terms such as
foreign cinema, experimental film, avant-garde cinema, art cinema, mod-
ernist cinema, and classical Hollywood cinema can all be considered sub-
categories of the more general category of film art. Each refers to a very
different configuration of what film art might be. A term might identify a
film as art based on a particular mode of production, a national origin, or
a specialized mode of exhibition. The idea of art cinema might be under-
pinned by formal principles based on modernist theories of disruption. It
might describe a group of films, made and seen at a particular point in his-
tory, circumscribed by common formal features and points of origin (Ger-
man expressionism, French New Wave). Some scholars have suggested
that film art is best understood as a generic strategy designed to counter
Hollywood’s reign or American international dominance.57 Some people
use the term to indicate films they like a lot.

In short, the terms film and art have been used with great elasticity
throughout the history of cinema. Film’s status as a technological, indus-
trial, and mass medium dependent on projection has lent a certain depth of
character to its multiple definitions. In the United States, the phenomenon
of film art is inevitably inflected with the same socioeconomic struggles
and ethnocentrisms that affect film culture generally. For years, categories
such as art film and its close cousin the foreign film were used to name an
extremely limited range of European films, with a brief nod to select Japa-
nese and Indian directors. Clearly, not all films are equally foreign; not all
foreign films are equally artistic. Some remain ethnic or international,
while others are deigned masterpieces. Some are so foreign that they never
reach American screens. This brief discussion can of course hardly begin to
account for what art cinema means in non-American and non-Western
contexts.58

In short, while the assertion that film is an art has demonstrated ample
and necessary staying power, the basic meaning of the phrase has changed
over time and among contexts, variably supported by a range of theoreti-
cal, institutional, and industrial projects. The most common approach to
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the question of film art tends to be based on a film’s content or its formal
features. One of the problems with the film-centered approach to the ques-
tion of film art is that it does little to help us understand the conditions un-
der which such films came to our attention as art (or as foreign) in the first
place; nor do such methodologies tend to signal the larger cultural politics
of such films as objects made and seen somewhere at some time, participant
in some cultural configurations and not others. This book continues the
work of scholars committed to moving away from predominantly formal-
ist or object-centered approaches to the question of what constitutes art
cinema (or cinema in general) by refocusing on the material, institutional,
and industrial factors that underpin this question. To invoke the term art
cinema is to reference a complex of factors including not just the films
themselves or their mode of production but also crucial interfaces that
form the distribution, exhibition, and discursive contexts that mediate our
encounter with films and constitute the apparatus of cinema.59 This in-
cludes attention to film critics, museums and galleries, film societies, film
festivals, universities, state organizations, and so on.

This book frames MoMA’s film department as an institution of exhibi-
tion, one that was shaped by archival and museological structures. The pe-
riod under investigation, while enacting early archival impulses as well as
discourses, must primarily be understood as an archive-in-formation
whose widest effects first registered in the field of film exhibition. I there-
fore seek to build on the assertions made by a range of scholars that film
exhibition is an important category for thinking about the unfolding sig-
nificance of cinema as a mediated cultural site, wherein contests of class,
gender, and race are perpetually being played out. I seek to conjoin this ba-
sic insight with the recent work of those seeking to analyze the politics of
leisure and moral reforms as elaborated through debates about cinema,
museums, and urban life. Much of this work, implicitly or explicitly, pre-
sumes that the act of claiming that films are art or dangerous or edifying is
a productive cultural moment, systematically forming the objects being
discussed.60 Such work is also shaped considerably by the debates that pre-
suppose nonidealist approaches to the question of art and politics. I have
borrowed from Pierre Bourdieu’s basic assertion of the importance of iden-
tifying and mapping the relations among institutions, cultural forms, and
material and symbolic power. The significance of art and culture can only
be understood in a field of overlapping social relations; questions of cul-
tural value are necessarily linked to material conditions of existence. These
social relations are elaborated on an uneven playing field, with some au-
thorized to enable and legitimate hierarchies of value and behavior while
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others are not. Further, in making distinctions, in constructing categories of
meaning and classificatory systems of order, we not only identify benign
maps of cultural order but also produce value and hence create some types
of objects and not others.61

The idea of film art requires analysis within the social systems that pro-
vide it solidity and sustenance. This project focuses on the mediators of
film’s value who themselves produced the very terms that legitimated par-
ticular films in concert with the authorization of their own activities. I de-
part, however, from Bourdieu’s sociological survey methods and borrow
more from the methods of cultural materialism.62 I presume that art and
culture, while tied to socioeconomic systems, are best understood dialecti-
cally and in their historical specificity. I am less concerned with what for-
mal properties rightfully deserved sanction as film art in the 1930s. Rather,
I examine the discursive and institutional transformations that resulted
from the conflicting forces that converged and worked through one partic-
ular place. In focusing on the Film Library, I have tended to the conflicts
over film’s value both inside and outside the museum. Much of my evi-
dence is drawn from materials that functioned as an interface between the
brick-and-mortar institution and its public: program notes, film programs
and related exhibitions, newspapers articles and press releases, popular
magazines, film criticism, radio programs, and distribution catalogues. As
such, considerable attention is paid to the methods and media by which the
museum was reconceived as a series of mobile, constantly circulating texts,
bringing its logics to millions of Americans every week. It is in these inter-
faces that one can witness the modes by which the institution crafted its
public face, addressed its audience, and purposefully used other media to
insert itself into ongoing dialogues and simultaneously further its own
agenda. Such evidence also represents the most widely circulated pieces of
the institution and thus indexes its most widely disseminated and influen-
tial ideas. When they have been available, I have used internal documents,
memos, reports, and correspondence circulated among library staff, mu-
seum trustees, industry members, and grant officers, as well as other film
organizations, to lend background and character to the internal dialogues
that underpinned the library’s public interventions. Overall, this project
seeks to conjoin debates about regulating cinema with ideas about a chang-
ing film object—and to map the ways in which film study overlaps with
both.

The analysis that follows focuses on the interwar period. Chapter 2 sur-
veys practices of film appreciation and study as they formed through spe-
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cialized and nontheatrical exhibition practices. Particular attention is paid
to the importance of 16mm technology for constituting a new film net-
work upon which MoMA’s success depended. Chapter 3 examines the mu-
seum itself, addressing its early history as well as the specific factors that
led to its incorporation of film. MoMA is considered an active site for the
generation of ideas about art and museums, unique not just for its collec-
tion and display of modern and abstract art but also for its embrace of a
new museology, integrated around mass-mediated systems and a renewed
educational ethos that included everyday aesthetics. Chapters 4 and 5 deal
specifically with the Film Library itself. The former examines the early de-
bates in which the library was embroiled, considering closely the conflict-
ing interests of the constituents to whom library staff were most beholden:
museum trustees, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the film industry. The
latter provides an overview and discussion of the exhibition and reception
of the library’s first film programs, tending to how these films were pre-
sented, where they circulated, and how they were received.

This study ends roughly in 1939, a point by which the Film Library
had attained recognizable status inside and outside of the museum. Dur-
ing the war years, the Film Library was involved in dramatically different
kinds of activities, taking government contracts, reviewing seized propa-
ganda, opening its resources to Hollywood filmmakers working for the
military and sponsoring European refugees under the guise of film re-
search projects. These and the many other Film Library activities that fol-
lowed provide the seeds for a much different but no less important in-
quiry. The present project concentrates on the library’s formative years in
order to exhume its early history and to consider the institution-in-
formation, a period during which it had to fight especially hard to gain
acceptance. The discourses generated by the library during these early
years provide crucial insights into the ways in which its project was con-
ceived and legitimated. This book thus also sheds light on the various
interests that came to bear on the process of constructing historical dis-
courses through film and the library. What follows elucidates the condi-
tions in which a film library in a museum became a plausible, sustained,
yet highly negotiated project. It shows that what was eventually a power-
ful force in film culture began as an uncertain and compromised project,
emerging at a time when ideas about both film and museums were un-
dergoing considerable changes.

This book also demonstrates that despite the library’s institutional
home within a museum of art, film’s museological value was associated less
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with an art that had been neglected and more with a history that had been
lost. The complex concept of film’s historical value became the stage upon
which film’s status as a museum object was negotiated; film art became a
broad rhetorical category, changing considerably across and within dif-
ferent contexts. During—and sometimes despite—deliberations on film’s
value, resources were gathered and a film collection was built.

MoMA’s film project was not successful simply by virtue of its claims to
film’s importance as art or as history but also because it fed a complex and
emergent network of ideas, practices, and technologies that coalesced dur-
ing this period around the idea that under carefully designed circumstances
films could be studied, discussed, appreciated, and made useful for a range
of projects previously not linked explicitly to film. The integration of film
into such infrastructures indicates that MoMA’s film library was in turn
also shaped by a set of ideas and practices in which film’s value was re-
flected, configured, and reconfigured over time. Practices of film program-
ming and exhibition transformed cinema to include the rituals and proce-
dures of art and study.

MoMA’s Film Library was the first North American institution dedi-
cated to collecting, saving, and exhibiting films as unique emblems of a dis-
tinctly modern form. In doing so, it inflected old films with distinctly mod-
ern ideas, engendering discussions about the nature of film’s value within
the context of a media-savvy, publicly mandated art museum. The status of
film at MoMA was further complicated by the wide range of practices that
claimed to be or were considered film art, as well as by contemporary de-
bates—spurred by modernism and modernity—about the nature of what
“art” was at all. Moreover, the very public and popular status of the film
medium did not expedite film’s or the Film Library’s cozy acceptance by
the privileged art world. Collecting and exhibiting a wide range of film
types within an art museum in the 1930s, the project to make film a mod-
ern art did not readily interface with established assumptions about au-
thoritative cultural institutions, ordained museological spaces, or transpar-
ently democratic projects.

The history of the Film Library, therefore, provides important insights
into how particular institutions have shaped the ongoing debate about
film’s complex status as high art, popular art, mass art, and history, a ten-
sion endemic not only to the 1930s but to the cultures of cinema in general.
In other words, the Film Library was an inchoate but charged site, deeply
embedded in a cultural moment in which ideas about art, film, and muse-
ums had converged to form a novel, hybrid, and quintessentially modern
institution, one that resonated with other institutional projects to make
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film respectable or institutionally useful. In doing so, the material condi-
tions in which films circulated changed, and the temporality of the film
economy came to embody both the ephemeral nature of the moving image
and the impulse to arrest that movement. In short, the Film Library con-
tributed inestimably to the idea that films old and new are an inextricable
part of the material and immaterial present.
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2 Mannered Cinema/
Mobile Theaters
Film Exhibition, 16mm,
and the New Audience Ideal

32

In 1943, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer produced an issue of Passing Parade, a
newsreel series hosted by John Nesbitt and distributed to MGM theaters to
be exhibited before its feature films. Entitled Forgotten Treasure, the
episode resulted from collaboration with MoMA’s Film Library, established
eight years earlier.1 Acknowledging the invaluable contribution of film to
the storehouse of human records, Forgotten Treasure documents and dra-
matizes the plight of film images. While doing so, it asserts the uniqueness
of film as a precious record of human activity and thereby implores that
these decaying pieces of human experience be saved, that they be rescued
from what Walter Benjamin once termed “the dustbin of history.” The
film’s authoritative voice-over laments that despite “nearly every great
event in recent history” having been saved on celluloid, “most of the price-
less films have been lost to us for all time.” Speaking from the present but
organized on a flash-forward and flashback narrative structure, the voice-
over continues:

In New York City, however, the wide-awake Museum of Modern Art
began one of the greatest salvage hunts of our time, a hunt to find and
rescue what remains of this rare film. So that long years from now, our
grandchildren can actually see some of the things that are already be-
coming memories to us, perhaps understand us better, and in the new
and wonderful moving picture history classes, learn the triumphs and
heartbreaks which you and I go through today.

Throughout, the film displays examples of this imperiled footage, which
includes images of prominent political figures, natural disasters, and public
ceremonies. The newsreel is punctuated periodically by a scene of young
students sitting in film theaters—the proposed setting for teacherless
classrooms of the future.



In an attempted gesture of prescience, the film looks forward to Febru-
ary 1999, depicting a more evolved consciousness, when all of history is
recorded, preserved, transmitted, and understood by moving images alone.
The voice-over concludes: “But whatever the future will hold for us, one
thing at least is certain, that if we can preserve the film we have or even
discover an indestructible film, in 1999 the boys and girls now unborn will
see the crushing struggle of our lives in this day as the ancient history of
theirs. Even this war will be to them just another lesson in history.” Pan-
ning away from images of the Pearl Harbor bombing, an event just more
than a year old, the final word is given over to the students of this utopian
future. Four of them sit wide-eyed, ostensibly watching a now remote and
distant history unfold before them. As the film ends, an intertitle and
voice-over instruct them: “Walk out quietly.” Before obeying, one preco-
cious little learner exclaims: “Just think, they used to study out of books.”
Another denounces: “How primitive!” The crude, inferior book and its po-
tential contribution to historical knowledge are deemed obsolete. A cine-
matic utopia has arrived, imbued with the high honor of common sense. A
superior form of knowledge is created. National atrocity becomes a trans-
parent and self-explanatory image, whole with the past in service of the as-
yet-incomplete future. Celluloid provides a vessel for previously unknow-
able facts and unfathomable leagues of time.

Dystopian or utopian, Forgotten Treasure serves as a parable, emblem-
atic of the rhetoric commonly attached to narratives about film’s place in
the expanding archive of human knowledge and, therefore, of the moral
imperatives similarly enlisted to rescue such objects from imminent decay.
Posterity, represented by the faces of virtuous schoolchildren, must be
served. The harmonious relationship of an innocent future to a fully un-
reeled past is frequently promised. Utopia is unburdened by an impover-
ished, incomplete, imbalanced visual record, historical disagreement, or
contested images; its hope rests simply and comfortably within the osten-
sibly progressive ideal of an utterly visual history, filled with pictures that
transparently impart knowledge to eager and similarly transparent view-
ers. Learning the past is configured as a manifest meeting of mind and ma-
chine; knowledge is equated with sight. Yet, as powerful and perhaps famil-
iar as these prognostications may be, Forgotten Treasure is undergirded by
a more fundamental shift: the widespread institutionalization of select
films and particular modes of film watching. In this case, MoMA’s Film Li-
brary, Hollywood, and public education conjoined to call forth a new kind
of cinema. Their collaboration is only one example of a gathering national
distribution and exhibition system that effectively brokered the increasing
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exhibition of commercial films in a range of authoritative cultural sites.
Schools, museums, and universities began systematically showing Holly-
wood films—among other types of film—cloaked in the language of ex-
panding knowledge and improving learning. Students were to sit quietly
and learn.

The articulation of Hollywood films with the moral imperative of edu-
cating children (and adults) is an ideologically laden one, clearly implicated
in ongoing attempts to make cinema a good cultural citizen. Yet, the world
of Forgotten Treasure indexes one of the most efficacious methods by
which such ideas took firm hold. More than affirming the benevolence of
images and industries, the film also presents us with an idealized mode 
of exhibiting such images, replete with structured environs and manners of
watching. Unsullied by a morally complex world—and discussion about
that world—and buttressed by prescriptive behavioral directives, Forgotten
Treasure offers us a context of exhibition and reception that is highly or-
dered and predictable, reassuring its own mass audience of film’s surgical
strike on American classrooms. Watching industry-sanctioned movies, the
film claims, bolsters the success of American institutions, helping them to
maintain the balance between civilization and madness, peace and war,
good and evil. Crafting a viewing context distinct from the dangerous com-
mercial movie theater, educators and film industry insiders alike actively
conscripted movie watching into a national project to maintain rather than
disrupt social order. Such projects serve to confirm that films and modes of
exhibition—including studied modes of watching—have long participated
in the work of such cultural institutions, harnessed to properly educate and
render sufficiently obedient the mass of ostensibly uneducated subjects,
young and old alike. Indeed, film education, film libraries, film archives, and
film clubs have long been situated—though not exclusively—alongside
similar moral imperatives pertaining to institutionalized behaviors and
ideals: quiet, attentive, and eager audiences enlightened by the seemingly
transparent apparatus of cinematic learning. The film industry, with its
vast collection of films, has persistently hovered in the background.

Eight years before Forgotten Treasure, MoMA’s Film Library was only
one of many voices in 1930s America seeking to shape film culture through
activities predicated on educationalist and civic discourses. In addition to
projects to actually produce educational films, exhibition and reception
were targeted throughout the period as crucial sites wherein cinema could
be made educational whether through directed discussion of films in cur-
rent release or more commonly by circulating old films, showing them in
school auditoriums and classrooms reconceived as viewing laboratories. A
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range of films—fiction and nonfiction, feature length and short—was be-
ing dramatically resituated. For its part, the Film Library institutionalized
and effectively furthered such ideas by enacting a range of activities that
included not just films such as Forgotten Treasure but also published pam-
phlets, books, radio shows, and public lectures; each of these was designed
to complement its growing program of circulating films.

This chapter explores key changes in film exhibition that created the
conditions for the shape and scope of the Film Library’s first activities. It
does so by concentrating on an emergent 16mm distribution and exhibi-
tion network, discussing the implications of this network for cultural for-
mations predicated on education as well as those more explicitly commit-
ted to amateur, political, and artistic logics. This chapter shows that
alongside the increasing standardization of exhibition under the reigns of
Hollywood’s rationalized oligopoly and its mass address have long existed
a series of parallel activities that sought to differentiate that audience, to
shape film viewing, and to infuse cinema with a civic purpose to educate
and to edify. This was a widespread cultural shift, one that marked itself
off from popular moviegoing and was participant in a range of cultural
projects. Some were based on polite models of appreciation and industry-
sanctioned exercises, some on community improvement. Still others were
more directly engaged with using film and film watching to contest dom-
inant cultural formations. This shift was achieved not simply through
ways of talking or writing about cinema, or through particular kinds of
films, but through institutions and technologies of distribution and exhi-
bition. By integrating moving images into a broadly based assemblage of
social organizations and cultural institutions, the meaning of watching
movies was fundamentally transformed.

Film and cultural historians have only recently begun to focus seriously
on film exhibition and reception as viable sites of inquiry. Much of this
work has concentrated on commercial theaters, with occasional nods to
specialized contexts such as art cinemas or educational films.2 One of the
most common frameworks used to break up this vast field of cultural prac-
tice is commonly designated by the terms theatrical and nontheatrical ex-
hibition. The former indicates that, on the one hand, there are movie the-
aters, the majority of which are populist in spirit, linked to mass audiences,
profit motives, and Hollywood corporate control. On the other hand, there
is everywhere else that moving images appear. That this division has any
meaning in contemporary films studies reflects—among other things—the
success of Hollywood in restricting the definition of what precisely consti-
tutes a movie theater and thus the act of going to a movie. There is a certain
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common sense to it: movie theaters are large, darkened spaces where we sit
and watch feature-length narrative films in silence. Movies are made to be
shown in precisely these kinds of venues. Yet, in accepting this definition,
we have also tended to understand most every other kind of exhibition as
something qualitatively different and subordinate to convention. Nonthe-
atrical, defined in the negative, has long been used to designate types of
films and sometimes modes of distribution and exhibition of a lesser or
marginal cultural status. In terms of films, it has named educational, in-
structional, industrial, amateur, and church films. As a mode of exhibition,
the term tends to describe such locations as museums, schools, union halls,
department stores, and sometimes homes. Yet even a quick glance at the
vast technological infrastructure and the expansive film viewing practices
that have long existed outside of the idealized model of commercial movie
theaters announces irrevocably that the idea of nontheatrical exhibition is
so broad as to border on being meaningless. For instance, a study issued by
the U.S. Department of Commerce in 1933 reported that 190,000 nonthe-
atrical projectors were in use, including “home sets.”3 When compared
with the roughly 17,000 to 18,000 commercial movie theaters, this number
provides a striking counterexample to the film circuit dominated by Holly-
wood, announcing a network of film distribution and exhibition that was
potentially ten times larger. This simple dichotomy not only seriously flat-
tens a vast and dynamic field of film practice outside of movie theaters but
also tends to ignore the varied life of movie theaters themselves. Commer-
cial cinemas have long been used by specialized groups composed of
schoolchildren, film societies, university film classes, and corporate execu-
tives. These same viewing groups have also watched films in classrooms,
basements, lecture halls, and boardrooms. Hollywood narrative features,
educational shorts, industrial didactics, and European art films have long
been viewed in each of these contexts and in a range of formats: 35mm,
16mm, 8mm film, and, more recently television, cable, laserdisc, VCR, and
DVD. Whether the criterion is film type, exhibition context, technological
system, or audience composition, we must develop more nuanced and pro-
ductive terms to understand the fullness of film’s social, cultural, and polit-
ical life.

The recent proliferation of screens upon which we can now watch
movies—from gargantuan Jumbotrons to the palms of our hands—has ir-
revocably liquidated the sanctity of the main-street marquee. Yet there can
be no doubt that watching movies has long been dependent on a range of
mechanisms and systems—projectors, lenses, electrical currents, film
gauges, distribution routes, small and big screens—which challenged the
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discrete movie theater and yielded an expansive horizon of screen-spectator
encounters. Cinema is neither now nor has it ever been a singular exhibition
technology or social space.This chapter presumes that the lines demarcating
nontheatrical from theatrical have long been blurred. The terms are best
understood as indicating the most general of tendencies in film history and
culture. When employed here, they are used to suggest less a hierarchy of
viewing experience or aesthetic purity and more the hold that commercial
film interests have maintained in designating the center of moviegoing
(commercial theaters) and the putative margins that grew up around it
(watching movies outside of movie theaters). The elasticity of the terms
must be acknowledged, even for a period in history before television, when
projectors and white screens still constituted the primary encounter with
moving images. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, film culture outside of
commercial movie theaters was expanding exponentially. Brokered by an
increasing number of films and a new standardized film gauge (16mm), self-
operated projectors and specialized audiences became a recognizable part
both of a cultural ideal and of widespread film practice.

movie theaters: big and small

Theatrical admissions rose steadily throughout the 1920s. The industry in-
creasingly consolidated its operations as America experienced a period of
relative prosperity. Contemporaneous studies suggest that on average
most of the population went to the movies at least once or twice a week
during this decade; 85 million attended once a week. When accounting for
repeat and frequent viewers, it was estimated that 40 million out of a total
130 million could be considered regulars, seeing movies in one or more of
the 17,000 movie theaters throughout the country.4 By the 1930s, Holly-
wood studios had become what Tino Balio has called a “modern business
enterprise.” Reorganizing operations, absorbing the effects of the Great
Depression, and facilitating the shift to synchronized sound, Hollywood
maintained its position as the center of American film production and the
dominant leisure industry. The whole of studio operations continued along
a process of rationalization. Not only production but also distribution and
exhibition were being more tightly managed and integrated. Despite de-
clining attendance and financial restructuring required by the studios be-
cause of the Depression, by the middle of the 1930s, theatrical revenues
quickly began another steady increase, supported by an estimated 88 mil-
lion weekly viewers by 1936, according to The Film Daily Yearbook.5 Fluc-
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tuations notwithstanding, theatrical moviegoing was a basic element of
American cultural life.

Contemporaneous trends in exhibition mirrored the growing consolida-
tion and affluence of Hollywood, reflecting its ongoing attempts to imbue
films and screens with cultural status. Built during the boom of the 1920s,
picture palaces—while few when compared with the total number of the-
aters—were nonetheless the result of a strategy to infuse moviegoing with
the prestige of middle and high cultural venues more often associated with
theater and opera. These theaters incorporated the latest technologies and
most stylish design concepts. Centrally located in large cities, they were
opulent in decor and lavish in their comforts. A sharp response to the grand
theaters of the legitimate stage, they also liberally borrowed the signs of
their legitimacy: Wurlitzer organs, air-conditioning, vast lobbies, comfort-
able lounges, oil paintings and sculptures incorporating styles from distant
times and places such as the Italian Renaissance, ancient Egypt, and China.
Occasionally, these theaters enacted grand tributes to art deco. Self-
consciously designed to foster a sense of exotic escape to faraway lands,
they equally emphasized service. Some offered fully staffed nurseries and
even a hospital.6 The largest of these theaters, until the opening of Radio
City Music Hall in 1933, the Roxy in New York City, held up to six thou-
sand seats. Predominantly urban phenomena, the palaces were an effect of
the growing vertical control of production, distribution, and exhibition by
the Hollywood majors. Maintaining hold on flagship theaters, which them-
selves functioned as mastheads for the consolidating chains of movie the-
aters that were forming, allowed the industry majors to better control re-
lease schedules, attract the largest percentage of the audience, and skim the
cream of the ticket-buying masses. Though the lavish services associated
with the palaces diminished during the first half of the 1930s in response to
declining ticket sales due to the Depression, the palaces served as symbolic
statements of the wealth, prestige, and style the industry sought to associ-
ate with its first-run films, and with moviegoing more generally.7

Figures such as these tell us much about the ways in which moviegoing,
a widespread activity, was inflected with particular kinds of values by the
industry throughout this period. Prestige pictures and movie palaces, and
the complementary role played by lesser and smaller movie theaters, illu-
minate prominent corporate strategies for shaping leisure and streamlin-
ing industry operations, thus producing very particular and identifiable
modes by which a vast public was being addressed. Yet, parallel to this were
other equally important though perhaps less visible shifts in the ways in
which cinema’s respectability was being shaped through practices of the-
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atrical and nontheatrical exhibition. Some of these sought to exploit the
margins of commercial enterprise, as a small collection of entrepreneurs
eked out special-interest audiences, exhibiting old movies or films made
outside of American production contexts. Other attempts to actually show
movies used the logics of membership and affiliation to create diversified
networks that provided alternative films and exchange models for watch-
ing movies.

Distinct from the broad appeal of the commercial cinema and closely re-
lated to the idea of specialized theatrical exhibition, little theaters or little
cinemas began to form. By the late 1920s the problem of access to films of
the past and to non-American fare leapt from the pages of newspaper and
magazines, circumventing the disinterest of large commercial distributors.
Such films discovered new life on the screens of small theaters springing
up primarily in large urban areas such as New York City, Washington,
D.C., Los Angeles, Boston, Buffalo, Chicago, Cleveland, and Baltimore. As
early as 1927, there were reportedly nineteen such movie houses, exhibit-
ing old and new European, old American, amateur, experimental, and fea-
ture films.8 Similar organizations had long existed for theatrical drama
and, as such, provided an institutional model. The ideals of the little cinema
were supported by a range of notable film critics, including Gilbert Seldes,
Herman Weinberg, and others associated with such journals and newspa-
pers as Exceptional Photoplays, the National Board of Review Magazine,
Motion Picture Classic, the New York Times, Theater Arts Monthly, and
Movie Makers.9 In their earliest formulations, American little theaters
were often discursively linked to concerns for the future health and vi-
brancy of cinema in general, and they were clearly inspired by European
precedents in Paris, London, Berlin, and elsewhere. Advocates associated
the idea of seeing revivals and unpopular or unprofitable domestic and for-
eign films with the importance of nurturing specialized, intelligent audi-
ences. Some of these theaters devoted considerable resources to designing
theatrical spaces that were set apart by their quaint or exclusive aesthetic,
distinct from mainstream movie theaters. Little theaters were often self-
consciously designed to foster a sense of intimacy and belonging rather
than the ostensibly opposite feelings of alienation generated by the imper-
sonal populist movie theater or even the opulent palace. Some offered up-
scale amenities such as card rooms, lounges, or program notes. Some dis-
played art on the walls. Watching movies in these establishments was
explicitly linked to civil exchange and polite engagement.10

While the full exploration of the cinema’s potential—as an expressive
form and an engaged context—was deemed to be dependent on the growth
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of little theaters, their advocates were not of a singular aesthetic or political
persuasion. In New York City, for instance, some theaters such as the
Cameo and the Acme programmed largely Soviet and socialist films in
close affiliation with groups such as the Workers Film and Photo League
(WFPL) and therefore operated as a general critique of dominant film
form, content, and capitalist structures. Other theaters such as the Little
Carnegie and the 55th Street Playhouse emphasized “photoplays of dis-
tinction” and “timeless masterpieces,” billing their facilities as “salons of
the cinema.” They adopted the language of art appreciation and bourgeois
refinement, demonstrating a concern for honing taste rather than critique.
Regardless of ideological persuasion, all little cinemas struggled under the
weight of obtaining films that were deemed worthy of their cinematic vi-
sion and simultaneously offered adequate box office appeal to cover the
costs of their operations. Some designed subscription systems for members
in the attempt to stabilize income and also to circumvent censorship laws,
since this practice rendered them private clubs and hence exempted them
from regulatory restrictions.11 Little cinemas nonetheless faced financial
difficulties. Among the many reasons, obtaining more profitable American
films became especially difficult as their independent status left them unaf-
filiated with a major or minor distributor and therefore out of the distribu-
tion loop. In 1929, Roy W. Winton, editor of the most widely distributed
magazine for amateurs, lamented that the great idea of little theaters was
forced to endure not only unfriendly industry policy but also unwarranted
attacks from trade members and critics; little cinemas were denied access to
commercially viable American films and then were lampooned for showing
movies nobody wanted to see.12 He bemoaned the hypocrisy and seeming
impossibility of circumventing dominant film practice. As a result, and by
necessity, little theaters sought to overcome the oligopolistic distribution
and exhibition practices of Hollywood less by competing directly with
them and more by complementing their programming: they showed films
in which established film businesses had no interest. The arrival of syn-
chronized sound, a process that began in 1926 and was largely completed
by 1932, spelled further trouble for these theaters. Audience demand for
sound only made its prohibitive costs more troubling. Douglas Gomery
notes that changes to import patterns and the economic pressures of the
Depression combined to further delay the healthy spread of little cinemas
until after the war.13

The growth of little theaters in the United States was accompanied by
the expansion of similar theaters in European countries. It was also in part
shaped by the spread of the closely related film society movement in Ger-
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many, France, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere. From the early 1920s,
small and often elite groups began gathering to watch, discuss, and debate
select films. Richard Abel has determined that by 1925 or 1926 an identifi-
able network of critics, journals, cine club lectures, screenings, and special-
ized cinemas had been well established in Paris. The first of these cine clubs
was Le Club des Amis du Septième Art (CASA), established in 1921 and
run by Riccioto Canudo. Members took part in a series of lectures on the
cinema as well as attending special film screenings. A dedicated theater, the
Vieux Colombier, opened in 1924 and featured regular showings of avant-
garde and repertory films.14 Established by Jean Tedeso, the Vieux Colom-
bier influenced societies that followed, notably the Film Society of London,
founded in 1925. Film societies were also active in Germany beginning in
1924.15

In the United States, the film society idea was slower to form. While
there is some suggestion that a film society existed as early as 1919 in
Maryland, the first documented cine club in the United States was estab-
lished in 1925 in New York. It was short-lived and transformed into a little
theater within a year.16 The better-known and more prominent examples
of the film society idea are evidenced by the New York Film Society and the
Film Forum, both of which were founded in early 1933 and based in New
York. Less entrepreneurial than the little cinemas, these societies were
nonprofit organizations composed of member cinephiles and were run on a
subscription basis. Their mutual purpose was to show films in a private set-
ting that could not be seen in commercial or little theaters whether because
of disinterested commercial organizations or keenly interested censors. An
introductory flyer to the New York Film Society read: “Beginning in Janu-
ary the film society will show its private membership on one Sunday
evening a month (omitting July and August) motion pictures of excellence,
not ordinarily to be seen in even the little playhouse, or forbidden for pub-
lic performance by the censor, and revivals important to the history of the
motion picture.”17

Reported sponsors of the Film Society included some likely and un-
likely coparticipants, including noteworthy literary, cultural, and industry
figures such as Nelson Rockefeller, e. e. cummings, John Dos Passos,
George Gershwin, Alfred A. Knopf, D. W. Griffith, and Lewis Mumford.
Original directors of the organization included Iris Barry, Julien Levy,
James Shelley Hamilton, Dwight MacDonald, Harry Alan Potamkin, and
Lincoln Kirstein. Under the banner of this odd mix, the Film Society set
out to show “the best productions of the past, present, and future, free of
the restraints of commercialism and the censor.”18 The references to anti-
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commercialism were symptomatic of a predictable high-cultural disdain
for cinema’s popular appeal, as well as resistance to its industrial-capitalist
model for cultural production. Also important here is the attempt to cir-
cumvent the effects of censorship and the restraints of the industry’s self-
imposed production code, designed to stave off moralizing critics, whose
voices were mounting as the societies were forming. Members of the Film
Society sought an intellectually engaged cinema, which included a rela-
tively expansive conception of acceptable content and form. To be sure, the
diverse individuals involved in this organization brought with them
equally varied interests. For instance, Potamkin and later MacDonald were
well known for their opinionated and politicized film writing.19 Nelson
Rockefeller was known for his philanthropy and links to a vast oil fortune.
Julien Levy ran a fledgling but important modern art gallery. The short-
lived Film Society was less an indication of a pure class politic and more a
formation around the material challenges of orchestrating a new genre of
programming.

The Film Forum was an explicitly political endeavor run by left-wing
playwright Sidney Howard and Tom Brandon, a founding member of the
Workers Film and Photo League. The Film Forum was plainly leftist, rely-
ing on distribution sources that existed primarily to circulate workers’
films from Germany, the Soviet Union, and England. In its founding state-
ment the organization clearly rejected “social and artistic films” in favor of
“human documents.” Whereas the Film Society sought “pictures of excel-
lence,” the Film Forum was more concerned to show films that were true to
human (workers’) experience.20 Despite the differences between the stated
aims of these two groups, they shared interests in revivals and foreign
films as well as a general anticensorship platform.21 Ironically, in the end,
the programs of the respective societies did not look much different from
each other and largely reflected the growing disdain for contemporary
commercial cinema. Both showed a wide selection of films, including Soviet
features, early Disney animated shorts, and documentaries. The Film Fo-
rum did, however, exhibit workers’ newsreels and several more Soviet
films than did the Film Society.22 Importantly, according to Tom Brandon,
both groups were largely funded by middle-class audiences competing for
a small pool of available films, further supporting the contention that non-
commercial film exhibition of features and sought-after foreign films was
inhibited by a dearth of resources: films were expensive and hard to find.23

Harry Alan Potamkin was particularly aware of the circularity inherent
in this dilemma. In order to involve films in politically, socially, and aes-
thetically relevant debates, one needed access to resources that likely were
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unavailable because of the very social and political inequities that required
rectifying. It was clear to Potamkin that the film industry was symptomatic
of the challenges presented by culture under capitalism. Nonetheless,
Potamkin—a member of both the Film Forum and the Film Society—was
optimistic about the potential of the two organizations to host challenging
and lively discussion. He hoped they would come to resemble the cine
clubs he had visited in Paris in which, he stated, film viewing was linked to
active engagement with the nature of film and its place in the aesthetic, so-
cial, and political world. Potamkin was, however, concerned that the Amer-
ican counterparts to these clubs might simply become a manifestation of
what he termed a “messianic cult” in which film is separated from all
things aesthetic, on the one hand, and social, on the other: “The movie is
not going to save the world and we are not going to save the movie, but we
have certain functions to perform, and through the film club we may real-
ize the conception of the movie, whether entertainment or instructional or
educational, because it is a medium of propaganda and influence.”24

Potamkin was skeptical of both highly formal and transparently realist
approaches to film—tendencies he saw as latent in these newly formed film
societies.25 For him, the film should be neither a ritualized, bourgeois reve-
lation nor a transparent document of class injustice. Film form and func-
tion were, to him, still relatively unexplored; their impact required intense
and critical attention. Potamkin’s criticisms of the societies were—at their
foundation—comments about how the films shown were understood and
integrated into the event of watching. What he most wanted was to create
a space in which films were watched with a fullness of intellectual engage-
ment and the frisson of unbridled debate. He expressed unmitigated dis-
dain for routinized displays of refined enlightenment and for the formulaic
critiques of fantasy, fiction, and beauty he saw emerging from Marxist film
circles. According to Potamkin, movie watching should be a charged event
and experience, integrated with knowledge of the other arts, politics, and
the productive conflict of disagreement. Watching, for him, was never only
about the eyes.

Unfortunately, little information remains about the activities of these
groups. They were short-lived and did not leave behind significant docu-
mentation. Many of their members were already a part of, or would soon
become key members of, the emerging critical, educational, and archival
film communities. Some of them went on to show films in other venues
and under different organizational schemas.26 Moreover, Potamkin’s con-
cerns suggest two developing strains of film practice, which roughly corre-
spond to the development of ideas about film as art and film as political in-
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tervention: the tendency to associate formal film matters with social privi-
lege and to associate film’s transparency and documentary abilities with
the power to reveal and rectify social inequities. Despite a certain pre-
science, neither society survived longer than six months.

16mm and expanded exhibition

The film society movement grew exponentially over the years. One esti-
mate suggests that by 1940 there were twenty-seven film societies. By
1948 there were eighty-four such organizations, and by 1955 there were an
estimated three hundred. By the 1960s, this number had increased by more
than 1300%, to approximately four thousand.27 The growth of film soci-
eties is clearly part of a story about expanding practices of film art and film
study at American universities, and about the elevated prestige of film as
an aesthetically innovative mode of cultural expression capable of address-
ing controversial and complex social and political issues. A new wave of
postwar films from Italy, France, and Japan were also a key part of this de-
velopment. Yet the most crucial of all factors underpinning the spread of
film societies were the availability of relatively inexpensive means of pro-
jection and an adequate supply of films. Some film societies made arrange-
ments with local exhibitors to use theaters in dark periods. Still more relied
upon the recently established international network of 16mm projectors,
films, and small screens.

From the very beginning of the cinema, manufacturers marketed
portable projectors and film gauges designed specifically for home and
small-venue exhibition, seeking to expand the working definition of the-
atrical space as well as market share. Alongside the growth of the first the-
aters designed specifically for the exhibition of films, nontheatrical produc-
ers, distributors, and exhibitors provide a parallel history to the increasing
regulation and standardization of theatrical moviegoing. Such equipment
and films were made available through a variety of sources, including Sears
catalogues, regional film libraries, industrial libraries associated with mag-
nates such as Henry Ford, and civic organizations such as the YMCA (fig-
ure 3).28 From the mid-1910s forward, films were exhibited, with varying
degrees of success, on steamships, trains, planes and at tractor dealerships,
beaches and resorts, prisons, military outposts, museums, diners, depart-
ment stores, and churches. At least three dozen different technology sys-
tems were in use to service the domestic field alone, a number that more
than tripled between the introduction of 16mm in 1923 and the introduc-
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tion of television in the late 1940s and early 1950s.29 In short, moving pic-
ture exhibition outside of movie theaters increased considerably through-
out the late 1910s and grew consistently from the 1920s. A majority of
these circuits were designed solely to facilitate exhibition; some were
linked to alternative modes of production. Such use of moving images pro-
vides early indicators of, among other things, the trend toward the in-
creased presence of moving images and screens within institutional man-
dates and everyday spaces.
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figure 3 . Department of Education, film room, 16mm projectors, film
reels, and shipping containers, American Museum of Natural History,
1937. Courtesy of the American Museum of Natural History Library.



During this early period, 16mm technology constituted a formative in-
frastructure for the proliferation of images and screens. The designation
16mm refers literally to the width of the film gauge, yet it was more accu-
rately an expansive network of ideas and practices, supported by an amal-
gam of cameras, projectors, and film stock. The technology of 16mm was
brought together by industry agreements established between Bell and
Howell, Victor Animatograph, and Eastman Kodak.30 Announced in the
New York Times on July 15, 1923, the new consortium was an aggressive
move to dominate other non-35mm formats. Kodak’s complete 16mm out-
fit included the Ciné-Kodak camera, the Kodascope projector, and safety-
reversal (nonflammable acetate) stock. As a technology of production, the
system relied on a reversal processing system, which used the original
stock to create a final positive, projector-ready print. This eliminated the
costly need for a negative, reducing the total amount of stock needed to
make any one film. While this initially worked against the reproducibility
of 16mm productions, because only one print could be readily made, it also
reduced costs of material and mailing, primarily benefiting would-be film-
makers uninterested in widely distributing their films.31 The Kodascope
projector soon offered other benefits to would-be audiences as an increas-
ing supply of compatible films could handily be projected and viewed at
lower cost than Pathé’s 28mm format and at competitive cost with Pathé’s
recently introduced 9.5mm standard (1922). Kodak targeted both amateur
filmmakers and nontheatrical exhibitors, advertising their projectors in
business, education, and amateur publications, and even in the ubiquitous
women’s magazines ascendant during the decade.32 The lighter weight and
increased manageability of these projectors and films also further ensured
that exhibiting films could be orchestrated easily by one minimally trained
projectionist capable of transporting and mounting film reels without as-
sistance. No exceptional space needed to be dedicated to housing exhibition
equipment—sizable nitrate reels, large projectors, fireproof booths—such
as were common for 35mm projection in auditoriums and lecture halls.
With 16mm, one projector could be moved simply from classroom to class-
room or from living room to closet. With a self-operated machine, images
could be shown readily to a range of audiences in limitless locations, in
turn relieving audiences of traveling long distances to a movie theater
showing an industry-scheduled film. Use of 16mm not only ensured the
long-standing if sporadic practices of exhibition in schools, museums, li-
braries, and homes that were not initially designed or equipped to facilitate
film projection but also increased the feasibility of an extant labor force
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largely composed of women using these machines in a cost-efficient and
possibly labor-efficient manner.

As with Kodak’s main competition, Pathé’s Pathéscope 28mm and Pathé
Baby 9.5mm, its use of acetate was a purposeful attempt both to assuage
the fear of film’s dangerous flammability and to render film safe for a range
of settings. Since 1917, all films could be sent by the postal service, elimi-
nating the necessity of private transportation services. Acetate film made
shipping by mail even less costly because acetate, unlike nitrate film, did
not require heavy packaging in lead-lined cases.33 Films were smaller and
easier to handle, as was the projector used to exhibit them. Buttressed by
these changing conditions and a rapidly growing supply of films, the 16mm
Ciné-Kodak system found immediate success.34 Within months, Victor
Animatograph and Bell and Howell introduced their own 16mm camera
and projector systems.35 All three systems used Kodak’s safety-reversal
stock. In the years immediately following 16mm’s foundation, each of
these companies introduced new, improved equipment. As early as 1927
other companies entered the growing 16mm fray.36 The year 1929 saw the
coupling of Victor Animatograph and RCA to produce the first sound-on-
film 16mm projector. The key to securing this expanding market after Hol-
lywood’s shift to sound was Victor’s invention of a continuous sound re-
duction printer in 1933. With it, the means by which an extant store of
35mm sound prints could be efficiently converted to 16mm sound stock
was established. Initially, organizing a secondary market for film exhibi-
tion interested Hollywood less than it did technology companies like Bell
and Howell and Eastman Kodak, largely because this was primarily con-
ceived as a way to increase sales of projectors and film stock.37 On the
whole, studios entered the field with caution, releasing only films that had
long expended their theatrical profitability. In other words, the early corpo-
rate organization of this field suggests that it was largely driven by tech-
nology rather than by content. Companies such as Eastman Kodak—ever
interested in new uses for its celluloid—approached Hollywood studios,
seeking to secure the rights to reduce and distribute old, noncirculating
films from their 35mm vaults. They needed content to stimulate demand
for their projectors and to increase sales of film stock. Of course, content
would change across the specialized audiences they sought to create and
transform into a market.

The significance of small-gauge projection formats is clearer in the con-
text of the specifics of 35mm and its status as the standard professional
gauge for commercial exhibition, established as early as the second decade

Mannered Cinema/Mobile Theaters / 47



of the cinema. Fortifying the gauge as the professional standard provided a
powerful barrier to entering the film business, in part, by professionalizing
production and exhibition, thereby requiring considerable resources to
compete with established enterprises. Patents and high licensing fees, as
well as building and fire codes, were key manifestations of this situation.38

As already mentioned, theatrical exhibition was becoming more tightly
linked to the industry’s rationalization and vertical integration. On the one
hand, 16mm exhibition is a method by which technology companies such
as Kodak sought to expand their markets in areas not already effectively
controlled by Hollywood. On the other hand, 16mm must also be seen as a
means by which smaller and specialized groups attempted to redress the
increasing corporate control of film form and practice by both making but
more often by exhibiting films. Such films might demonstrate affinity with
preferred religious, educational, moral, or political lessons, or they might
provide an outlet for experimental films or for Hollywood or foreign titles
that were deemed dangerous or prohibitively expensive or were simply
unavailable in 35mm.

In the early stages of this developing field, the cost of projectors was
high, thus restricting market growth. Sixteen-millimeter sound projectors,
which were designed almost as soon as theaters began wiring for sound,
presented an added expense. Prices gradually came down for older silent
models, though they rose again with the introduction of new, improved
sound and variable lenses and degrees of illumination.39 Yet, on the whole,
prices for projectors slowly fell and the high cost of film purchase and
rental rose to the fore. Commercial film libraries scrambled to make their
holdings affordable by offering a variety of rental and membership
schemes rather than outright sale of films.40 By 1930, three systems were
in place for securing films in addition to outright purchase: (1) annual sub-
scription methods that entitled the renter to a specified number of titles
each year; (2) the temporary hire of groups of films for single perfor-
mances over an agreed-upon time; and (3) film exchanges that functioned
as swaps, where films could be traded among owners, offsetting the ex-
pense of rentals.41

From early on, there is evidence that amateur film production grew with
the new 16mm standard. In 1927, it was estimated by enthusiasts that
thirty thousand amateur filmmakers were busy in the United States
alone.42 By 1937, Philip Sterling speculated that one hundred thousand
home moviemakers were active in the United States.43 Companion to this,
Sterling similarly hyphothesized that “through one of 500 sources, at an
average rental of $1 a reel, one can rent anything from an out-dated
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Mickey Mouse to a microphotographic study of The Life Cycle of the
Oyster.”44

Throughout this period film libraries geared to facilitate film rental and
exhibition proliferated, feeding public imagination. In 1925, Kodak initi-
ated the first international 16mm library service, Kodascope Libraries,
which made use of Kodak’s preexisting distribution and retail network
built to market its photographic products. Films were available in camera
shops but also in drug and department stores, as well as stand-alone rental
outposts.45 By 1928, there were reportedly twenty-two rental libraries of-
fering a mix of national and local services. While this number may seem
insignificant, it demonstrates that entrepreneurs and other business inter-
ests foresaw the beginnings of a sustainable technological infrastructure
and that steady demand was creating a potentially lucrative market. Other
contemporaneous studies provide conflicting but nonetheless impressive
figures documenting the spread of 16mm projectors, fed by a commensu-
rate growth in film libraries.46

Despite the practical problems of supplying desirable films to customers
and the setbacks caused by the Depression, the number of 16mm projectors
continued to expand, giving way to a sense of the abundant images allowed
by this new network. The gradual electrification of homes, schools, and
other public sites made the automatic projection offered by 16mm more
widely possible and thus appealing. The practice and the idea of portable
projection had taken hold, attracting professional and amateur alike. While
increased mobility and decreased costs chipped away at previous material
barriers to widespread nontheatrical film exhibition, the idea of mobility
and versatility of cameras and projectors had crushed the imaginative bar-
riers. This led some commentators to imbue 16mm with a utopian chorus,
crafting 16mm as a whole new way of thinking, seeing, and being in the
world.

industrious education:
schools and universities

In 1915, Vachel Lindsay predicted: “The motion pictures will be in the pub-
lic schools to stay. Textbooks in geography, history, zoology, botany, physi-
ology, and other sciences will be illustrated by standardized films. Along
with these changes, there will be available at certain centers collections of
films equivalent to the Standard Dictionary and the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica. . . . Photoplay libraries are inevitable, as active if not as multitudinous
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as the book-circulating libraries.”47 General discussions of film’s educa-
tional utility date back to the first decade of the film industry. Ben Singer
has documented some of the industry’s early efforts to advocate for the use
of films in schools, noting that there were film projectors in select schools
from as early as 1910.48 Thomas Edison himself lobbied for the use of film
in schools, contending that films in the classroom would eliminate the need
for costly textbooks. Edison further suggested that the government orga-
nize a film library that would facilitate this revolution in education.49 Yet,
it was not until the introduction of 16mm that the film industries began to
make considerable inroads into the school market. H. A. DeVry, head of
the DeVry Corporation, established a summer school of visual education
for teachers in 1925.50 George Eastman urged the use of films in class-
rooms from 1923, lobbying the National Education Association to sponsor
their production. In March 1926, he called a meeting of prominent educa-
tors after which Eastman notified Will Hays, then head of the Motion Pic-
ture Producers and Distributors Association, of his intentions to begin an
experiment to make educational films. The announcement was made
boldly, and the project was backed by considerable capital investment.51

Partly because research indicated that one of the key barriers to using films
in schools was that many school boards simply could not afford such in-
vestments, in 1927 Eastman provided select school systems across the
country with 16mm projectors and films. It was estimated that ten thou-
sand students participated in the experiment.52 Eastman was not alone in
his attempt to nurture and exploit the educational market. Pathé also
funded such research, issuing educational catalogues at least as early as
1929. The history of film in education should clearly be viewed critically;
the use of films in this setting had as much to do with well-meaning peda-
gogues as with industry pundits eager for film stock and equipment sales.
Education by technology and other means has long been intimately bound
to profits.53

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Hollywood continued implicating
itself in the discourses associated with the learning and good citizen-
ship implied by schools and libraries. The MPPDA persisted in publishing
short pieces in library journals and other venues that predictably advo-
cated for the importance of film adaptations of genres such as literary
classics, asserting that they helped call attention to the basic appeal of read-
ing books. Film would aid libraries in their mission to “make ignorance 
not only uncommon but impossible.”54 Perhaps more direct and influential
were the MPPDA’s collaborations with national educational organizations
through which programs emerged that institutionalized both talking about
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and watching films in classrooms. Like Eastman, Will Hays also nurtured
relations with the NEA. In 1922, the year of its founding, the MPPDA fi-
nanced the work of a committee that identified theatrical films that might
be suitable for adaptation to school use. In 1929, the MPPDA held a con-
ference attended by several hundred college presidents and educators, in
which involvement in similar educational programs was solicited and
procured.55

The educational use of film continued to be a growing concern through-
out the 1930s, as not only museums and civic groups but also schools
themselves began to collect and distribute films to facilitate interschool ex-
change. Film circuits and film cooperatives were established to offset costs
and facilitate distribution. As with many educational technology projects,
private interests were prominent. Schools were a widening market for a
growing educational film industry. Anthony Slide has noted that in the
1930s, schools were supplied by an estimated 350 producers and distribu-
tors of educational, documentary, industrial, religious, and foreign films.56

This expanded film audience continued to attract the interest not only
of Hays but also of individual studios. In 1929, Universal established a
nontheatrical department, in part, to feed schools but also the expanding
domestic market. Its films provided the backbone of Show-at-Home Movie
Library, Inc., based in New York (1927). In 1931, Columbia also opened a
nontheatrical division. Fox established an educational department the same
year, circulating the Movietone School Series. Throughout this period, the
MPPDA continued its work with several national educational organiza-
tions to oversee the classroom use of studio films, whether as features or as
clips. These efforts culminated in the increased use of Hollywood films
specifically, and educational films generally, in classrooms throughout the
1930s. The MPPDA struck a committee in 1936 that continued to pursue
placing theatrical films in classrooms under the aegis of the Educational
Services Department.57 Shortly thereafter, the Hays Office announced that
it intended to cooperate with a “group of distinguished educators on a plan
for organizing the production and distribution of educational films” for the
16mm school circuit, estimated to have 278,000 distinct sites.58 Educators
were invited to consider ways in which Hollywood features might be made
useful: printed study guides, abridged versions to accommodate class
schedules, single-scene clips in anthology format. Hollywood initiatives
continued. By 1948, Loew’s International, MGM, RKO Pictures, Para-
mount Pictures, and Universal Pictures Company had established either
wholly owned subsidiaries or full-fledged departments dedicated to non-
theatrical distribution or educational film production. Twentieth Century-

Mannered Cinema/Mobile Theaters / 51



Fox, Columbia Pictures, and Warner Bros. announced further investiga-
tions into the field.59

The interest of the film industry in classrooms was also a response to
changes in the field of education itself. The 1920s and 1930s hosted an in-
creasing number of associations born separate from the film industry, and
specifically interested in education, that began to integrate the use of films
into their activities. A number of universities established audiovisual lend-
ing libraries or specialized collections: Yale, Princeton, Minnesota, Ohio,
Chicago, Harvard, Syracuse, and many others.60 Individual states as well as
national organizations such as the previously mentioned NEA (1922), the
National Congress of Parents and Teachers (1924), the American Council
on Education (1934), and the Progressive Education Association (1935) es-
tablished audiovisual or film committees or otherwise incorporated film
into their activities. In 1931, the National Council of Teachers of English
had already established a committee specifically devoted to “photoplay ap-
preciation.” Philanthropies began investing money and supporting proj-
ects to put films in schools and libraries. Among many such projects was
the formation of the Association of School Film Libraries (1937), funded by
the Rockefeller Foundation’s General Education Board.61 Contemporane-
ous reports suggest that school spending on all forms of visual education
more than doubled between 1922 and 1931. Universities with bureaus of
visual instruction invested $1.6 million during the same period.62

The exhibition and study of film in universities have a somewhat differ-
ent lineage than the study of film in primary and secondary schools. This is
the case in part because universities were not burdened with the moral
complexities of educating young and impressionable children in a polyglot
public school system but were tasked with engaging adults young and old
in the more specific challenges of becoming either specially trained work-
ers or fully developed whole, if privileged, participants in contemporary
life. American universities were adapting from sites of gentlemanly refine-
ment to institutions weighted with the necessary task of addressing the
utility of the academy to the industrial and urban contexts in which people
lived. The result was a shift toward education reconceived as practical and
popular and not necessarily the purview of a small elite. The swell of im-
migrant populations, particularly in cities such as New York, thus corre-
sponded to increased immigrant enrollment in educational programs and a
proliferation of extension programs (night classes, distance learning, adult
education). As universities changed, so too did the film industry. During
the 1910s and 1920s, their production methods became more systematized,
their products more formulaic: the feature film became the industry stan-
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dard. The various stages of a film’s production became increasingly Tay-
lorized, more akin to a highly rationalized assembly line. The little town 
of Hollywood grew into a world power. The voracious industry required
trained writers, technicians, and camerapersons, skilled not just in a cine-
matographic imagination but also in the conventions and routines com-
mensurate with standardized production methods.63

The first university film courses were direct products of shifting in-
dustry needs combined with the university’s changing mission. Teaching
screenwriting and technical skills accompanied the development of cur-
riculum that fostered interpretive and analytic skills. Such courses linked
the professional stream of universities, particularly their extension pro-
grams, with the Great Books programs, which tended to be part of general
education mandates in traditional universities. Dana Polan suggests three
primary ways in which film entered American universities during the sec-
ond and third decades of the twentieth century. Each provides a parallel for
the better-known publication of canonical film texts: as an element in Great
Books–type programs (film was an art equivalent to other arts) (Lindsay,
Arnheim); as unparalleled purveyor of knowledge and universal language
(Van Zile, Lindsay); as craft (the product of skilled work that functioned
first as a method toward self-improvement and later as industry utility)
(Patterson and Freeburg).64 Some of these courses were general and in-
cluded brief attention to all or several of these approaches; others were
more narrowly dedicated to one or the other. But it was not just in the mar-
ginal or utilitarian and nondegree programs in which film study was being
considered a worthy element of the university curriculum. Polan suggests
that there was greater openness to studying film throughout this period
than has been previously understood. Proponents of Great Books pro-
grams, administrators of education programs (for adults and children), as
well as trade schools began to address the question of teaching film produc-
tion, aesthetics, and history. Such courses can be found in a range of de-
partments, including extension programs, departments of general educa-
tion, psychology, theater, and fine arts programs, and foreign language
departments.65

Efforts of the rationalizing industry to create worker-training pro-
grams can be seen as early as 1915, as Columbia began to teach screen-
writing courses under the guidance of Victor Freeburg and Frances Patter-
son, in collaboration with Adolph Zukor and Jesse Lasky, whose two
companies merged in 1916 to become Famous Players–Lasky. In part to
generate incentives and effective methods of recruitment, they sponsored
“Best Script” contests, promising to produce select scripts developed from
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these courses. Throughout the late 1920s and 1930s, both the Academy of
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and the MPPDA actively corresponded
with universities such as Columbia, Harvard, Stanford, and the University
of Southern California (USC) about setting up film courses.66 Other
schools worked in tandem with groups operating outside of the industry
in order to generate resources—material and intellectual. Frederic
Thrasher taught in the School of Education, New York University (NYU),
and worked in conjunction with the National Board of Review. Film
courses and screenings listed in the course catalogues at the New School
for Social Research were linked to the Workers Film and Photo League
and to Harry Potamkin, Jay Leyda, Irving Lerner, and also to film critics
such as Stanley Kaufman.67 Just before his death, Potamkin announced
the formation of the league’s own film school.68 Many of these courses
demonstrate a surprising catholicity in their approach to what constituted
the study of cinema, indicative of a field still very much in gestation.
Thrasher’s course at NYU serves as a case in point. His syllabus contained
a range of topics, including newsreels, experimental films, feature films,
history, auteur studies (then known as “author” studies), “morals and
movies,” censorship, motion picture art, exhibition, motion pictures and
psychiatry, medical and clinical films, the religious film, and community
and personal use of motion pictures.69 Each week would effectively be
taught by an expert in the field, assembled from educational institutions,
the industry, or even hobbyists.70 The study of film had not yet hardened
within now-familiar disciplinary structures; it had not yet been clearly
defined as the study of a fine art or a mass medium or a popular enter-
tainment. Indeed, it was all of these at once.

The course at USC deserves special mention because it involves the ac-
tivities of AMPAS, another important industry association during these
years. Conceived as a supplement to the activities of MPPDA and formed at
what is generally understood to be the peak of the silent era and the begin-
ning of the transition to sound film, AMPAS announced its goals: to har-
monize internal and external industry relations and to generally advance
the status of motion pictures in America. Membership in AMPAS was in-
vitational and honorary, encompassing five distinct groups: producers, di-
rectors, actors, writers, and technicians. The organization’s functions grew
to include the well-known awards program, as well as educational pro-
grams, a library for members, several failed attempts at launching a maga-
zine, and collaborations with educational institutions to foster film study.
AMPAS also held screenings for its members, specifically naming the best
European films, experimental films, educational and science films, as well as
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unprofitable but interesting American films as pertinent to its educational
mission.71

In its first year, AMPAS established a College Affairs Committee
(CAC), which included Milton Sills and Cecil B. DeMille, both of whom
gave lectures at the conference at Harvard in March 1927, organized by Joe
Kennedy. The CAC worked with USC explicitly to develop courses to help
prepare students for work in the industry. This culminated in the 1929
course Introduction to the Photoplay, as well as the publication of its
mimeographed lectures to allow other colleges to offer the same class.
These publications were used to launch courses at Stanford, the University
of Iowa, and UCLA.72 There were plans to publish these lectures as books
and as sound-film lectures, though neither materialized.73 AMPAS also
had active exchanges with both national and international educational
organizations, including the League of Nation’s International Educational
Cinematographic Institute, based in Rome. The Hollywood organization
also furnished bibliographies, information for special topics, copies of
scripts, music scores, still photographs, and reference services.74

This increased interest in film education was accompanied by a comple-
mentary rise in literature on film education. Previous scholarship has
noted the increase in film education books during the 1930s, spurred in
part by the publication of the Payne Fund Studies,75 but numerous such
works were published a decade earlier. These books, part of an explosion of
interest in visual education, included Motion Pictures in Education: A
Practical Handbook for Users of Visual Aids; Visual Education: A Compar-
ative Study of Motion Pictures and Other Methods of Instruction; The
Film: Its Use in Popular Education; and Motion Pictures in the Classroom:
An Experiment to Measure the Value of Motion Pictures as Supplemen-
tary Aids in Regular Classroom Instruction.76 By 1933, the interest in high
school film appreciation had already generated a dissertation devoted to ex-
ploring its ramifications and potential.77 Moreover, a range of national and
international journals was founded that explicitly addressed the use of film
in educational settings and for educational purposes: Educational Screen
(1922–54); Visual Education (1920–24), and the International Review of
Educational Cinematography (1929–34).78 Also important were the influ-
ential ideas of John Dewey on American progressive education reform,
which emphasized experiential learning, and the use of methods that com-
bined the world of the classroom with the world outside. Yet film education
was an internationally significant idea, vested with the hope of moderniz-
ing curriculum, using new pedagogical methods to address pressing con-
temporary issues.
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The activities of educational organizations and the ideas they promul-
gated were undergirded by a notable increase in the number of projectors
in schools and other sites, facilitated by the emergence of the 16mm stan-
dard in 1923. While estimates vary widely, Anthony Slide has indicated
that by 1940 this network was supported by 6,059 silent film projectors
and 6,384 sound projectors owned by both colleges and high schools.79 Ex-
tant studies indicate that use of these projectors was high. For instance, a
survey of 241 schools conducted in 1934 concluded that 83 percent of the
schools polled had used motion pictures in classrooms, and 86 percent had
used them in assembly halls. Larger schools in more affluent areas were
more likely to have their own school film library, whereas smaller schools
in rural areas were more likely to rent.80 Film use was up generally, with
one estimate suggesting, for instance, that during the period 1929 to 
1936, one urban school system in Buffalo, New York, reported 494,178
classroom showings and 3,505 assembly showings.81 This same study
charted the proportional decline of 35mm and the explosive increase in
16mm films, rented and acquired, sometimes at a rate of fifty times faster
than their 35mm counterparts.82 Buttressed by an explosion in film litera-
ture in the second half of the 1930s and the rapid spread of the 16mm net-
work, school curriculum gradually changed and was differentiated across
fields of study. This period witnessed the rise of the term film appreciation,
an area in which films were more likely to be treated as distinct forms of
cultural expression. Relevant books include Photoplay Appreciation in
American High Schools; How to Judge Motion Pictures: A Pamphlet for
High School Students; Film and School: A Handbook in Moving-Picture
Evaluation; Talking Pictures: How They Are Made, How to Appreciate
Them; and How to Appreciate Motion Pictures: A Manual of Motion Pic-
ture Criticism Prepared for High School Students.83 In 1935, the NEA re-
ported that two thousand high schools offered courses solely devoted to
film appreciation.84

As the classroom became an increasingly plausible site for film watch-
ing, a sizable field of engagement was opening. In addition to film appreci-
ation, films were used in classrooms for a predictably expansive set of sub-
jects: geography, physics, chemistry, English, art, history, and so on. The
full impact of this basic shift of ideas and practices of education has yet to
be fully assessed by film scholars. Schools became makeshift movie the-
aters, fed by numerous production and distribution houses, many of them
based not in California but in Chicago. As this field grew, categories
emerged to divide up the qualitatively different approaches to film’s status
as a pedagogical object and process. Most relevant to this present inquiry
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are the ways in which Hollywood specifically sought to shape the consider-
ation of film in what might be loosely termed the humanistic elements of
curricular development, or what Lea Jacobs has called “the film education
movement.”85

Jacobs defines the film education movement of the 1930s as one largely
composed of social scientists and educators who were propelled by a pri-
mary interest to regulate the filmgoing habits of children and adolescents.
However true, it is also important to note that a good portion of the study
guides and remaining literature published throughout the 1920s and 1930s
was aimed at interpellating middle-class adults—whether teachers, par-
ents, or, more rarely, adult students—in ways of thinking about film that
would arm them in their own practices of professional and community in-
tervention. Generally, in practice and design, the term film education was
applied loosely during this period, divided into two major substrands: char-
acter education and film appreciation. Some that worked under this banner
primarily sought to use—with industry sanction—carefully selected clips
from Hollywood and other films to stimulate discussion of morals, ethics,
promiscuity, and crime and to instill a mode of film viewing dissociated
from absorption and emotional investment and more closely aligned with
rational distance. Terms such as plausibility and realistic became recurring
criteria. Character education was the telling term used in this literature,
linked to what Jacobs astutely identifies as educational strategies more
overtly tied to regulatory concerns undergirded by gendered and ethnic as-
sumptions about dangerous immigrants and vulnerable children. Study
guides included questions about the dangers of promiscuity for young
girls, as well as the threat of criminality and corruption for young boys,
pivoting on identifying the “unrealistic” (as in glamorous) treatment of
vice and of lost virtue. These same study guides also included prototypical
and softly formal approaches to film analysis, such as the study of the di-
rector contained in Arthur Dale’s How to Appreciate Motion Pictures.
Though clearly motivated by concern for the deleterious influence of the
majority of motion pictures on children, Dale’s book also contained early
attempts to develop a vocabulary to prepare students to analyze photo-
graphic style, narrative pacing, and costumes. This is usually termed film
appreciation, more closely akin to the study of literature and the other arts.
Yet these categories should not be seen as absolute. Frequently these study
guides included less regulatory and more progressive impulses that en-
couraged children to think critically about imperialism, militarism, racist
stereotypes, or the relationship of art to social responsibility.86 Moreover,
the division between the use of films for the study of moral and social
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problems and the examination of film as an art is one that appears to have
had little functional value and was rarely enforced. Improved skills of film
analysis were frequently seen as inextricably linked to making sense of
moral and social elements of a film, much like now.87

There is little remaining evidence of how these films were actually used
in classrooms. The overall effect they had is unclear, although one aspect of
such exercises is apparent: students often disagreed about what they saw
and what it meant.88 The industry role in supporting and shaping film ed-
ucation indicates that it sought to bolster its status as a good citizen by con-
tributing to the progress of schools. This had the effect of encouraging a
way of exhibiting and thinking about films that both complicated the sta-
tus of commercial product, recuperating it or highlighting its institutional
utility, and simultaneously encouraging avid film viewing as part of ac-
tive and educated citizenship. The industry’s triumph was in associating 
its commercial products and structures with edifying engagement. While
opening itself up in a highly selective and controlled manner to film study,
the industry seems to have successfully proved that facilitating the exhibi-
tion of films in schools was—as it continues to be—good business.

16mm and film culture

The possibility of a cinema fully integrated with public institutions found
fertile ground in the growing 16mm network. Both of these factors crystal-
lized in the figure of John Grierson, who, in 1935, wrote:

As I see it, the future of the cinema may not be in the cinema at all. It
may even come humbly in the guise of propaganda and shamelessly in
the guise of uplift and education. It may creep in quietly by way of the
Y.M.C.A.s, the church halls and other citadels of suburban improve-
ment. This is the future of the art of cinema, for in the commercial cin-
ema there is no future worth serving.89

Of course, film culture did not diversify during this period simply because
of the introduction of 16mm technology, or because of the ideas and prac-
tices encompassed by the possibility of a collection or library of films, or
the vague but compelling idea that films might become objects of study.
Many other movements were under way nationally and internationally
that fed the rise of film art, political and subversive film activity, and the in-
creasing sensibility that films should be studied to protect the social fabric
and to disrupt it, to build nations and also dissemble them. Film collecting,
programming, and repeat viewing through 16mm constituted one small,
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integral and persistent link among these movements. The possibility of
various audiences seeking out select films marks one point on the map of
an audience aware of itself as having an explicit and conscious interest in
seeing certain kinds of films in other than commercial, theatrical settings.
Though this desire to see particular kinds of films was not necessarily new,
the possibility of securing such films for exhibition was. Within this envi-
ronment, 16mm became a key element in a powerful set of ideas as well 
as complex material configurations, inspiring its own collection of mini-
manifestos and otherwise enthusiastic spokespeople, from within and out-
side the industry. The diminutive gauge also indicates a crucial develop-
ment in the enduring ideal of small, specialized, self-operated, and
automatic moving image display.

Writers for early film journals readily recognized the importance of ac-
quiring and securing the means of exhibition. An editorial in the first issue
of Close Up, an early and internationally distributed film journal, stated:
“Before the full artistic possibilities of the cinema can be explored, it will be
necessary to evolve an efficient and cheap projector for private use. The
public of the future should be able to buy or borrow films as it now buys or
borrows books . . . . it is almost impossible to see any film over two years
old, however important to the historian of cinematography.”90 Close Up
was a modernist magazine devoted to film, featuring anticensorship decla-
rations and other radical critiques of dominant film culture. The vitality of
its criticism and theories—including its pioneering explorations of psycho-
analytic aspects of cinema—was, in part, seen as dependent on the develop-
ment of a whole film culture: that is, of institutions and networks that sup-
ported production and also distribution and exhibition. If films were to be
integrated into an ongoing socio-aesthetic critical community, securing the
very means by which such activities could be conducted and expanded was
paramount.91

Several years later a similar call appeared in Cinema Quarterly, a jour-
nal largely dedicated to models of civic cinema, linked closely to the British
documentary movement of the period. Substandard film, a generic term
for non-35mm film, of which 16mm was the most prominent example, was
considered one solution to two ongoing problems in the development of
noncommercial cinema: (1) the need for experimentation in production
and (2) the challenge of repertory in exhibition. Norman Wilson, frequent
commentator for Cinema Quarterly, suggested:

If all the worthwhile films, after being fully exploited in the theatres,
could be reduced to sub-standard dimensions it would be possible to
form private and public libraries, so that the student or any owner of a
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home projector could obtain and see films which are now finally inac-
cessible after their commercial exploitation. . . . It seems to have oc-
curred to few people that the film, like the printed book, is a permanent
record. Yet that is one of its main characteristics. That being so, it is rea-
sonable that copies of films should be as readily accessible as books
are.92

Developing a critical and artistic community around film required that
films be available for general and studious viewing. The idea that film was
a permanent record overlapped comfortably with the desire to establish a
permanent library that would house these records—old and new, conven-
tional and experimental—and make them continually available to the pub-
lic.93 The very future of the cinema as a vibrant, expressive form was linked
to this possibility. To further contribute to this project, publications such as
Cinema Quarterly set out to review 16mm films in existing, primarily
commercial, substandard libraries. In doing so, they came to more clearly
recognize that just as desired films were difficult to locate and therefore ex-
hibit, so too were old films and “film classics.”94 Thus, by 1934, the journal
staff had generated a record of available substandard films of a documen-
tary, educational, or experimental nature in order to facilitate 16mm film
exchange.

Importantly, calls for increased access to films had also acquired a his-
torical dimension, as an expanding film community increasingly looked
beyond the current commercial offerings. While the example of Cinema
Quarterly obviously reflects trends in British film culture of the period,
such efforts bespeak a growing demand in film culture generally. Not only
were these journals distributed outside of Britain but the film culture that
was emerging internationally at this time faced similar challenges, as is ap-
parent in the contemporaneous international emergence of film archives
and the concurrent international spread of film societies. The frequent calls
by the growing network of film writers, critics, and scholars for increased
access to films only punctuated the trend.

The strong link between 16mm film libraries and what we have come to
call early film archives is also an important one that places the develop-
ment of archives in a broader sociohistorical perspective. Film libraries
were a response to the expanding utility of film and the perceived need to
make more films more accessible to those developing alternatives to Holly-
wood’s commercial and international dominance. As a result, viewing con-
ditions were becoming less beholden to the ephemeral distribution and
exhibition patterns that undergirded the common sense of cinema. Non-
theatrical exhibition, then, was about relocating not just films but also film
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watching. It was a project vested with securing the means for repeat view-
ing and purposeful programming. It further enabled the co-articulation 
of moving images with institutional models other than commercial cin-
ema and the generation of discursive frameworks less dependent on
Hollywood.

The film libraries and exhibition contexts that emerged had diverse pol-
itics. Julien Levy provides one example. In the early 1930s, 16mm exhibi-
tion became part of a growing community interested in film for its poten-
tial contribution to and participation in the traditional arts. Levy was a part
of the American modern art scene, establishing one of the early galleries—
the Julien Levy Gallery—devoted exclusively to modern art in New York
City in the late 1920s. Levy conceived of a collection of films, printed on
16mm stock, designed with two purposes: as valuable objets d’art conceived
by famous painters and as a reference library of biographical portraits, de-
picting the lives and art of well-known modern artists. He wrote: “Films
conceived by such important painters as Duchamp, Léger, or Dalí should
command much the same value as a canvas from their hand, and if a collec-
tor’s market could be organized, I thought to persuade other painters to ex-
periment in this medium. I had been making casual films of my own, hop-
ing that these would add up to a small library of film portraits.”95 Levy’s
portraits were intended to be dynamic and animated, featuring biographi-
cal material on chosen artists, presented in accordance with their respective
painting styles. He hoped to build this library in order both to exhibit such
films in his gallery, alongside paintings and sculptures, and to sell them to
collectors. This was plainly a project seeking to inscribe film into the logics
of the object-oriented art market. Levy was well aware that no such market
existed. Little evidence remains of what this library came to look like. Levy
was, however, successful in acquiring 16mm prints of Fernand Léger’s Bal-
let Mécanique (1924); Marcel Duchamp’s Anémic Cinéma (1926); Sal-
vador Dalí and Luis Buñuel’s Un Chien Andalou (1928) and L’Âge d’Or
(1930); Man Ray’s L’Étoile de Mer (1928); Kurt Weill and G. W. Pabst’s
Dreigroschenoper (Threepenny Opera) (1931); and Jay Leyda’s A Bronx
Morning (1931). Only one artist’s portrait—that of Max Ernst—was ever
completed, although portraits of Constantin Brancusi, Fernand Léger,
Mina Loy, and Campigli were begun.96 Levy’s library and gallery space also
hosted some of the screenings of the New York Film Society, of which he
was an active member. However, his experiments with a film library and
film exhibition were short-lived.

In contrast to the high-aesthetic and market-driven experiments of
Levy were the activist interventions of the Workers Film and Photo
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League. Working under the aegis of the Workers’ International Relief, it-
self an outgrowth of the Communist Party, the league was an association of
cinematographers, photographers, intellectuals, and activists. Accompanied
by other organizations committed to theater, dance, and traditional art, the
WFPL set out to raise workers’ consciousness regarding their common
oppression by using films and photographs to document worker activity,
to propagate Communist Party values, and to agitate against capitalist
domination generally and capitalist domination of film particularly. Its
manifesto, written by Harry Alan Potamkin and originally published in
Workers’ Theater in 1931, was entitled “A Movie Call to Action!”97 This
document announced nothing less than the creation of a national, alterna-
tive film economy. Potamkin called for a network of film audiences, to
which the league would distribute documents of corporate injustice against
laborers as well as suppressed and neglected films of significance.98

Officially established under the WFPL banner in 1930, the league
overtly politicized film through both production and exhibition activities.
It held public demonstrations against commercial films with right-wing,
antiworker or anti-Semitic themes. It made 35mm newsreels of worker ac-
tivities and strike actions. Using its branch offices throughout the country
as distribution centers, as well as traveling projectionists, it exhibited these
and other (mostly Soviet) films. The league also instituted a series of
screenings in New York City in 1934, charging a yearly subscription rate of
$2.00 (the equivalent of $27.43 in 2003). Such titles were shown on silent
35mm projectors; they were also reduced in size to service the growing
network of 16mm projectors.99 These screenings of “distinguished films”
were held regularly in the auditorium of the New School for Social Re-
search.100 Internal disputes over resource allocation and aesthetic strategies
led to rifts in the activities of the league in the mid-1930s. Nevertheless, at
its 1934 conference, 16mm was officially adopted as the basic gauge for lo-
cal and national exhibition, and a national film exchange was declared both
desirable and necessary.101 Thirty-five millimeter was maintained as the
standard gauge for national production, with an aim to attaining greater
hold on theatrical exhibition. Yet, even before the WFPL’s official adoption
of 16mm, its exhibition practices—primarily showing Soviet features and
newsreel footage to workers’ groups throughout the country—depended
on 16mm exhibition equipment. Workers’ camps, union halls, barns, and
homes often required the portability, versatility, safety, and comparatively
low cost offered by 16mm.102

While the WFPL itself had a library of films it distributed to unions, lib-
eral clubs, YMCAs, and social, literary, and music groups, the reach of this
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library was never as extensive as league members hoped it would be. Rec-
ognizing that distribution was a serious challenge to extending this net-
work of films, league member Tom Brandon formed Garrison Films with
the intention of expanding distribution. This project was reportedly mod-
erately successful. Sixteen-millimeter film networks were established in
the Midwest, composed of either workers’ clubs or smaller collections of
farming villages and towns.103 Underlying the accumulation of a 16mm
library and its relationship to expanded distribution and exhibition net-
works was the desire of the league to exhibit a certain kind of film other-
wise unavailable to its constituents. The WFPL film library had no preten-
sions to universality and owed little debt to conventional categories of
quality. It was a partisan and politicized tool, designed to catalyze a grow-
ing, critical public. The increasing mobility of film aided and abetted its
plan to effect a very different cinematic institution.

Unlike the overtly political WFPL, the Amateur Cinema League (ACL)
comprised a loose collection of hobbyists and civic-minded individuals
seeking to explore film form and technique usually for less radical and
more leisurely ends. Nevertheless, the ACL had its own library needs, and
in 1927, only one year after the organization’s official formation, a film li-
brary was established. The library served league members, providing films
deemed exemplary to local ACL clubs. Arthur Gale, a prominent member
of the ACL, wrote that the primary purpose of the library was to “provide
an adequate distribution of amateur photoplays, secure a dependable event
for club programs and, as well, encourage new groups to undertake ama-
teur productions.”104 The library was considered an active element in a
growing amateur filmmaking and exhibition movement, collecting films
and securing exhibition sites for films otherwise lacking such a circuit. It
was primarily confined to collecting and lending films that were assigned a
place on the league’s annual “10-Best” list, many of which were trave-
logues. Yet some of these films have come to be considered early examples
of American avant-garde filmmaking, such as Lot in Sodom (1933) and Fall
of the House of Usher (James Sibley Watson and Melville Webber, 1928);
The Tell-Tale Heart (Charles Klein, 1928); H2O (Ralph Steiner, 1929); Por-
trait of a Young Man (Henwar Rodakiewicz, 1931); and Mr. Motorboat’s
Last Stand (Theodore Huff and John Florey, 1933). Many of these films
were screened throughout the United States, participating in one of the
most extensive nontheatrical film circuits extant.105

The ACL library was also particularly useful for branches of the league
that had set out on their own projects to discover the essence of film art
through a study of “prominent examples of its various stages of develop-
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ment.”106 Some amateurs had become students of film form, eager to un-
derstand more about cinematic technique.107 Hiram Maxim Percy, presi-
dent of the league, suggested that amateur moviemaking had begun to in-
volve discussions of the “what” of film rather than simply the “how.”108

Access to a library of films was important for amateur filmmakers pursu-
ing such studies. While many amateurs remained primarily interested in
making travelogues and personal documents or home movies, the move-
ment was not entirely reducible to these subjects. Concern for film form
and experimentation is also evident in articles published in the league’s
journal, Amateur Movie Makers, retitled Movie Makers in 1928. Early in
the development of the league, formal experimentation was encouraged by
left-leaning critics such as Harry Alan Potamkin, Jay Leyda, Gilbert Seldes,
and Herman Weinberg, who wrote commentary and film reviews for the
journal.109 Also running through the late 1920s to the early 1930s was a
series of reviews entitled “Photoplayfare: Reviews for the Cinetelligenzia.”
The films reviewed in this series were far-ranging and included German,
Soviet, French, and American works. In its earliest days, the amateur
movement constituted one of the primary outlets for film-related activities
just beyond Hollywood’s borders. This, by necessity, included exhibition
outside of studio-dominated theaters. As such, the importance of establish-
ing distribution and exhibition outlets for amateurs easily fed the idea of
establishing little theaters, theatrical venues designed to show commer-
cially unviable cinema, discussed earlier. The ACL magazine was a strong
proponent of this idea, also hosting other models for exhibition. One such
project included a theater whose programming looked much like televi-
sion, changing throughout the day and ranging from gardening programs
in the afternoon to amateur features at night.110 While the ACL library
does not seem to have directly fed the struggling little theaters, their con-
current experiments provide an index to the basic challenges of collection,
distribution, and exhibition for those interested in expanding cinema’s in-
stitution. Some aspects of league members’ interventions were aestheti-
cally radical, and others not necessarily so. Members brought diverse inter-
ests to bear on film-related activities. Ties to the industry were evident in
regular announcements of corporate executive appointments, profiles of
industry leaders, and a general gung ho enthusiasm about film technology.
Advertising revenue from technology companies made the magazine pos-
sible. Yet ties to the critical and experimental community were evident in
the same journal, featuring articles on film form, non-American films, and
aesthetic experiments. Important for the purposes of this chapter is the di-
versified system of film exchanges connected to league activities. Collec-
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tively, league members constituted one of the largest audiences for non-
commercial film exhibition, which was supported not only by its lending
library but also by swap systems conducted through the pages of Movie
Makers. Reinventing cinema as something to be actively and daily made
entailed transforming film production, distribution, and exhibition, that is,
a mature cinema also involved changing what it meant to watch.

formative infrastructures 
and lasting grooves

Increasingly plausible and institutionally supported during this period was
the idea that one might view a film armed with an apparatus of knowledge
and ways of thinking that addressed the specificities of the cinema as a
complex and distinct phenomenon. These ideas and practices were fed most
forcefully though not exclusively by middle-class institutions and were
also linked to ongoing industry strategies to find generally agreed upon
and ostensibly virtuous social functions for film: to educate young and old
alike. The range of ideas about an educational cinema accompanied an ex-
panding circuit of 16mm films and projectors. Thus provided were the basic
building blocks of a growing film network, independent of the need for
professional entertainers or itinerant projectionists, linking homes as well
as private and public institutions in an identifiable cultural and material
configuration. The spread of this network was facilitated by a particular
conception of moving images that concretized a reaction against the idea
that film was essentially a mass entertainment or a spectacular and sensa-
tional urban leisure. Further, the growing network was undergirded by the
ideologically weighty premise that watching moving images was not a sign
of moral decay and danger but an important method of participating in
public life. Essential within this is also the most basic and reassuring idea of
the specialized and unique, rather than the vast and faceless, movie audi-
ence. The specialized film audience was evident both within and outside of
what is conventionally understood as film culture, making its way into na-
tional educational organizations, schools, museums, and civic groups, as
well as film societies and proto–art house cinemas.

Previous work on the 16mm gauge has concentrated on its importance
for tracing the discursive construction of crucial and lasting aesthetic hier-
archies that effectively rendered 16mm an amateur and thus subordinate
gauge to 35mm and professional filmmaking.111 This chapter complements
extant work by exploring the implications of 16mm less for filmmaking
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and more for film watching. This network, an important and underexam-
ined one for film history, indicates several things. First, it marks a reform
strategy distinct from the overt regulation of movie theaters and film con-
tent by middle-class reformers and religious groups. MoMA, and the film
education and museum movement of which it was a part, marks a clear
move toward the creation of spaces in which moviegoers were interpellated
into an apparatus of film viewing and of criticism that presumed their will-
ingness to engage more fully in institutional logics of study that—at least
in theory—actively worked to contain Hollywood’s threat and simultane-
ously strengthen the social fabric. The logic of discursive critique and de-
tailed examination of the film text as a strategy of protection from com-
mercial leisure spread, effectively differentiating the audience into those
who were capable and protected and those who were not. Second, it also
marks the beginning of an infrastructure wherein films were more readily
detachable from the commercial logics of theatrical exhibition and more
beholden to a wider range of exhibition scenarios. The significance of this
cannot be wholly reduced to the successes of middle-class or moral reform-
ers, since a range of organizations emerged, creating a national and non-
theatrical environment that facilitated ideologically complex models for
cinema. These included bourgeois institutions of appreciation but also
workers’ groups, politicized experiments in film form, as well as a new gen-
eration of engaged spectators, scholars, and students of cinema.

In mapping out exhibition shifts endemic to this period, then, it is cru-
cial to remember that many of these changes complement long-standing
efforts of the film industry to win relief from regulation by associating
Hollywood films less with working-class leisure and more with established
cultural institutions sanctioned by the middle classes. Yet such projects also
indicate foundational efforts to carve out distinct exhibition spaces that
functioned at one remove from commercial cinemagoing and also fed alter-
native models for film and culture. Changes in technology (16mm) as well
as in ways of thinking about film’s utility beyond entertainment were key
factors in this transformation. The more familiar impetus toward interna-
tionalist and specialist exhibition strategies geared to facilitate screenings
of films not available in commercial cinemas—classics, experimental, polit-
ical, foreign—was another. Each of these developments fed an emergent
cultural configuration that provided not just the enabling conditions for an
organization such as MoMA’s Film Library but also the early seeds for
film, media, and cultural studies as fields of scholarly inquiry.

For many collectors, librarians, archivists, and would-be programmers,
16mm was an imperfect solution to a vexing problem: how to foster film
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appreciation, study, and criticism with limited means. The quality of 16mm
did not please film purists. Nevertheless, 16mm exhibition was better than
no exhibition at all. The formation of film libraries was partly an effort to
wrest control away from commercial systems unfriendly to the aspirations
of more specialized groups determined to shape film to their purposes. At
times this activity was politically subversive, such as that engaged in by the
WFPL; at other times it was more fully imbricated in dominant industry
strategies such as the case with schools and frequently universities.112 The
one thing such screenings had in common was the fertilization of a distinct
circuit of films and film exhibition. The film libraries and film exchange en-
abled by 16mm provided one link in a greater and more complex chain: a
storehouse of knowledge that was subject, on the one hand, to the seem-
ingly contradictory pulls of capitalism—positioning film both as knowl-
edge and as commodity—and, on the other, to the sprawling use of these
conditions by a mobile public.
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3 The Mass Museology 
of the Modern

As the Museum of Modern Art is a living museum, not a collection
of curious and interesting objects, it can, therefore, become an
integral part of our democratic institutions—it can be woven into
the very warp and woof of our democracy. Because it has been
conceived as a national institution, the museum can enrich and
invigorate our cultural life by bringing the best of modern art to all
of the American people. This, I am gratified to learn, will be done
through the traveling exhibitions of the museum. . . . By this means
the gap between the artists and American industry, and the great
American public, can be bridged. And most important of all, the
standards of American taste will inevitably be raised by thus
bringing into far-flung communities results of the latest and finest
achievements in all the arts.

franklin delano roosevelt, 19391

68

When Franklin Delano Roosevelt referred to MoMA as a “living museum”
in 1939, the idea of a vital and sentient storehouse was not new. Indeed, the
possibility of a museum that actively conjoined the objects it housed and
the public at large was an increasingly prominent theme among museum
professionals from the turn of the century forward.2 The metaphor of “liv-
ing” performed a complicated kind of work. On the one hand, it responded
to the generally held belief that museums were more like mausoleums, iso-
lated outposts where dead things stared down time. On the other hand, it
named a strategy to model museums and museum work on the established
circuit of similar institutions such as libraries and YMCAs, which had ef-
fectively created new public formations around reading books. Indeed,
American museum officers frequently likened a range of objects—rocks,
skeletons, art—to the book, an otherwise inert thing that could be charged
with ideas and practices constituting an expanded museum public. The
growing network that resulted relied upon technologies such as photogra-
phy, film, and inexpensive pamphlets and books, whose reproducibility
helped to accelerate the circulation of museum objects and their related



discourses. Through these media, curators and educators developed the
means by which the knowledge they generated would extend beyond any
singular outpost and thus more effectively shape their public, securing
their authoritative place in the emerging landscape of modern leisure. To
some degree, the field of art history, art journalism, art catalogues, coffee-
table books, blockbuster exhibits, and even the seemingly ubiquitous gift
shop owe their genesis to the potential and the perils of this living, medi-
ated museum.

The Museum of Modern Art’s Film Library formed during a period in
which efforts to realize the “living museum” had accelerated considerably.
The museum’s technological network expanded to include newspapers, ra-
dio, and even television. American museums were, in general, undergoing
considerable changes in their curatorial practices, funding sources, and ba-
sic institutional structure. The Museum of Modern Art, in particular, em-
bodied many of these transformations. During its first ten years (1929 to
1939), MoMA was widely considered an innovative and unusual undertak-
ing and quickly became a flagship American institution of national and in-
ternational art, representing the best as well as the newest of modern
works. Like many American museums, MoMA was established with the
resources of wealthy industrialists and a cadre of East Coast elites who
conceived of the museum, from the beginning, as a national educational
experiment of vital importance. By making use of established and emer-
gent methods of curation that embraced media technologies, MoMA en-
acted the ideals of not just the modern but also the mobile. In other words,
the living museum had become a modern and mass-mediated museum.

Under the directorship of Alfred H. Barr and in conjunction with other
contemporary aesthetic and museological movements, MoMA was—and
remains—an imposing figure in the world of art museums. This is due in
large part to its fusion of ideas about art and institutions, which yielded a
museum that expanded the shape and scope of twentieth-century art in-
stitutions more generally. MoMA boldly announced that art would not be
limited to the rarefied forms of painting and sculpture; nor would it reside
safely within the museum’s consecrated walls. MoMA housed the indus-
trial, mechanical, and popular arts. Valuing education alongside ideals of
aesthetic excellence, its curators actively designed and circulated printed
publications and prepackaged exhibits, radio, and television programs (fig-
ure 4). Together these two impulses yielded a museological model that
embraced mass media and consumer culture as an integral means for dis-
seminating ideas, images, and—occasionally—objects of art. MoMA’s ex-
hibits could be heard on the radio and seen in classrooms, department
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store windows, mass-circulated picture magazines, and the lobbies of
movie theaters.

Recent work in cultural studies, art history, and museum studies has ex-
amined the museum—in its many varieties—by referencing a range of de-
bates about aesthetics, politics, and institutions. Analyzing its modes of dis-
play, its selected art, and its architecture, scholars have shown that
museums are ideologically complex sites, often rife with crucial legitimat-
ing activities affirming dominant culture and concomitant powers of state.
The most exciting of this work conceives of the museum as a point of con-
vergence or, as Daniel Sherman and Irit Rogoff have written, “as an amal-
gam of historical structures and narratives, practices and strategies of dis-
play, and the concerns and imperatives of various governing ideologies.”3

This body of writing includes divergent methodologies, ranging from Fou-
cauldian analyses of the museum’s governmental logics to detailed formal
analysis of the museum’s modernist, masculinist art canon.4 In the bulk of
this work, the modern art museum has largely been presumed to be a dis-
crete site through which disparate ideologies of art and the individual have
been invoked. Even Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological approach to the class bi-
ases of the art museum and its visitors similarly conceives of the institu-

70 / The Mass Museology of the Modern

figure 4. William Lescaze and Edward Warburg at Museum of Modern Art
opening, posing with radio and modern art, 1939. Courtesy of the Museum of
Modern Art, New York.



tion as an identifiable “place of worship,” wherein particular forms of
knowledge are mobilized and legitimated through its rituals of classifica-
tion, description, and codes of behavior.5 Some of this recent work has fo-
cused specifically on MoMA, analyzing modes of display or particular ex-
hibitions, linking formal aesthetic critique with the museum’s modernist
ideologies of aesthetic autonomy, creative genius, and gendered subjuga-
tions.6 To be sure, studies that have explicitly attempted to link MoMA to
practices and politics outside of its walls have been crucial for thinking
through the multidimensional art world.7 Yet the collective tendency of
work on art museums has been to either simplify or ignore their long-
standing relationship to extramuseological modes of modern display: ra-
dio, television, newspapers, magazines, film.8 In short, despite the fact that
current debates have demonstrated that the museum is not an autonomous
institution, more work needs to be done to understand the long-standing
and expanded functions of museums in the mediated cultural contexts that
constitute modern life.

One of the central reasons for expanding our understanding of how,
where, and by what means museums operate is to generate a fuller assess-
ment of their place in the politics of cultural value, leisure, and institu-
tional authority. In the bulk of such discussions, museums—especially art
museums—and mass media tend to occupy opposite roles. The former
maintains a sharp divide between high and low culture; the latter dissolves
such distinctions. Yet, as Lynn Spigel has shown through a discussion of art
and television in the 1950s, institutions of art and media are inextricably
linked. Using Andreas Huyssen’s indispensable work on the “great divide”
that characterized so many discourses of modernism, Spigel shows that
television was instrumental in reconfiguring but not obliterating previ-
ously distinct categories such as high and low, art and commodity, original
and copy.9 Yet there remains a vital absence in our knowledge of the ways
in which television and many other media have long participated in a com-
plex dialectic and, perhaps, dissolve. Indeed, museums themselves were be-
ing reshaped through a pervasive set of ideas and discourses catalyzed par-
ticularly from the 1920s forward through a range of mass media and
middlebrow cultural forms antecedent to television. In what follows, I bor-
row from the recent critical thrust of museum studies, in part, by conceiv-
ing of the American modern art museum as a material project of coordina-
tion, aligning authoritative systems of knowledge, modes of exhibition,
and behavioral ideals. I extend this line of thinking, largely by foreground-
ing MoMA’s enduring appropriation of what Walter Benjamin termed the
conditions of art’s reproducibility.10 In doing so, I argue that MoMA has
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long been not only a productive and identifiable site on the map of cultural
politics and authority but also a sprawling and mediated system, aimed at
producing particular kinds of knowledge, shaping leisure, and producing
ideals of moral selfhood through its embrace of the ephemeral and tentac-
ular means of the mass media.

Throughout the twentieth century, alongside bookmobiles, home ency-
clopedias, book-of-the-month clubs, and filmed Shakespeare, the sites and
texts of culture have been increasingly mobilized by the logics of modern
media.11 The modern art museum was no exception. More than a singular
site from which high formalism was pronounced or masculinist genius cel-
ebrated, the modern museum has also been an increasingly mobile mu-
seum, integrated around technologies of mechanical reproduction, distri-
bution, and exhibition. The mediated materiality of the twentieth-century
museum requires us to seriously rethink the boundaries of the institution,
as well as the means and methods of its authority. Conceptualizing the mu-
seum in this way contributes several crucial insights to the debate about
museums. Not least of these is the challenge to the idea that the museum
has largely constructed itself outside of time as a repository of eternal
value and a singular shrine to aesthetic virtue. While certainly true in part,
this basic assertion must be rethought in light of histories of transient ex-
hibition. Temporary exhibits, traveling exhibits, radio shows, film libraries,
magazine art features, postcards, and coffee-table art books have been part
of the museological function for the better part of the twentieth century.
Timeless masterpieces, cultural authority, and aesthetic refinement have all
long been at home in the ephemeral, disposable, and prosaic forms that
constitute modern life.

The following explores the cultural, intellectual, and institutional his-
tory of MoMA and its relationship to film through museological culture of
the 1930s. Rather than concentrating on the paintings MoMA collected or
the manner in which its art objects were displayed, this chapter focuses
more on the ways in which ideas about art and museums found comfort in
the means and methods of mass media. My primary aim here is to address
the multiple factors underpinning the accommodation of film at MoMA. In
so doing, I intend to show that the modern museum was one whose opera-
tions were deeply informed by new modes of exhibition that had far less to
do with a museum conceived as a transcendent repository and much more
to do with a museum designed as a living, adaptable, and expansive web.
New ideas about what expressive media might constitute art added to the
mix. MoMA sat in the middle of a generative convergence of seemingly
irreconcilable cultural phenomena, including the European avant-garde’s
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commitment to politicized multimediated aesthetics, the ascendance of ad-
vertising and the middlebrow press, and American reformist ideas about
art education.

The Film Library served a double purpose within MoMA’s new mass
museology. Not only were particular films deemed to exemplify the new
arts of motion, montage, and abstraction but so, too, was cinema’s inter-
penetration with modern means of distribution, exhibition, and other me-
dia something of a model for the new museum. The cinema’s links to
celebrity did not hurt either. In other words, the Film Library emerged at a
time when the shape of the art museum was becoming more protean, more
attuned to sizable and transient audiences, and more closely linked to other
mass-mediated forms. In short, the modern museum was modern in more
ways than one.

To begin this chapter, I want to briefly identify two crucial assumptions
upon which my argument depends. The first is a particular way of thinking
about modern art, and the second is a particular way of thinking about
modern museums. Inspired by debates in cultural materialism, the follow-
ing presumes art and its institutions to be best understood dialectically
within their own sociohistorical and material circumstances. Rather than
accepting a common understanding of modernism (sometimes called high
modernism) as an idealist ethos asserting formalism, aesthetic autonomy,
individualism, and internationalism, I presume the term modernism to in-
dex a vast movement spanning national, political, and aesthetic borders and
encompassing a broad range of movements in literature and the perform-
ing and visual arts. In other words, modernism was a sociohistorically spe-
cific development that was deeply implicated in the technological, political,
and cultural conditions in which it emerged. Explicating its commitments
to formal abstraction and aesthetic autonomy explains little of the expan-
sive series of ideas, practices, and political commitments designated by the
umbrella term modernism and explains even less about the very condi-
tions of possibility for modernist practice itself.

In tracing the history of modernism, for instance, Raymond Williams
has suggested that modern art was the product of struggles to express and
respond to the changing conditions of modern life: urbanization, industrial-
ization, the rise of technology, the increase in leisure time, the spread of con-
sumer capitalism, and the reconfigurations of time, space, and consciousness
that emerged contemporaneously. According to Williams, the modernist
critique of art by artists began less with a transcendental project to reveal
truth or explore beauty than with a material need to manage a new kind of
art that (1) challenged the long-held precepts of mimetic representation, (2)
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pursued the possibilities of ongoing experiments with form, and (3) sought
to forge new relationships between the artist and the socioeconomic order.12

In its most radical form, the modernist critique turned into an avant-garde
movement, one that used the conditions of modernity and the unfolding
precepts of modern art to question the very foundation of artistic practice—
ideas such as genius and autonomy, and institutions such as patronage and
connoisseurship. Appropriating the power of art—seeking to infuse it with
elements of the prosaic, ephemeral, profane, and technological world—the
avant-garde attempted “to organize a new life praxis from a basis in art,”
forging a sociopolitical vision to art itself.13

If one accepts the materialist approach to modern art, one must also ac-
cept that mass culture played a vital role in many of modernism’s various
phases. Objects, techniques, and forms emerging from urban industrialized
culture became primary materials both to embolden the attack on bour-
geois art and to provide what Andreas Huyssen has described as the “hid-
den dialectic” in projects to fortify bourgeois and elite art that was reacting
against the forces of modernization.14 In terms of American art museums,
the crux of the modern critique and the latent mass within modernism pre-
sented its own problems. Many such museums were founded on the pre-
sumed moral authority of the elite via the middle classes to reform the
great and threatening masses, and they relied on traditional ideas aligning
aesthetic perfection, mimetic representation, and beauty with the proper
moral development of the individual—precisely the ideas that the avant-
garde sought to dismantle. Mass culture has historically constituted both a
productive means by which the modernist critique was elaborated (the an-
tibourgeois practices and writing of surrealism, Dada, constructivism, and
so on) and an object of that critique, particularly within the discourses of
high modernism. Given this, what did mass culture mean for the art mu-
seum in general, and for the American modern art museum in particular?

At MoMA, the project to manage—if not sustain—the contradictions
between anti-institutional art and reformist institutional mandates found
a significant stage in the materialities and ideologies of the media. To gain
access to the ensuing dynamics, this chapter approaches the museum di-
alectically and as a participant in a whole cultural field consisting of the on-
going tensions between institutional authority and an unruly public, be-
tween the ideals of formal experiment and the practice of a changing
museological apparatus. In conceptualizing the museum this way, I do not
in any fashion want to suggest that this radically simplifies the ongoing
and crucial critiques of institutionalized art and its relationship to hierar-
chies of taste, class, gender, and race. Rather, I seek to identify the long-
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standing and multiplying fronts upon which those battles have long been
played out—fields that require considerable rethinking of the spaces, tem-
poralities, and technologies of art and exhibition.

modernism and the american art world

To understand why MoMA took the shape it did, one must look both be-
yond the influence of great men and closer to home than the compelling
debates found in modern manifestos, theories, and other vestiges of aes-
thetic ferment. It is crucial to consider MoMA’s relationship to American
museological and art culture. By the time MoMA was founded in 1929,
modern art and artists had claimed some status in the New York art world
through groundbreaking exhibits such as the Armory Show (held in 1913),
the International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926), and the Machine Age
Exposition (1927). A host of smaller galleries with clear interests in mod-
ern art had opened, most notably the Societé Anonyme, Inc. (Katherine
Dreier and Marcel Duchamp), Gallery 291 (Alfred Stieglitz), and the Whit-
ney Studio Club (Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney; in 1931 the Studio Club
became the Whitney Museum). It was during this period that discussions
of modern art, aided by the exhibits, lectures, and publications of these
groups, rose above the occasional and novel and became more widespread
and sophisticated. Journals such as Art News, Arts, Arts and Decoration,
and Studio International, little magazines such as the Dial, and political
newspapers such as the Freeman and the Nation each added to the debate.
Such discussions unevenly supported the varied strands of modernism.
Impressionism, for instance, was in general more warmly received than the
comparatively disruptive works of Dada or constructivism. The most rep-
utable and established museums, such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(the Met), demonstrated an extremely cautious relationship to the more
abstract examples of modern art, conducting only the most limited of exhi-
bitions and acquiring virtually none.15 In 1929, MoMA emerged as the
most authoritative, well-funded American institution dedicated exclu-
sively, comprehensively, and explicitly to modern art and its accompanying
debates. It conceived of itself as something of a corrective to the conser-
vatism of the grand Metropolitan and to the small-scale and decentralized
network of the galleries.

Practices and exhibitions of modern art emerged in dialogue with a
more general set of cultural debates in American life. Lawrence Levine has
characterized the practices of American museums during the period pre-
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ceding MoMA’s establishment as part of a broad shift under way in Amer-
ican cultural institutions generally. Beginning in the mid–nineteenth cen-
tury, concepts of culture and the more specific phenomena under this
rubric (opera, theater, libraries, and museums) became increasingly associ-
ated with ideals of contemplation, reverence, and seriousness; the concept
of culture was invoked alongside such terms as worth, purity, and beauty.16

Art museums as well as other institutions of culture had gradually come to
embody the sentiment, expressed in Matthew Arnold’s writings, that cul-
ture was the best of what had been thought, known, or expressed.17 As a
part of this shift, museological practice moved from the general and the
eclectic to the exclusive and the specific, focusing on the appreciation of
great works rather than on the previous fascination with curiosities. More-
over, as Levine notes, cultural institutions were construed as existing apart
from the everyday, depending on an “exaggerated antithesis between art
and life, between the aesthetic and the Philistine, the worthy and the un-
worthy, the pure and the tainted.” Complementing this imposition of dis-
tance was a coincident Eurocentric bias in American culture that served to
further demarcate and fortify aesthetic hierarchies, marking art as some-
thing spatially and temporally distant from everyday life. As Levine docu-
ments, Eurocentric biases were common among the American elite, who
preferred the idea that what is truly cultural should be approached with
“disciplined knowledge,” “serious purpose,” and, most important, a “feel-
ing of reverence.”18 Additionally, looking back to the great European mas-
ters was also part of a conscious gesture toward models of culture that 
were intended to civilize Americans through borrowed or, in Eric Hobs-
bawm’s terms, “invented traditions.”19 Such tendencies, of course, were co-
incident with the rise of vast numbers of European immigrants—a very
different kind of European influence—and working-class Americans in ur-
ban centers who were redefining culture through leisure practices involv-
ing amusement parks, vaudeville, movies theaters, and other modes of pop-
ular pleasure. In short, institutionalized Eurocentric distinctions between
high and low cultural forms were part of a larger project to reform the
social body by shaping its leisure activities—to civilize a polyglot America
by taming it with European art’s selective past. In theory, rituals of art
would help to control the ostensibly dangerous urban crowd, rendering 
its threatening refigurations of public space, gender relations, and class-
differentiated activities more manageable.20 The ideal museum stood as an
example of proper civic conduct; the bawdy nickelodeon did not.

The cultural hierarchies documented by Levine are firmly lodged within
the persistent debates about the responsibility of museums to involve a
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wider public, coaxing curators and programmers to effectively engage with
a sizable public usually conceived as vulnerable, ignorant, and in need of
the museum’s civilizing effects. Education and extension programs, which
would later powerfully be joined with public relations departments, have
long been a part of American museums of art as well as museums of sci-
ence, industry, and history, embedded in their charters and variably mani-
fest in their activities. As a site of museum activity and therefore study,
such educational programs have further shaped the experience of the mu-
seum and therefore suggest two important questions: (1) How were the
dominant values of the museum furthered by its educational programs,
which included written materials, tours, lectures, and quizzes? (2) How
were the aura and the reverence otherwise carefully secured by museum
design and behavioral dictates affected by the comparatively interactive
nature of these activities and the basic changes they introduced to the
spaces in which art could be found? In other words, these programs
changed exhibition space either by making it discursive and dialogical or
by making it mobile. Art could be shown in a classroom, a women’s club, or
a YMCA. How did this impact upon the power of the museum to evoke
particular kinds of values or procure ideal behaviors? In what ways might
such programs have enacted more democratic models of art or furthered
the class bias of cultural institutions?

Museum programs designed to foster learning began as early as the
1870s at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, which turned its empty space
into classrooms and made its collection available to students. At the turn of
the century, the term docent was coined to designate a new role for mu-
seum guides, who were conceived as both students and teachers and were
tasked with guiding visitors through collections and exhibitions, providing
explanations and instruction about displayed objects. Traveling educators
with lantern slides and elaborate lectures filled museum auditoriums.
Adults were served by regular presentations, which were animated by pho-
tographic or painted slides, held in the evenings and on Saturday after-
noons to facilitate the attendance of working people and encourage family
participation. Formal gallery talks, group tours, and discussion groups also
emerged as standard museum activities during this period. Lectures and
programs were organized in conjunction with public schools as well. Chil-
dren’s clubs, children’s rooms and galleries, and after-school and Saturday
classes were instituted. Such activities were conducted in art museums but
were significantly more common in museums of science and nature.21

Groups that functioned largely at locations far away from the museum
also sought use of its resources. YMCAs, YWCAs, 4-H Clubs, and Boy
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Scout and Girl Scout groups made field trips wherein museum workers at-
tempted to engage children sometimes with lectures but more often with
games, quizzes, and treasure hunts orchestrated around exhibitions, ob-
jects, and artworks.

The difficulty of travel to the museum and the constraints of the mu-
seum’s physical immobility soon gave way to the institutionalization of
extension programs. American museums actively began to assemble trav-
eling exhibitions, packages of educational materials, printed matter, lantern
slides, mounted objects, and sometimes films, film stills, and filmstrips.22

Such methods were particularly important for art museums because repro-
ductions made possible the wider dissemination of otherwise fragile and
expensive art images. Almost as soon as it formed, the patriarch of Ameri-
can art museums, the Metropolitan (established in New York in 1870) cir-
culated etchings of its fledgling collection to European museums as a way
to publicize its project. It also sold these same etchings to museum mem-
bers. As early as 1874 it had contracted with a local photographer both to
make records of the art it held and to sell copies of these photographic
records for profit.23 By 1911, the Met had developed a circulating library of
lantern slides, mounted pictures, and photographs that were paired with
screens, lanterns, and scripted lectures.24 The museum established a circu-
lating film library in 1922, and by the mid-1930s, it had developed a library
that held films whose production was sponsored by the museum itself, as
well as films it obtained from other sources. It both regularly exhibited
these films on-site and lent them to other museums and interest groups.
Subjects reportedly included travel, history, biography, and art apprecia-
tion.25 Staff of the Met engaged in lengthy discussions about the place of
film in their museum. The distinctiveness of film’s aesthetic development
was never at stake. The staff focused on how film could best improve expo-
sure to and understanding of the museum’s works of art, as well as subjects
appealing to its clearly class-biased constituency. The museum largely
sought to dramatize its own collections, rendering them more accessible
and engaging. Essentially, the Met’s use of film consisted in prepackaged
lessons in art interpretation, making both the art and the lesson mechani-
cally reproducible, and therefore mobile as well. These films fit readily into
the museum’s much earlier and diversified traveling exhibits.

Indeed, from a very early point in the development of motion pictures,
museums eagerly embraced the medium as both a technological artifact
and an educational tool.26 The exhibition of moving images, as well as the
display of film cameras, projectors, and other gadgets, dates to the earli-
est days of cinema. Museums of natural history were particularly friendly 
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to the medium. For instance, the American Museum of Natural History
(AMNH) exhibited films as early as 1907. In addition to the museum’s
sizable lantern slide collection—containing 35,000 items, by some esti-
mates—by 1911, such films could be seen regularly in its auditorium on
topics ranging from the safaris of wealthy museum benefactors to new
experiments in visual anthropology. By 1922 the museum had generated
a circulating library of films, which were sent to schools and other non-
profit groups free of charge.27 The film mandate of the AMNH was ex-
plicitly educational and concentrated on subjects falling within the gen-
eral goals of the museum itself, though it included others as well:
anthropology, natural history, zoology, travelogues, and occasionally art
films. The free and ready availability of these films—early on in 35mm
format—encouraged the acquisition of 35mm projectors by schools and
other museums, which most commonly were placed in their auditoriums.
Nevertheless, equipment expense, fire laws, insurance, and the costs of
hiring the required licensed projectionist remained factors that worked
against the rapid spread of museum movie theaters. With the establish-
ment of the 16mm standard, many of these problems were alleviated.
Museums began more actively collecting and distributing 16mm prints.
The AMNH rapidly acquired and lent titles printed on this gauge
throughout the 1920s and 1930s. It obtained films from the U.S. Bureau of
Mines, the Canadian Government Motion Picture Bureau, and industrial
libraries, indicating an expanding image circuit. By 1937, more than
34,700 reels of film circulated per year, with 1,706 borrowers in forty-five
states. This yielded an audience of 13,102,368 viewers who gathered at
80,532 showings, surely making the museum one of the largest nonthe-
atrical film distributors in North America (figure 5).28

Films both augmented and sometimes wholly replaced other kinds of
exhibits. For museums such as the Met, motion pictures were deemed an
efficient way to extend conventional approaches to high art by reproducing
well-established discourses on classical and Renaissance paintings and
sculptures.29 Much like the lantern slides and lectures that preceded them,
through instructional films and films designed to display previously inac-
cessible works to a larger community, film lent mobility to art—translated
as celluloid image—largely in the spirit of furthering bourgeois apprecia-
tion.30 These traveling instructional kits continued and expanded a net-
work of educational institutions throughout New York City and the east-
ern United States, which brought otherwise disconnected organizations
into greater dialogue and coordination. The disembodied authority of the
museum was indicated either by title sequences that marked the film with
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the museum’s insignia or through accompanying notes or lecturers.31 In
other words, the films served to extend the authority of the museum, bear-
ing its imprimatur and carrying out its mandates. The impulse and the re-
sources to orchestrate such programs are most evident in—though not
wholly exclusive to—large urban museums, furthering the idea that the

80 / The Mass Museology of the Modern

figure 5. Herman A. Sievers, senior messenger with motorcycle for quick
delivery of slides, specimens, and films, American Museum of Natural History,
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modern museum was also the urban, the cosmopolitan, and the technolog-
ically mobile museum.

By the mid-1930s, American museums were benefiting from newly
available sources of funding, which exacted considerable influence over
their activities. Despite financial hardships brought on by the Great De-
pression, or perhaps because of them, unprecedented federal patronage,
corporate contributions, and foundation grants resulted in overall in-
creases in museum revenue.32 Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, the eco-
nomic policy designed to redress the problems of the Depression, had—
among other things—turned the government into a powerful patron,
commissioning art and facilitating its exhibition in both urban and rural
areas. Several New Deal programs aided the arts, among them the Public
Works of Art Project (PWAP), the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP), and
the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Art Project (WPA/FAP). The
largest amounts given to museums came from the WPA, which received
$19,833,228 out of $69,578,055 allotted by the federal organization. This
money was usually dedicated to creating jobs, thus supplying a pool of sub-
sidized labor. This resulted in a dramatic increase in building decoration
and mural painting, art historical research, encyclopedias of folk and re-
gional art, art education programs, and other museum work.33

The 1920s and 1930s saw disproportionate growth in art museums over
other kinds of museums, namely, science and history museums.34 Under
the New Deal, the number of institutions devoted to art increased by 15
percent. Many of the new museums were small institutions with modest
budgets located throughout the American heartland, reflecting the greater
emphasis on decentralized structures wherein rural and popular involve-
ment with art and art education could be generated not just in major cities
but also regionally and locally. This also provided institutional support for
regional, American, and folk art. Additionally, 103 community art centers
were built, many of which were in the southern and the western parts of
the country, areas not rich in art museums. It is estimated that more than
eight million people visited these art centers, which represents a consider-
able change in the size, shape, and expectations of the art-going commu-
nity.35 Changes to the Federal Revenue Act of 1935 allowed corporations to
receive tax exemptions for charitable contributions of up to 5 percent of
their pretax income. This ensured increased donations of money and art to
museums and their programs.

Throughout the 1930s, art and museums enjoyed unprecedented atten-
tion and were granted new importance as active agents in quelling if not
controlling the social unrest endemic to the troubled period. With elevated
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government assistance being supplied to Americans denied basic levels of
subsistence, foundations such as those undergirded by the Carnegie, Rock-
efeller, Mellon, and Kress fortunes shifted even more of their philanthropic
activities from basic charity donations to cultural and educational pro-
grams. The availability of such funds for educational activities further en-
couraged museums to expand their activities in this direction. Public
education and outreach became—at least temporarily—the dominant
museological ethos. As a result, the American audience for art realized a
concurrent and dramatic growth, as did the spaces in which art could be
seen. The base of museum support expanded; its form and structure conse-
quently changed. The project to civilize Americans through museums was
reorganized around the face of a mobilized cultural network, composed of
ostensibly edifying and educational exhibitions and activities, funded by a
combination of public and private sources.36

American museums were also affected by the tenets of Progressivism,
whose influential ideas about education reached their peak during the
1920s and 1930s. Commensurate with philanthropic patronage and sup-
ported by the Progressive education and adult education movements, the
educational impetus long attached to American museums was increasingly
foregrounded. This history of Progressive education is a complex one, con-
stituted by a range of projects that sought to adapt American schools to the
changing conditions of modern life primarily by using them as channels
for training workers, Americanizing immigrants, and creating properly
moral citizens. In other words, educating individuals was primarily under-
stood as a project of controlled democracy, managing corporate excess on
the one hand and containing cultural difference on the other. Like other or-
gans of cultural life—museums, civic associations, libraries—schools were
conceived as tools for creating a sturdy social fabric commensurate with
such values. Because Progressivism was a vast and diverse movement that
changed over time and encompassed everything from temperance to film
criticism, care should be taken when considering its place in this discus-
sion. Some Progressive organizations were sympathetic to the immigrant’s
plight, and others were not. Nevertheless, the ideas of John Dewey are par-
ticularly important for understanding Progressivism and its relationship to
art education in the 1930s. Dewey rejected idealist philosophy and instead
argued that ideas were necessarily linked to the social world of human ac-
tion. In terms of learning, this implied that a child was a distinct individual
and that formal education should be molded and personalized around goals
of developing the whole child through experience or social action. Art was
reconceived as a crucial element in the process.
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Established in the early 1920s, the Progressive Education Association
(PEA) formalized many of Dewey’s ideas in a national institution. It fa-
vored the idea that a teacher was a guide and not a taskmaster, that children
should be encouraged to use their personal interests to inform their work,
and that classrooms were best thought of as experimental learning labora-
tories rather than routinized drill sites. The PEA pushed even further the
place of the arts in school curricula, conceived as an experience conjoining
the aesthetic with the whole child. While the emphasis of Progressive edu-
cation changed significantly over its first thirty-five years, the 1930s saw
the return of a Progressivism deeply concerned with social reform.37

Predictably, the Progressivist ethos overlapped markedly with museo-
logical projects. The class bias of both surely aided the collaboration. There
was a marked increase of publications emphasizing the importance of mu-
seums for popular education. A range of journals and books circulated
throughout this period, dedicated to adult education, visual education, and
museum education. Some of these projects benefited from philanthropic
support, most notably from the Carnegie Foundation, which invested
heavily in adult education from the early 1920s.38 For instance, the Ameri-
can Association for Adult Education (1926) published a series of widely
available books, funded by the Carnegie Foundation, targeting adults. T. R.
Adam wrote three of these works, The Civic Value of Museums (1937),
Museums and Popular Culture (1939), and Motion Pictures in Adult Edu-
cation (1940), each of which advocates the importance of media in forward-
ing accessible models for the museum conceived plainly as a popular exer-
cise for enhancing civic life. These books are informed by the assertion that
traditional methods of schooling endemic to established institutions pos-
sessed too narrow an approach to the challenge of sharing knowledge in a
modern democracy. The “cultural field” was seen as a complement to the
more direct “political sphere,” and each was crucial for the self-improve-
ment required for social betterment. Importantly, museums were increas-
ingly seen as sites wherein cultural authority could be democratized. In
these books, reorienting the museum was likened to monopolies previ-
ously held by church or state. As an enlivened educator, the newly egalitar-
ian museum became an imaginative stage on which social inequities might
be corrected and poverty relieved.

As much as the rhetoric attached to museums made the institution into
a weapon of American individualism and democracy, it also crafted the
museum as a defense against the uncertainties set loose by modern life.
These uncertainties were not only economic; they were also indicated by
major paradigms of modern thought. For instance, the important yet
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destabilizing ideas of thinkers such as Copernicus, Darwin, and Marx and
artists such as Salvador Dalí are named explicitly in Adam’s books as
forces that can be accommodated only within solid, stable community
structures, composed of educated individuals. Adam argued unapologeti-
cally that the museum had a vital role to play in shaping cultural life; its
clear purpose was “to find the proper instruments to adapt men to their
changing environment.”39 According to him, a museum was not a show-
place for rare art objects but a place integrated around community values.
Fostering the exchange of artistic and intellectual culture should be its
emphasis; inducing reverence should not. The museum, Adam argued,
should be an engaged site, situating art within a wider matrix of social ac-
tion, rejecting wholeheartedly the distinction between fine and applied
arts. Rather than a solemn Sunday ritual, Adam hoped that attending a
museum might be seen as an “intellectual sport,” a place that might stim-
ulate a “mass audience.”40

By no means entirely accepted by the museum establishment, these
views did have several important implications for how the art museum, in
particular, would change and adapt. Throughout the 1930s, art museums
exercised a renewed commitment to outreach and education. Art was, in an
explicit way, mobilized for the betterment of a more democratic civic life.
Some of the museum’s basic curatorial practices were thus affected. For in-
stance, Adam argued that rather than simply conceiving of their spaces as
sites for permanent exhibits, museums should fully adopt the principles of
the temporary exhibit, which for him provided a more compelling model
for museum activities. Part of improving the status and relevance of muse-
ums in everyday or popular life involved instilling in potential patrons the
idea that their exhibits were always changing, partly to invite more fre-
quent visitation and partly to expand the kinds of visitors by diversifying
the objects on display. In fact, a new model of constantly changing pro-
grams was forwarded, implicitly indexing the flux of modern life generally.
Unsurprisingly, the ceaseless, seamless, and vital flow of the movie theater
was named specifically as the new model for the new museum. According
to Adam, “The ideal at which many directors now aim is to persuade a large
section of the public to regard their art museum somewhat as they would a
motion picture theater. If the habit of regular attendance is once acquired,
visitors look forward eagerly to a change of exhibition and keep themselves
informed of the museum’s programs.”41

The temporary exhibit, like the changing programs of the movie the-
ater, was seen as a method by which a public’s attention could be continu-
ally captured and sustained. In other words, “what’s playing” or “what’s
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on” might be asked of the museum just as it might be asked of radio or
film. This would also allow greater flexibility in planning exhibits that re-
flected current events and shifting fashions. It would further enable muse-
ums to fit more readily into the mediated flows of daily life, the seasons,
and the fashion cycle, such that the institution’s content would always ap-
pear new and hence would become news. Giving the museum something
new to say, something unusual to report, or something of interest to catch
the distracted eye of the public was considered a method by which to adapt
the museum to rapidly changing, mediated environments where the con-
tinual flow of discrete images and objects was increasingly central to the
organization of cultural life.

This concern for inserting the museum into the ephemeral dialogues
that characterize modernity took many forms. Film screenings became a
regular element of museum programming. Museum educators collaborated
with local radio stations, orchestrating regular broadcasts of lectures and
discussions, which were sometimes accompanied by prepackaged slide
shows or print reproductions that were sent to schools or clubs. These radio
shows were also occasionally paired with reproductions published in news-
papers. Chicago’s Daily News referred to these shows as “radio photo-
logues,” and the Buffalo Courier Express called them “Roto-Radio Talks.”
Listeners would be directed to look at particular images as the broadcast un-
folded, with sound effects complementing the images, such as jungle noises
added to images of wild animals.42 A new form of virtual museological cura-
tion was effected, coordinating airwaves, newspapers, museums, and a geo-
graphically expanded audience.These experiments also accompanied repro-
ductions of artworks, placed on photo pages. Sometimes these images
occupied the whole page; at other times they would be accompanied by
bathing beauties, images of coronations, and other news events. Through-
out the 1930s, these experiments evolved into regular art and museum
newspaper columns, recurring art and museum radio shows, and the contin-
ued reproduction of art in newspapers and women’s magazines (figure 6).

The temporary exhibit, as well as collaborations with radio and newspa-
pers, further spurred the larger program of traveling or circulating ex-
hibits, which could be seen in vacant store windows, school buildings, and
subway passages. Also important was the rise of museum publications such
as bulletins, magazines, and leaflets, which were increasingly written in
clear, accessible language rather than presented as specialized research
documents or reports.43 In their structural organization and content, mu-
seums were no longer only sacral, unchanging sites but also protean,
motion-bound entities, sprawling in their shape and activities.
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alfred barr and modern art

In the United States, emergent models for the art museum are related to—
though distinct from—ideas about modern art, which were only slowly
gaining visibility in the conservative outposts of American universities and
established museums. On the whole, the academic study of art history
abided by traditionalist models of examining the great works of long-dead
European painters and sculptors. Alfred Barr sought to change this.
Schooled in art history at Princeton and Harvard, Barr was influenced by
the then-unusual ideas of Charles Rufus Morey, a medievalist at Prince-
ton’s art history department. Morey’s classes demonstrated an inclusive
approach to medieval art by addressing a range of aesthetic objects, includ-
ing illumination, wall painting, sculpture, architecture, handicrafts, and
folk art. Barr was impressed by the possibilities of this unconventional ap-
proach for understanding both the past and the present of art, persuaded
that all visual forms of an era were relevant for exploring aesthetic change
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synchronically and diachronically. This insight provided Barr with his first,
foundational assumptions regarding museological practice, manifested
only a few years later at MoMA: the history of art is best understood as a
cross-pollination of all aesthetic forms native to a period, including folk art
as well as everyday and commercial objects. Art need not necessarily sub-
scribe to ahistorical conceptions of reverential or representational beauty.
Art might also be useful, or at least be understood as a dialogue among
things considered more properly creative and those considered more
strictly utilitarian. Integrating this perspective with the challenges of mod-
ern art in modern times, Barr’s concept of art history entailed a vast and
complex movement whose products could be found across political and na-
tional borders, across identifiable aesthetic movements, and, crucially,
among the complex interactions of the machine and the human.

Before his arrival at MoMA in 1929, Barr taught art history courses at
Wellesley College. Through these courses he was able to experiment not
only with his ideas about the history of art but also with his ideas about
teaching this history. In doing so, he adopted unorthodox pedagogical meth-
ods. Because of his conviction that art was an organic, cross-pollination of
forms that changed with sociohistorical configurations, Barr readily ac-
knowledged the wide range of modern influences on contemporary aes-
thetic formations and critical practices considered art by more conventional
definitions. Drawing on the ascendance of little magazines as well as mass-
circulation magazines, Barr openly admitted to being influenced by publi-
cations as different as the Dial and Vanity Fair.44 In order to enact a peda-
gogical style that accommodated his predisposition, Barr gathered course
material from unlikely places, ranging from dime stores to glossy advertise-
ments; he was hindered by neither the plebian nor the prosaic sources from
which they came. When teaching what Irving Sandler has determined to be
the first course ever offered on modern art in America,45 Barr examined
posters, advertising, architecture, avant-garde and documentary film, and
theater. He invoked a wide variety of examples in class, including a wedding
announcement designed by Herbert Bayer at the Bauhaus, a bookcase re-
sembling a skyscraper, American Indian masks, fashion drawings from
Marshall Field’s department store, and photographs by Paul Strand, Edward
Steichen, Lyonel Fieninger, and Man Ray. Barr further encouraged students
to study the forms of their everyday worlds, inviting them to consider fac-
tory buildings, commercial films, Victrola records, automobiles, and refrig-
erators.46 Suddenly art was everywhere and no longer confined to dusty,
foreboding art museums or to the imaginary domains of faraway, extinct
traditions touted by the American establishment.
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In keeping with the times, Barr actively proselytized his beliefs. Unafraid
of mass media, he eagerly used them to forward his ideas about modern art,
considering himself to be a mass educator as well as a scholar. An early ex-
ample of this approach was the publication in Vanity Fair of a questionnaire
he used in his courses at Wellesley, entitled simply “A Modern Art Ques-
tionnaire.” Fifty questions invited the participant to access a remarkable
range of aesthetic knowledge derived from contemporary movements in ar-
chitecture, sculpture, painting, graphic arts, music, prose, drama, poetry,
theater, film, photography, and commercial arts, emanating from American,
German, Italian, Russian, French, and British origins.47 Specific subjects in-
cluded George Gershwin, Henri Matisse, Gilbert Seldes, The Cabinet of Dr.
Caligari, surrealism, the German film studio Universum-Film Aktienge-
sellschaft (UFA), Alfred Stieglitz, and Saks Fifth Avenue.48

MoMA opened on November 7, 1929, ten days after the stock market
crash that signaled the end of interwar prosperity and the beginning of the
Great Depression. The museum was established at the behest of Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller, Lillie P. Bliss, and Mary Quinn Sullivan. Dubbed “the
ladies,” all three were devotees of the arts. Rockefeller and Bliss were en-
dowed with considerable fortunes, which facilitated their acquisitions. Sul-
livan was a teacher of art who traveled extensively throughout Europe
largely to be closer to the scene in which modernism was unfolding. Sulli-
van and Bliss had both been heavily influenced by the famed Armory 
Show of 1913, buying paintings and, henceforward, taking an active interest
in all things modern. All three had growing modern collections. America,
they decided, needed a museum in which such works could be properly ex-
hibited and appreciated. Thus, the first American modern art museum was
born—a privately endowed institution with an ostensibly public mandate.
Criticized early on as a playground for the rich, it was simultaneously cel-
ebrated for its bold expansion of American aesthetic sensibilities. Through
their connections, bolstered by a series of salons, luncheons, and afternoon
teas, “the ladies” built a formidable team. Alfred Barr was at its helm.49

When the museum first announced its formation, public statements
proclaimed its allegiance to the new museological model discussed earlier
in this chapter. It became an exhibitionary site firmly situated within what
was happening in art, nationally and internationally. The first press release
differentiated the MoMA experiment from other American museums, no-
tably the Met, describing the latter as a great historical museum. MoMA
was committed to the new, the transitory, the living. Moreover, MoMA
closely aligned itself with European museum trends. Berlin, Paris, and Lon-
don had each recently committed resources to building companion spaces
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that housed new art alongside their traditional repositories. In other words,
MoMA combined the new of modern art with the new of the mass mu-
seum, forming what would become a hybrid space with permanent and
temporary galleries filled with old and new works.50

Coincident and resonant with Barr’s cross-formal approach to art his-
tory and art education were other movements under way in Europe that
sought to integrate art, artists, and contemporary life into intellectually
charged and socially relevant configurations that challenged the dominant
bourgeois model of art-as-salon. The most marked of these influences on
Barr was that of the Bauhaus, established in Germany in 1919 and dis-
banded in 1933 with Hitler’s ascension to power.51 Barr visited the Bau-
haus in Dessau in December 1927, meeting with Walter Gropius, László
Moholy-Nagy, Wassily Kandinsky, Oskar Schlemmer, Marcel Breuer, Paul
Klee, and others.52

Barr’s appreciation and application of Bauhausian principles to his own
undertakings reflect fidelity to the school’s official purpose as articulated in
its first formal statement, the “Bauhaus Manifesto.” Walter Gropius, the
school’s first director, outlined a program that encouraged recognition of
the composite character of art—its “architectonic spirit”—which is lost, he
claimed, when it becomes merely a bourgeois salon art. He asserted that
artists of all media must work together to embrace the application of their
creativity and to forge a productive intellectual and material dialectic be-
tween form and function: “Let us then create a new guild of craftsman and
artist! Together let us desire, conceive and create the new structure of the
future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one
unity and which will one day rise towards heaven from the hands of a mil-
lion workers like the crystal symbol of a new faith.”53 The Bauhaus was a
utopian experiment in forging unforeseen relations among artists, means,
and methods. Explicit engagement with the sociopolitical world was para-
mount. The school’s concerns, therefore, naturally came to include indus-
trial design, graphic arts, stage design, photography, and, important for this
discussion, film.

The Bauhaus model impressed Barr. Its pursuit of the interrelations be-
tween fine and applied art and between abstract and functional art, its
heralding of a future-oriented utopianism, its integration of modern con-
ditions and technologies into aesthetic practice, and its idea that the artist
was a “vital participant” all struck Barr as compelling. They are clearly
manifest in Barr’s multidepartmental plans for MoMA and, in particular,
in his conviction that new technological forms occupied an important place
in the unraveling world of modern art.54 It is difficult to determine how the
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Marxist undertones of the project or the affiliations of its members with
the Communist Party influenced Barr. He focused largely on unadulter-
ated, vigorous explorations of form and function, machine and human,
rather than on the more material conditions under which such explo-
rations might be conducted.55 While he surely understood that experi-
ments such as those of the Bauhaus were inspired by various social and po-
litical visions, his writings do not reflect sustained attention to such
matters.

While Barr expressed clear interest in contemporary vanguard intellec-
tual and aesthetic experiments, he was equally interested in the relation-
ship of the museum to these experiments. In other words, how could the
spirit of an art institutional experiment such as the Bauhaus be translated
into an American museum of art?56 The basic model upon which the mu-
seum’s activities were to be based was outlined in a 1932 pamphlet, writ-
ten by Alfred Barr, entitled The Public as Artist. Designed to attract new
museum members, this publication neatly summarized a range of mu-
seum aims. Echoing assertions discussed earlier in adult education litera-
ture, the pamphlet begins with the claim that “art is the joint creation of
artist and public”; without the public, “art is stillborn” and will always fail
to achieve its ideal form as “living art.”57 Barr conceived of the museum’s
ideal public as an engaged one whose contributions to dialogue and criti-
cism were as important as the interventions of any given artist or piece of
art. Supplying the germane interface between the public and the work was
the museum, conceived as a living space, filled with the art of established
masters as well as with the art of contemporary artists, from America and
elsewhere. Its official aims were (1) “to bring about a sound and wide-
spread understanding of modern art by impartial presentation”; (2) “to
raise the level of art appreciation throughout the country”; (3) “to en-
courage living artists by exhibiting their work”; and (4) “to promote in-
ternational understanding through art.”58 Circulating exhibitions were
accorded great prominence among the museum’s goals. The museum also
announced plans to organize a library of art books, to publish and circu-
late catalogues, and to gradually incorporate prints, architecture, photog-
raphy, and motion pictures. It hosted art classes organized by schools,
colleges, and universities. MoMA also announced special discounted
membership rates for students and teachers.

Barr believed that both the scholar and the museum played an impor-
tant role in the art world. The scholar elucidated the history of particular
art movements, demonstrated links between and across artistic modes, and
contributed to differentiating quality from mediocrity. The museum ide-
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ally became a site for the broader dialogue among critic, collector, artist,
and public by making art and information about art more accessible and
visible. It was not a place in which art died. The museum should be, Barr
contended, part of the living dialogue, popular and specialized. By asserting
this, Barr hoped to rejuvenate and update traditional conceptions of art, be-
lieving that the category art was best understood as a dynamic, changing,
and challenging set of ideas and practices—propagated by critics, museums
and galleries, artists and mass media—through which forms high and low,
new and old interacted. His interest in history combined with a concern for
the novel, suggesting that the museum should function as what Kevin
Sandler has called a “vast storehouse of ideas.”59 MoMA thus served early
on as both a Kunsthalle, exhibiting the latest works, and a Kunstmuseum,
exhibiting a permanent collection. It also resonated with the calls in Amer-
ican museum culture to update and make more agile curatorial and edu-
cational programming.

Barr wanted MoMA to provide a site from which living artists and crit-
ics could draw to create, renew, and challenge assumptions about aesthetic
form, content, history, and, of course, institutions. Rather than upholding a
collection as a simple reflection of the great and readily accepted achieve-
ments of the past, MoMA also considered the novel and the challenging.
This implied a new set of relations between living artists and art institu-
tions, offering more than ever before a museum site from which contem-
porary artists were more likely to benefit and against whose values and
practices they were more likely to protest.60 It was also a site that fit neatly
with the idea that culture was always happening—in the pages of newspa-
pers and magazines, on subway walls and posters, and at the museum it-
self.61 In short, MoMA displayed both conventional and unconventional
art in both conventional and unconventional places. A priceless Van Gogh
would hang on the museum wall, be reproduced in a daily newspaper, and
appear in department store window displays. Machine parts and kitchen
appliances were similarly presented.

Throughout MoMA’s first decade, its organizational structure and ac-
tivities clearly demonstrate the museum’s strong relationship to contem-
porary practices and debates concerning the value of art, the purpose of
the museum, and the place of mass media within cultural endeavors or-
dained as respectable by the cultural elite and embraced by the powerful
middle classes. MoMA effectively combined the aesthetic experiments
under way in Europe with the ascendant educationalist ethos of the
American museum. Indeed, from 1929 to 1939, MoMA cleared a path for
large American art museums that was distinct and undeniably prescient:
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it embraced the practices of corporate marketing and advertising; it ac-
tively coordinated and advocated for its aesthetic hierarchies and Euro-
pean inclinations through newspapers, magazines, films, radio, and televi-
sion; it solicited public opinion through surveys and questionnaires; and it
courted American industry and flirted with consumer culture. The mu-
seum was no longer a simple fortress, protecting precious relics and com-
manding determined devotees. It was a rational business enterprise, a
store window, and a national cultural force, entering living rooms daily
through a spiderweb of mediated messages.

MoMA’s relations with mass media and consumer culture ran as deep
as the pockets of its board of trustees and stretched as far as CBS’s radio
waves, permeating its administrative as well as its publicity work. The
board was filled not only with members of the American elite whose for-
tunes were built on steel, oil, and banking, a reasonably common fact of
New York museum life, but also with a considerable number of members
from fortunes built directly on consumer goods and mass media: Marshall
Field (son of the founder of Marshall Field’s department stores); Edsel
Ford (son of Henry Ford); William Paley (founder of CBS); Henry Luce
(founder of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines); Walt Disney (independent
producer and animator); and John Hay Whitney (cofounder with David O.
Selznick of Selznick International Pictures, founder of Pioneer Pictures,
investor in Technicolor).62 Frank Crowninshield, editor of Vanity Fair,
served as secretary of the museum’s first organizing committee. Shortly
after the museum was founded, Alfred Barr hired an expert in the field of
public relations to develop strategies for membership drives and fund-
raising. In 1932, he hired a full-time publicist for the museum’s activities,
creating one of the first in-house publicity departments in an American
museum.63

Mirroring Barr’s earlier forays into the popular and literary press,
MoMA’s public image was aided by an astute use of the new cosmopoli-
tanism ascendant in major cities, evident in the frequent displays of mod-
ern art in department store windows and in the pages of mass-circulation
magazines such as Time, Life, Vogue, Vanity Fair, Newsweek, and the New
Yorker, as well as the growing body of women’s magazines such as House
& Garden.64 MoMA’s exhibits and other activities appeared and were dis-
cussed frequently in these publications. The museum’s public relations of-
ficer managed and monitored these efforts, ensuring not only that the mu-
seum would have a visible public presence but also that it would thrive
because of it. The most famous of MoMA’s publicity successes occurred in
conjunction with the enormously popular van Gogh exhibition of 1935,
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during which ladies’ dresses in van Gogh shades of blue and gold were dis-
played in Fifth Avenue storefronts, with reproductions of his paintings
providing the backdrop. The artist’s sunflowers became the season’s hot
style for shower curtains, scarves, tablecloths, bath mats, and ashtrays. Pre-
vious attendance records were shattered. The popular and middlebrow me-
dia fawned over the exhibit.65 Collectively, projects to expand the museum
and ensure its daily presence across the country yielded remarkable suc-
cess. For instance, the annual report issued in 1940 announced that in the
previous year, news and comments about the museum were published in
an average of 239 newspapers and 24 magazines each month, with an aver-
age of 462 articles per month. During this year alone the museum broad-
cast eleven radio shows and television programs.66 As a point of compari-
son, it has been estimated that throughout this period MoMA’s publicity
amounted to ten times more mentions in the press than appeared for any
other American museum.67

The dynamism of MoMA’s early museum exhibitions is remarkable and
can be read both as a manifestation of the ongoing disagreement concern-
ing acquisition and exhibition practices among the museum’s supporters
and as a sign of the museum’s ambivalent relationship to its as yet unset-
tled public. Even a cursory glance at the museum’s exhibitions of the
1930s, a period characterized by one observer as a “process of experimenta-
tion, of trial and error,” reveals a program of extreme diversity.68 Exhibits
were dedicated to single artists of varying aesthetic, social, and political dis-
positions, including Diego Rivera (1931), Vincent van Gogh (1935), Fer-
nand Léger (1935), Pablo Picasso (1939), and Walker Evans (1933); to art
movements, bearing titles such as American Painting and Sculpture,
1862–1932 (1932), Cubism and Abstract Art (1936), Fantastic Art, Dada,
and Surrealism (1936), and Bauhaus, 1919–1928 (1938); and to special
theme shows featuring objects ranging from toasters to townhouses, with
such titles as Useful Household Objects under $5 (1938), Machine Art
(1934), The Town of Tomorrow (1937), and The Making of a Contempo-
rary Film (1937).69 Some of these shows included sections from each of the
museum’s departments. Both the Cubism and Abstract Art and the Fantas-
tic Art, Dada and Surrealism shows were multidepartmental in their cura-
tion, including examples of architecture, posters, typography, photography,
films, furniture, and theater.70 In other words, the tensions inherent in
MoMA’s debates about what constitutes “art” and, therefore, what consti-
tutes proper museum practice resulted in an innovative and active exhibi-
tion schedule, involving a wide range of art objects from a diverse range of
aesthetic and political movements.
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Barr’s interest in art education conjoined with the museological spirit of
the day and ensured MoMA’s active role in forwarding public education
through circulating exhibitions and curatorial experiments involving me-
dia. Barr also established new protocols for displaying art inside the mu-
seum; paintings were mounted at a considerable distance from each other,
accompanied by clearly written and researched information placards, hung
at eye level according to sociohistorical or aesthetic affinity rather than sa-
lon style—clustered, hung in vertical rows or by frame size.71 In addition
to a wide range of objects in MoMA’s main galleries, architectural draw-
ings, photographs, and models, objects of industrial design and domestic
use, and select modern paintings (most often reproductions) could be
found in an increasing number of everyday places. MoMA’s circulating
programs, initiated in 1931 and granted their own permanent department
in 1933, were sent to schools, libraries, department stores, ladies clubs, and
other museums.72 Such programs, derived from exhibits initially designed
for the primary museum site, included architecture, paintings, photogra-
phy, design, and eventually films. Throughout the decade, they became
more elaborate and grew to include discussion guides, informational pam-
phlets, and visual aids. By 1940, an average of one circulating program was
sent out every day, fortifying the museum’s presence throughout the
country.73

In the 1930s, MoMA was clearly embroiled in an institutional debate
about how to draw the boundaries of museum activity. Despite the fact that
popular education appeared in the very first museum announcements, its
institutionalization and actualization was by no means a simple or settled
matter. Museum officials continued to identify two key questions for
themselves: whether the museum should confine its interests strictly to
the business of exhibiting objects of fine art or whether it should extend its
sphere of activities to include popular educational programming beyond
the museum’s main site. Barr consistently took a strong stance on this
question and unapologetically embraced mass museology. As early as
1933, he argued that the radio and docent talks be given their own depart-
mental status, alongside extension programs, publicity, and slides and pho-
tography. The mobility and adaptability of MoMA’s exhibits were as im-
portant as disseminating talk about them. Interfacing with various
publics—local and national—was paramount. Against those who preferred
an elite and sacral museum, Barr declared that extending museum pro-
gramming through popular instruction and mass media need not imply
compromising quality or erudition. He did concede, however, that in prac-
tice the museum’s activities had swung too far in favor of what he termed
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a “distribution” mentality rather than a “production” mentality. That is, he
argued that the museum had allowed popular education—circulating exhi-
bitions, publicity, radio—to overdetermine its “productive” tasks, its cura-
torial and conceptual work. The result, Barr argued, was that the intellec-
tual project of the museum had been unnecessarily compromised. In short,
Barr sought a kind of middle ground. He worked hard to dissociate his po-
sition from both a “theoretical” (i.e., academic and elite) taint and a pop-
ulist one, offering instead a vision of the museum as a provider of widely
disseminated quality content. He dubbed this thoroughly practical. Aware
of his audience, he encouraged trustees to think of the museum as a busi-
ness that needed to be built with the security of a superior rather than an
inferior product. According to Barr, any successful business needed a good
product first. Distribution would then follow. He proclaimed: “An exhibi-
tion should not be considered first for its ‘popular’ appeal. It should be
judged on its intrinsic merits. Whether or not it can be satisfactorily dis-
tributed is a separate matter.”74 Barr’s criteria hinged more on ideals of for-
mal innovation and originality as properties inherent to the art object but
linked these properties to an expanding network of technologically medi-
ated publics.75

The debate about the museum’s relationship to popular education and
its relationship to what Barr described as “theoretical” and “productive”
continued throughout this decade. A study commissioned in 1937 un-
der Barr’s directorship with the support of Nelson Rockefeller argued—
apparently contra Barr—that the museum had swung too far away from
the needs of a wide audience; a distinct department needed to be organized
that dealt directly and specifically with the essential role of popular edu-
cation. The two goals were carefully conceived as complementary rather
than mutually exclusive. In this report, Artemas Packard—whom Barr
personally hired—argued that overattention to the fine arts had stunted
the thinking of American art museums in general. MoMA’s work, in par-
ticular, Packard asserted, had failed to recognize the fundamental irrele-
vance of fine art to the great number of working Americans. The great fail-
ure of its exhibits was that they diverted attention away from the aesthetic
richness of everyday phenomena such as religion, sports, “social inter-
course,” gardening, business, and even tinkering with automobiles.76 As
Packard wrote:

Our commendable (if somewhat pathetic and exaggerated) concern for
the “fine arts” has prevented us from realizing that art can occupy a
central place in the life of the modern world only insofar as it can be
applied to the things the majority of people are intimately aware of
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and by according it in these associations the same dignity and respect
to which it is supposed to be entitled in its less plebian manifestations.
The aesthetic consciousness of the American public is desperately be-
fuddled by the false sentimentality and snobbism which, in the name of
“art,” exalts a bad etching hanging in the parlor above a first-rate sauce
pan in the kitchen.77

Packard’s report continued:

For all that the schools and museums have done in that direction ap-
pears hopelessly roundabout and futile in the face of the overwhelming
direct influence on the public taste exercised by the cinema, the radio,
the department store, the mail order catalogue, and the popular press.
Our tactics have savored too long on rear-guard action. . . . Our great-
est hope of success lies in a head-on attack upon those forces which
chiefly condition the public taste. And they are most vulnerable pre-
cisely where most people spend most of their money: namely in what-
ever affects the marketability of objects produced to satisfy the ordi-
nary requirements of daily life.78

He concluded by suggesting that if the museum trustees wanted MoMA to
succeed, the full power of the media had to be embraced. This would pro-
vide the means by which the judgments and taste the museum sanctioned
would achieve lasting influence on popular thinking. Packard unapologeti-
cally linked art to the means and methods of consumer culture, effectively
arguing that the museum-as-site was largely inconsequential in the larger
project of proselytizing the new and more expansive understanding of
good taste, now necessarily including everyday objects, consumer culture,
and mass media.79

The Packard report led directly to the hiring of Victor D’Amico, who
quickly expanded the museum’s experimental educational programs. The
first of these were coordinated with local private schools that had adopted
Progressive principles and involved circulating exhibits, programs for edu-
cating teachers, and art demonstrations for students. The Young People’s
Gallery, which displayed art by and for children, was established in 1939
and gained permanent museum space in 1941.80 MoMA’s Department of
Education was officially established in 1951.81 Formalizing an educational-
ist ethos ensured sustained commitment to museum outreach, yet it also
concretized the hierarchy between the serious and the popular, the prop-
erly artistic and the educational, within the museum’s structure. To sum-
marize, the hierarchy between what Barr called “distribution” and “pro-
duction” or what Packard called “popular education” and “fine art” was
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conceptually and institutionally resolved by creating a department whose
task it was to develop and execute educational activities. In other words,
“popular education” was seen as one very distinct part of the museum’s
more important scholarly whole. The Department of Circulating Exhibits
(1933) and the Department of Education were identifiably separate from
the official curatorial practices of the other museum departments. In prac-
tice, MoMA struggled with these two ostensibly antithetical tasks. Despite
the emergence of departments dedicated to education, publicity, and circu-
lating exhibitions, administrators and curators all continued to either ex-
plicitly or implicitly wrestle with the problem.82

The tension between scholarship and popular education played out
through many of MoMA’s activities and was often brokered by the mu-
seum’s multilevel integration of media technologies into its basic organiza-
tion and operation. The embrace of mass media, celebrated by Packard,
ushered in some other basic shifts. One important result was the reaffir-
mation of what I am calling mass museology. MoMA continued to use var-
ied media in its active efforts to insert the museum and its art into the flow
of modern life. It also sought to shape that flow by transforming it into an
edifying aesthetic experience, using the modern art museum and its hold-
ings as the method. New modes of exhibition emerged as MoMA estab-
lished unusual sites for thinking through the place of modern art in mod-
ern life. For instance, in 1937 the museum was preparing to move into its
third permanent site in its short ten-year life. The Rockefeller townhouse
at 11 West Fifty-third Street, occupied since 1932, was to be torn down,
making way for the new building designed by Philip Goodwin and Edward
Stone. A monument to the International Style, the landmark building
served as the museum’s home from 1939 until its 2004 makeover. This
two-year displacement encouraged some innovative curatorial practice.
Midway through 1937, the museum began to exhibit art in the concourse
level of the Rockefeller Center complex, a corridor through which thou-
sands of people passed daily.

In a press release, entitled “Art through the Window,” MoMA an-
nounced this show, describing the comparative pedagogical strategy that
underpinned it. The show displayed similar objects, rendered in contrasting
traditional and modern styles. The objects sat side by side so that the dis-
tinctiveness of each might be highlighted and therefore better understood.
Commuters and other passersby were encouraged to observe and think
about differences made apparent by exhibited objects, such as those be-
tween the conceptual and perceptual, abstract and specific, machine and hu-
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man, idealistic and realistic.83 Other more generic exhibitions of the mu-
seum’s collections were displayed in similarly busy and ephemeral sites,
including department stores and movie theaters. During the first five years
in which the museum enacted such exhibits, forty-three traveling exhibi-
tions were shown 448 times in 142 cities across the United States and
Canada. Similar to the ethos of the portable newspaper and the middle-
brow magazine, MoMA sought to literally combine its museological peda-
gogy with the transitory spaces of urban life, making even urban travel a
potential tool in the modern arsenal of uplift.84

The use of modern media also affected the basic structure of museum
operations. Fashioning itself as a national institution from very early on,
MoMA worked to establish and maintain relationships with an inner circle
of museum members, as well as the public at large. Branch offices or mu-
seum member groups were established across the country. Press releases
boasted that MoMA was anything but a local institution. Nearly half of
the museum’s members lived more than seventy-five miles away from
New York City. Membership groups existed in Buffalo, Chicago, Detroit,
Louisville, Minneapolis, Palm Beach, Princeton, and so on. Such groups
participated in an imagined museum community, sustained by discussion
groups, museum bulletins, catalogues, and regular invitations to openings.
Member groups were also a key part of MoMA’s distribution plans, orga-
nizing venues for its traveling exhibits.85 Extended membership also com-
bined with the ethos of reproduction and retail promotions to further for-
tify the museum’s presence. MoMA offered free color prints based on
paintings in the permanent collection, the first of which was the well-
known Woman in White by Picasso. Copies of these artworks were given
to every museum member at no charge.86

Such art giveaways bore a strong resemblance to the product giveaways
practiced by department stores, movie theaters, and public fairs. They were
complemented by other activities that blurred the lines between consumer
culture and art by marketing mass-produced by-products well suited to
modern means of communication. Widely distributed catalogues featured
reproductions of the museum’s paintings, its design objects were proudly
displayed by cooperating department stores, and schemes were hatched
early on to market the cachet of seeing popular movies in an art museum,
such as the prescient 1940 plan to issue film stills as postcards that could be
purchased as collectibles, souvenirs, or sent as messages by mail.87 Such
examples further underscore the integral place of consumerist models 
for museum operations, as well as the functional ease with which high art
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was able to use the channels of low culture, often without perceived threat
to its value.

It is also important to note here the impact of new technologies and
practices of art reproduction, which allowed select images to circulate
widely, rapidly, and daily. In effect, much like Benjamin’s edict—more a
retrospective comment than a futurist speculation—the mechanical repro-
ducibility of art was merging with the electronic reproducibility of art; the
conditions in which art was circulated and seen had been fundamentally
transformed. Museums played a key role in this paradigmatic shift. The
material politic of these changes might seem quite mundane. For traveling
exhibitions, cheap reproductions reduced shipping costs, insurance costs,
damage risk, preservation costs, and security problems. With regard to
postcards, magazines, and newspapers, MoMA participated in a long-
standing economy of image circulation, one that further rearticulated art’s
as well as the museum’s relationship to technology, mass culture, and capi-
talism. Museum-sanctioned reproductions might be found not only on the
museum’s walls but also mounted next to a grocery list in someone’s
home, with banal salutations scribbled on its back, or perhaps in a newspa-
per on a crowded subway.

The logic of the circulating exhibition and the active solicitation of pub-
lic and popular engagement outlined here are most prominent in the
strategies MoMA adopted in its public relations campaigns. In addition to
regular press releases and illustrated articles about the museum, other pro-
motional strategies were used that typify the publicity tactics more con-
ventionally employed by discount department stores and sites of popular
leisure. The museum hosted regular contests and events in which the pub-
lic was invited to participate. Museumgoers and expert panels voted on
their favorite exhibited objects (figure 7). Children’s art contests were held
and poster competitions conducted; artists were invited to render news
events as images for mass-circulation photonewspapers.88 One such event
was held in 1937, when the museum initiated a dialogue and exhibition
about the importance of “subway art.” An early example of public installa-
tion art, subway art was specifically designed to decorate mass urban travel
routes. Experts conducted discussions about its benefits to the commuter;
radio shows explored its potential; MoMA polled the public to ascertain
what form the art might take. MoMA’s survey conceded that the public
preferred “landscapes and country scenes,” “New York City scenes,” and
“historical episodes” over “abstract decorations” by a margin of more than
eight to one.89
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the film library emerges

Thus far I have shown that MoMA readily embraced the means of mass cul-
ture to disseminate its own version of the pedagogical and properly modern,
as well as to extend the very architecture of the museum itself. It is equally
important to consider here what MoMA’s museology implied more specifi-
cally for the emerging generation of mechanical and industrial modes of ex-
pression taken to be distinct aesthetic expressions unto themselves. Film,
photography, design, industrial art, and advertising were all participant in
American consumer culture, bearing ambivalent and sometimes antagonis-
tic relationships to traditional and dominant conceptions of fine art. On the
one hand, if such objects were to benefit from and contribute to museologi-
cal resources as aesthetically significant objets d’art, they would be forced to
compete with models of creative genius, authenticity, and monetary value
in which there was little place for technology, mass marketability, popular-
ity, or utility. On the other hand, such media fit readily within the emerging
museum model, inextricably linked as they were to everyday life and to the
ascendant logic of accessibility, experiential art, and mass museology.
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The basic fact of MoMA’s institutional accommodation of industrial and
technological forms as distinct arts, as opposed to instrumental institu-
tional tools, owes much to Barr’s determined efforts to expand the trustees’
preferences beyond painting and sculpture.90 As director, Barr already had 
a complex relationship to modern art, to art history, and to contemporary
museums; and this relationship became further complicated by negotia-
tions with MoMA’s trustees about the other media relevant to modern art.
Despite what was in some ways a progressive or at least an antitraditional
approach to what kinds of media and objects might constitute art, Barr
himself shared the Eurocentric bias of many American elites. Yet his taste
broke boldly with the almost exclusive emphasis in American museums 
and art history departments on the work of great dead European artists. He
unapologetically favored the new arts emanating from European circles—
impressionism, cubism, Dadaism, surrealism, and constructivism. Much of
this art implicitly or explicitly contravened traditional bourgeois models
prescribing what art should be; some of it embraced the means and methods
of mass cultural forms.91 Despite its European origin, the unconventional
and often challenging nature of this art did not always sit well with those
who constituted established American art circles. Many were skeptical, and
some were outraged by Barr’s provocations.92 Complicating the rift in the
museum between its educationalist and its “productive” interests were ten-
sions related precisely to media technologies. During these early years, this
crucial tension persisted. Debates about American versus European art, and
about modern art versus Renaissance or classical art shared the stage with
disagreements over modern versus traditional media. When MoMA was
founded, its trustees told Barr that departments such as photography, in-
dustrial design, and film would have to be “indefinitely postponed,” partly
due to the uncertainty of the museum’s general viability, partly because 
of the economic depression, and partly out of disinterest.93 Many of the
trustees unapologetically favored sculpture and painting. Throughout the
years, Barr argued determinedly for other modern forms.94 Eventually 
the institution yielded. Architecture came first, with a permanent depart-
ment being established in 1932. Film was next.

Barr felt great affinity for organizations such as cine clubs and film soci-
eties, which had formed in Paris, London, and elsewhere to exhibit and dis-
cuss films that were difficult to see in commercial cinemas. His travels in
Europe had exposed him to these groups, to the Bauhaus, and also to the
works of Sergei Eisenstein in Moscow (in 1928) and to the bold ideas of
Joseph Goebbels in Germany (in 1933).95 His writings about these experi-
ences indicate enthusiasm for formal film experimentation, dismissive
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skepticism regarding American film culture, and deep concern for the
emerging role of the state in managing creative production and controlling
artistic freedom. He was also deeply impressed by Eisenstein’s ideas and his
films, calling The Battleship Potemkin (1926) “epoch making.”96 Eisenstein
further treated Barr and his traveling companion and colleague Jere Abbott
to private screenings of footage from the then-incomplete October (1928)
and The General Line (1929). Barr was also struck by Vsevolod Pudovkin’s
End of St. Petersburg (1927), which he deemed “marvelously photographed
and directed,” its propaganda themes giving it “dignity and punch.”97

Barr was moved by Eisenstein’s work and unsettled by his ongoing
struggle with Soviet systems of censorship that functioned so much differ-
ently than those in America. Barr mused that whereas Eisenstein would
not be censored in America, he would surely find “timidity,” “vulgarity,”
and “prudery,” as well as “severe temptation to cheapen his art.”98 While
Barr acknowledged that one system was not necessarily better or more
highly evolved than the other, he nonetheless made flippant comments
about American films and the corporate and moral interests in which they
were so fully embroiled. Inclined to overgeneralization, his comments re-
flect a chauvinistic anti-Americanism that resonates with his general Euro-
centric leanings and with the emerging critique of mass culture, as well as
distaste for the censorship exercised by such organizations as the Hays Of-
fice, by that office’s Production Code, and by groups such as the Catholic
Legion of Decency. Barr reduced American film to the “usual commercial
manipulation . . . of super-slap-stick and the too-eternal triangle,” while el-
evating Soviet film culture to the selective works of Eisenstein and Pu-
dovkin and to “the stimulating requirements of propaganda, the intrinsic
dignity of the subject-matter, [and] the extraordinary standards of a public
trained in a progressive theatrical tradition.”99 The invigorating Soviet
context contrasted—explicitly and implicitly—with the abysmal American
one. In short, not only were American films quickly dispensed with as com-
mercial and therefore inferior, but so were American audiences, which sup-
posedly paled in comparison with those Barr encountered in the Soviet
Union. It was his experience in Europe that provided his initial inspiration
for building an engaged public for film, naming Paris, London, and Berlin
explicitly in the first 1929 press release for the museum. In this announce-
ment he called for a “filmotek” and screening room like those organized in
Moscow, wherein “the score or so of finest films of the year would be pre-
served and shown.”100

Barr’s experiences in Germany were of a strikingly different order than
those in the Soviet Union. There he encountered Joseph Goebbels, the
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newly appointed German minister of enlightenment and propaganda. In
1933, nearly five years after his tour of Moscow, Barr attended a conven-
tion of German film producers, distributors, theater owners, and executives
during which Goebbels made clear the new, necessarily nationalist roots of
all film activity. During this trip, Barr became keenly aware of the condi-
tions under which art, including film, was being taken up as an instrument
of the state in Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union. He observed the in-
creasing practice of censorship, as well as the expulsion of artists and intel-
lectuals throughout the 1930s, most notably members of his beloved Bau-
haus. Upon returning from Germany, Barr responded most strongly to
what he termed “a cultural crisis—as distinguished from the political and
racial one.”101 He dismissed German propaganda, coldly describing its vul-
gar use of film for the sole purpose of expressing national purity and
power. He rejected the validity of German newsreels, citing their utter sat-
uration with political matter.102 Barr was incensed that film would be con-
scripted for overtly and objectionable political ends. To him, freedom of ex-
pression was paramount.103

Armed with a copy of Paul Rotha’s Film Till Now, Barr renewed his ap-
peals for a film department. By 1932, successful exhibits in photography
and architecture indicated a growing museum infrastructure, as well as a
loosening of the trustees’ grip on exhibition practices. That same year, the
museum established the Department of Architecture, headed by Phillip
Johnson.104 Concurrently, Iris Barry was hired. Barry had been a promi-
nent film critic in London, where she wrote for the Spectator (1923–25)
and for the Daily Mail (1925–30), making her film writing the most widely
distributed in the United Kingdom. She also cofounded the Film Society of
London (1925) and emigrated to New York in 1930.105 She survived largely
as a freelance writer, gaining employment with the support of Phillip John-
son as the museum’s first librarian in 1933. From this position, she gath-
ered books for the fledgling library’s collection. That same year she also be-
gan assembling the museum’s monthly bulletin, distributed to national
and international museum members. It was on the pages of the bulletin
that Barry began to place short reviews of films showing in New York
movie theaters.

Barry’s film reviews were another method by which trustees were en-
joined to cinema’s cause. Such efforts were not always successful, however,
especially as Barry unashamedly celebrated popular American films as of-
ten as European films. She reviewed features as wide-ranging as The Three
Little Pigs (Burt Gillett, 1933), Tarzan and His Mate (Cedric Gibbons,
1934),106 The Private Life of Henry VIII (Alexander Korda, 1933), Queen
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Christina (Rouben Mamoulian, 1933), Thunder over Mexico (Sergei Eisen-
stein, 1933), and Lot in Sodom (J. Sibley Watson and Melville Webber,
1933). The first of Barry’s reviews discussed the sultry Mae West, calling
her film She Done Him Wrong (Lowell Sherman, 1933) the “Hollywood
product at its vital best—perfect pace, brilliant execution, robust approach
to an attack upon a simple subject, and a perfect vehicle for that original
screen personality, Mae West.”107 In doing so, Barry succeeded both in dis-
cussing a controversial, female film figure and in lending critical acclaim to
Variety’s top-grossing 1933 film in the museum’s new bulletin.108 The pop-
ular clashed with the properly artistic, ruffling some museum members’
feathers.

Sitting beside her review of She Done Him Wrong was a review of
Frank Lloyd’s Cavalcade (1933), adapted from Noël Coward’s stage play of
the same name. Cavalcade was a middlebrow historical drama, document-
ing the multigenerational effects of war on one family. It also won the
Academy Award for Best Picture in 1933. Nonetheless, Barry dismissed the
film as “theatrical where it should be cinematic, dense with false sentiment
and inverted patriotism,” and notably not a film that “calls for praise or
imitation.”109 Barry eschewed an industry-celebrated quality film for a
streetwise and wisecracking dame who owned her own nightclub. One in-
ternal document suggests that these film reviews stirred up “something of
a hornet’s nest.” Abby Rockefeller received calls from indignant friends,
expressing outrage that the museum could on the one hand endorse such a
“vulgar” film and on the other reject such an obviously high-minded and
elevated play as Coward’s. Barry explained to Rockefeller that while Cav-
alcade was entirely derivative of stage conventions, West was a uniquely
cinematic personality and screen presence, true to the medium and there-
fore utterly original.110 Apparently, the explanation was sufficiently per-
suasive, though the discussion would continue.

As film gained visibility within the museum’s ongoing dialogue, Barr
seized the momentum. In 1932, he prepared a report and submitted it to
the board, arguing that more resources should be dedicated to the new ar-
chitecture department, in part so that it could be expanded to include in-
dustrial design. Moreover, he implored, a film department had to be estab-
lished as soon as possible.111 Revisiting this question, Barr highlighted the
unavailability of films he deemed to be of unassailable “artistic merit.” He
noted the consequent lack of opportunity for a critical American film com-
munity to develop, while slyly documenting the existence of these com-
munities in major European cities: “Many of those who have made the ef-
fort to study and to see the best films are convinced that the foremost
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living directors are as great artists as the leading painters, architects, novel-
ists, and playwrights. It may be said without exaggeration that the only
great art peculiar to the twentieth century is practically unknown to the
American public most capable of appreciating it.” Barr lamented the reduc-
tion of film as a medium to “the commercial standards of Hollywood,”112

fortifying his argument by listing such exceptional filmmakers as Man
Ray, Fernand Léger, László Moholy-Nagy, Walter Ruttmann, Ralph
Steiner, and Luis Buñuel and by making vague references to films that
have “been lost in the welter of commercial mediocrity.”113

Barr foresaw an exhibition program that would facilitate the formation
of a creative and critical community around cinema, one that previously had
been impossible due to a lack of films.114 It would feature amateur and
avant-garde experiments, as well as include works by filmmakers now iden-
tified as constituting the canon of narrative “art cinema” (Abel Gance, Mau-
ritz Stiller, René Clair, E. A. Dupont, Jacques Feyder). Eisenstein, Pudovkin,
and Chaplin “as director” also earned mention. Barr called attention as well
to the decaying state of many of “the great films of the past quarter cen-
tury.” He suggested, consequently, that a curatorial as well as an exhibition
division might also be considered for the museum. In its earliest formula-
tions, however, the Film Library resembled a cine salon, designed to show
accomplished works by great, primarily European, artists.115 The need for
this salon was punctuated by the absence of means by which a critical com-
munity might grow and thrive: the basic availability of suitable films. The
curatorial mandate of the library was intended to be similarly selective—to
preserve and secure access to films that fit within a particular (and perhaps
only partially formulated) conception of properly artistic films. Concluding
this report, Barr stated that a film department would expand the museum’s
public, increase its support, and interest new members. It would also be an
opportunity to demonstrate a much needed intelligence and “influential
leadership.”116 In 1932, the public envisioned by Barr was a somewhat lim-
ited one, imagined to include a professional audience of producers, directors,
amateur filmmakers, critics and “other experts,” art patrons, and museum
members. Potential interest by the general public was not anticipated.

On the one hand, Barr’s rhetoric seems carefully crafted and highly
strategic. Appeals to “capable audiences,” “commercial mediocrity,” and
film “masters” catered somewhat shamelessly to board members’ and trust-
ees’ skepticism regarding the popular and commercial taint of the medium,
bypassing along the way the challenge that some of these films (and much
other modern art) offered to these same notions. On the other hand, it is
difficult to know whether Barr’s general reliance on European directors and
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his quick dismissal of “commercialism” belie his own chauvinism, that of
the trustees, or both. Regardless, there was an observable predisposition to-
ward non-American films, valued partly because they were European and
partly because they were produced outside of American commercial enter-
prises, which were seen by many cultural elites to be crass, compromised,
and incapable of expressing intelligence. Nevertheless, Barr was demonstra-
bly determined to include film—even if a highly selective type—in the
museum.

Barr’s efforts to convince board members of film’s merit took some un-
conventional forms. In later years, Barr recalled escorting Lillie Bliss, one
of the museum’s three cofounders, to the Little Carnegie (an early art
house cinema) to see Carl Dreyer’s Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (1928) as early
as 1930. A. Conger Goodyear was ordered by Barr to see Africa Speaks
(Walter Futter, 1930). Barr also sent postcards to Abby Rockefeller and oth-
ers with recommendations of current films “which seemed works of
art.”117 Rockefeller eventually acquiesced to the idea of film art, though she
continued to express concern about accepting films that contained sexual
and therefore objectionable content, which she euphemistically termed
“Freudian.” Her friends, as we have seen, had similar reservations.118

Despite the controversy, that same year a committee was formed to in-
vestigate the possibilities of a film department, with Edward Warburg serv-
ing as chairman and John Hay Whitney and even Abby Rockefeller serving
as committee members.Whitney’s presence on the Film Library committee
is important for several reasons. First, it indicates his early commitment to
building a film department at MoMA. Second, his participation provides a
sense of the industry savvy and formidable wealth that made the Film Li-
brary possible. Whitney had strong links to the film industry nurtured
through his business partnership with David O. Selznick and their invest-
ment in Technicolor. He paired his interest in cinema with an avid interest in
modern art, which he also collected. He aunt was Gertrude Vanderbilt Whit-
ney, daughter of the railroad baron Cornelius Vanderbilt, and founder of the
Whitney Studio Club, which became the Whitney Museum in 1931. In
1927, upon the death of his father, Payne Whitney, Jock had inherited claim
to one of the largest family fortunes in the United States, comparable in
scale to that of the Rockefeller and Morgan estates. Whitney was one of the
wealthiest men in the country, bridging the wide gap between the film in-
dustry and the East Coast establishment.119

With a committee in place, Barry’s services were solicited. Under the
committee’s sanction, she conducted research and orchestrated experimen-
tal film screenings, which were held at the Wadsworth Athenaeum in Hart-
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ford, Connecticut, in the winter of 1934–1935.The Wadsworth was the old-
est public museum in the United States and an influential site for early ex-
hibits of modern art. A. Everett “Chick” Austin Jr. was the director of the
Athenaeum, a graduate of Harvard, and an intimate of MoMA insiders such
as Alfred Barr, Lincoln Kirstein, Jere Abbott, Philip Johnson, and Henry-
Russell Hitchcock.120 The Athenaeum provided a kind of laboratory for
Barry; it also supplied films to an established coterie of interested viewers.
There she generated film programs, as well as notes to accompany select
films.Yet, preaching to the converted was not enough; a larger audience was
needed. Consequently, Barry concurrently conducted surveys asking col-
lege presidents and department heads, educators, and museum directors
about their interest in educational film exhibition. According to her, the re-
sponse was overwhelmingly positive.

Buttressed by well-documented support, in April 1935, Barry and John
E. Abbott (Barry’s husband and a former Wall Street financier) submitted
the foundational document for the establishment of a film department, then
named the Film Library.121 This proposal was funded by a grant supplied by
the Rockefeller Foundation and Whitney.122 Two months later, the forma-
tion of the Film Library was publicly announced. Barry presided as curator,
Whitney was appointed president, and Abbott became director.The library’s
official mandate, published as “An Outline of a Project for Founding the
Film Library of the Museum of Modern Art,” read as follows:

The purpose of the Film Library of the Museum of Modern Art is to
trace, catalog, assemble, preserve, exhibit and circulate to museums and
colleges single films or programs of all types of film in exactly the same
manner in which the museum traces, catalogs, exhibits and circulates
paintings, sculpture, models and photographs of architectural buildings,
or reproductions of works of art, so that the film may be studied and
enjoyed as any other one of the arts is studied and enjoyed.123

Sidestepping debates about high, low, or mass cultural forms, the Film Li-
brary set out to include a comprehensive sample of “film art,” a working
category seemingly unrestricted by reformist, high-aesthetic, or Marxist
critiques of Hollywood film or bourgeois concepts of art. Barr’s Eurocen-
trism was radically expanded. “Film art” grew to include examples of mod-
ernist European cinema, as well as narrative, documentary, spectacular,
Western, slapstick, comedy-drama, musical, animated, abstract, scientific,
educational, dramatic, amateur, and newsreel films.124

Like Barr’s earlier pleas, the “Outline” asserted that the motion picture
was the only great art peculiar to the twentieth century, significant not
only for its “aesthetic qualities” but also for its effect on taste and the lives
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of the “large bulk of the population.”125 Yet the Film Library’s mission ad-
dressed the sociological and populist functions of cinema as well. More-
over, Barr’s earlier cine salon combined with the ascendant museology; the
library staff intended not only to collect such films but also to circulate
them widely through the expanding exhibition circuit of museums,
schools, film societies, and civic clubs, making available “those films which
the individual groups everywhere have found difficult to obtain.”126 Also
included in the “Outline” was a plan to lend projectors, to compose and cir-
culate film notes, to assemble a library of film literature, to act as a clear-
inghouse for information on all aspects of film, and to link interested
groups to this information and to each other. Nourishing a nascent film
culture was a conscious yet carefully designed goal, avoiding contentious
claims that film was simply an art like all others and also avoiding the as-
sociation of the Film Library programs with entertainment—the naughty
cousin of educational and art films. The sweeping nature of this plan re-
veals more than Abbott and Barry’s enthusiasm; it also marks a clear shift
away from the exclusive European-type cine salon first envisioned by Barr.
Amateur, avant-garde, and popular American films—old and new—would
ideally take their place beside the works of European directors, in part 
so that American films could be more fully respected, and in part so that 
an increasingly diverse community could be supplied with the films it
wanted.127 Such acts constitute an expanded idea of institutional function,
embodying fully the basic tenets of a mass museology.

The institutionalization of film at MoMA was informed by several key
shifts that had as much to do with film as with American ideas about mod-
ern art and modern museums. The trustees initially rejected the inclusion
of films in their museum, deeming them unworthy of museum resources,
thus also expunging important elements of the modernist critique while
happily collecting its more palatable paintings and sculptures. Alfred Barr
struck a determined pose, arguing that particular kinds of films would be
suitable for and would enhance the profile of the museum. As a film de-
partment plan slowly developed, its mandate became more expansive,
growing to include a wide range of film types and activities. The proposal
was cautiously accepted with little risk being incurred by the museum, as
even the proposal for the project was funded by sources that did not draw
on established museum coffers. Rather than bowing to the ascendant Euro-
centric critiques of film, the Film Library adopted an expansive acquisition
policy, thereby treating film’s role in aesthetic and social critique more as a
question rather than as a foregone conclusion. The inclusion of popular
American films echoes the prominence of Progressive educational ideals
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and their influence on museum programs. It also foreshadows the unavoid-
ably prominent role of the film industry. Undergirding all these factors is
the plain and clear ascendance of a new kind of museum.

MoMA marks a point in the history of American museums in which the
gradually shifting lines of what constitutes “art” turned toward the prob-
lem of tracing the slippery interface between mass cultural, technological,
and industrial objects with traditionalist institutional and idealist models
for what art should be. The Film Library further pushed and perhaps par-
tially blurred these lines, mirroring the larger museological structures that
themselves had integrated consumer culture and mass media. Increasingly
reproducible and mobile art became fully institutionalized. Ideas about
modern art but also about public utility, access, and social reform through
the arts provided further impetus for MoMA’s Film Library.The early intel-
lectual and institutional history outlined here suggests a compelling mo-
ment in which film’s complex status as “art” and its ability to technologi-
cally enable a new museological ideal facilitated the growth of a lasting film
institution and spurred the evolution of contemporary art museums.
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4 An Awkward and Dangerous Task
The Film Library Takes Shape

110

When Iris Barry took up her role as the first curator of MoMA’s Film Li-
brary, her work was just beginning. Barry did not share the deep skepti-
cism about film’s value that pervaded the museum’s board of trustees. Nei-
ther did she wholly share the Eurocentric leanings of the museum’s first
director, Alfred Barr. Barry was a dedicated cinephile who even in her dis-
taste for particular films betrayed her general passion for all things cine-
matic. This included an approach to Hollywood films that demonstrated a
considerable range, from dismissive edicts to unbridled enthusiasm.

Although the Film Library had gained official status and an adequate—if
temporary—operating budget in 1935, the debate about an institution of
film art inside and outside the museum was mounting. The trustees had
granted the Film Library a home within the larger institution, but its status
was not uniformly embraced, and its survival was far from guaranteed. Li-
brary staff had little sense of how they might acquire a permanent source of
income and attain some degree of self-sufficiency. Further, in attempting to
build a broadly based Film Library, that is, an institution that both collected
and exhibited a wide range of films, the constituency of parties with vested
interests grew to include not only art patrons, philanthropists, and trustees
but also individual filmmakers, American and European producers, celebri-
ties, government agencies, film collectors, critics, commercial exhibitors, the
educational community, and, of course, the general public. Populists and
elites at times disagreed about the unnatural matching of film and museum;
at other times the pairing was happily accepted. In light of the strong and
frequently irreconcilable reactions to the library’s project, skilled rhetorical
maneuvering was required to ensure adequate approval, thereby guaran-
teeing survival. In short, a daunting task remained: selling the value of film
art to numerous and strikingly different communities of interest.



This chapter provides a brief overview of all these activities, tending es-
pecially to the ways in which Film Library staff legitimated its project to
three particularly important interest groups: the museum trustees, the
American film industry, and the Rockefeller Foundation. The fact that a
broadly mandated film archive, study center, and distributor/exhibitor was
housed in an art museum inevitably shaped the rhetorical strategies and
the activities adopted by the Film Library’s staff. Yet its museum home
both helped and hindered its success. Equally important were the interests
of other key constituents who were unmoved by or even outright suspi-
cious of this new modern institution exalting the virtues of film art. For in-
stance, John Marshall, head of the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller
Foundation, was the library’s most consistent and formidable supporter
during its first eight years. Marshall was far less concerned to forward the
ideals of film as a high or fine art or even as an archival object per se, and
much more determined to explore the possible contributions of film to ed-
ucational and civic reform through particular kinds of exhibition practices.
On the one hand there was a powerful philanthropy, and on the other the
American film industry. Hollywood held vast resources, as well as copy and
exhibition rights to its films. Yet American studios maintained tight con-
trol over these rights. For instance, nonprofit or free exhibition, a key ele-
ment of the library’s plan, invited close scrutiny and strict oversight. While
the industry happily took the opportunity to publicly support the idea of
MoMA’s library, associating its own goodwill with that of the library, it
gave little in the way of material assistance. Rather, it sought to benefit
from the library’s efforts to increase appreciation of American films,
largely through its efforts to insert Hollywood films into happy historical
narratives. In dealings with the Film Library, studio executives and most
frequently Will Hays (head of Motion Picture Producers and Distributors
of America) neatly managed distrust of the East Coast and ostensibly elite
ideas about art by aligning film and the film industry with the triumphal
march of American history and the growth of a unique cultural heritage.
Finally, many trustees maintained a primary interest in painting and
sculpture, demonstrating little more than tolerance for the idea of film art.

With the Film Library’s formation, the ideas and products endemic to
the concept of film art were implicated in a range of institutional mandates.
Film art remained a rather vague proposition: Which films? In which cir-
cumstances? What kind of art? Saving films as valuable pieces of a lost his-
tory thus became the most common and general public explanation of the
library’s purpose. The term art was used loosely and variably by library
staff, sometimes not invoked at all and sometimes cautiously foregrounded
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in library documents and press releases. The proposal that film had a his-
tory that had been lost provided the primary umbrella strategy under
which legitimating films as high or low art or as sociological documents
could be situated. In short, old films were construed as historical films. Un-
der this rubric, press releases, speeches, radio shows, and published articles
attributed a variety of values to aging celluloid—aesthetic, popular, infor-
mational, and sociological—depending on the context and the films being
discussed. Above all, these various ways of thinking about film were artic-
ulated firmly from within the assumption that film was uniquely Ameri-
can, and that such knowledge was new and essential for the culturally in-
formed citizen. In other words, while the Film Library’s place within a
museum of modern art made its project possible at all, the institutionaliza-
tion of film as art was simultaneously the institutionalization of film as
American history and as education. Despite its firm commitment to Euro-
pean cinema, at the end of the day, the library—among other things—
needed money to pay for its activities. It thus balanced its interests care-
fully. Navigating a tortuous terrain, library staff strategically addressed
their supporters and developed their project, aware of its intellectual com-
plexity as well as its material and political fragility.

library basics

The Film Library was initially funded by Rockefeller Foundation grants,
which were designed as temporary seed grants. This money was allocated
on a matching scheme, using a 4:1 ratio in the first year and then a 1:1 ra-
tio for each of the following years.1 Available evidence suggests that during
these first years John Hay Whitney provided the necessary balance from
his considerable family estate.2 It was expected that the library would be
self-sufficient after three years. Nonetheless, additional grants followed,
though they diminished as an overall portion of the budget. Throughout
the first twelve years of the library’s operation, the Rockefeller Foundation
supplied 32 percent of its budget; 20 percent came from film rentals, and 
4 percent from the industry. The remaining 44 percent came from private
donations or from the museum. The Rockefeller Foundation was the single
most important source of funding throughout the period, providing almost
80 percent of the library’s funding during its first three years and more
than 50 percent during its first eight years, thus breaking the foundation’s
usual practice of providing seed money only—not maintenance money—
to such projects. After foundation contributions ceased, the museum began
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to provide 70 percent of necessary funds. Despite the fact that film ranked
second in a public poll taken to rate the importance of museum activities—
hence indicating its publicity value both to cinema generally and to the
museum particularly—the library failed to obtain any consistent support
from the film industry.3

Whitney provides the obvious exception to many of the rules that gov-
ern the history of the library. Whitney was both a member of the film in-
dustry and a powerful museum insider. As a primary investor in Techni-
color, founder of Pioneer Pictures, and cofounder with David O. Selznick of
Selznick International Pictures, he was also an avid art collector. Born into
extraordinary wealth, he committed himself to philanthropy, thorough-
breds, art, film, and venture capitalism. He was an aggressive investor and
maintained considerable press holdings. Whitney bridged two worlds—
modern art and the business of film—proving a powerful ally to the Film
Library’s project. As a prominent member of the board of trustees and the
first president of the Film Library, he opened doors to his industry col-
leagues and provided the only funds that could in any way be construed as
coming from inside the museum during these earliest years. In addition to
money, his contributions to the Film Library seem to be largely related to
his film industry savvy, his personal and business relationships with partic-
ular Hollywood personalities, and the procurement of several films from
his producer-colleagues on the West Coast.4

With this somewhat tenuous funding base and an ostensibly public man-
date, the Film Library staff proposed “to make possible for the first time a
comprehensive study of the film as a living art.”5 They set out “to trace, cat-
alog, assemble, preserve, exhibit and circulate to museums and colleges sin-
gle films or programs of all types of films.”6 On the library’s acquisition phi-
losophy, Barry noted that “there are patently many kinds of films, as well as
simply good ones or bad ones.” She explained:“Considerable effort has been
made all along to collect propaganda films, and film of opinion of all kinds—
pacifist or Nazi as readily as the others. Such vanished fragments of the past
have also been dug up and preserved as glimpses of “Pussyfoot” Johnson,
suffragettes, Rudolph Hess, the Charleston, while particular care has been
taken to acquire works by cinematic experimenters like Man Ray, Fernand
Léger, Luis Buñuel.”7 To this list must also be added popular films, films that
capture a “vanished moral judgement or mode of thinking,” “great perfor-
mances,” bad films that stand in for an important phase of technological de-
velopment, and timeless masterpieces. Barry continued:

In essence, the films collected by the Film Library are to be regarded
primarily as basic material for cerebration about motion pictures gener-
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ally, and those which are shown include not only excellent films but
characteristic examples of many styles of production. (One most impor-
tant fact is that—like the famous coffee—all the films shown by the
Film Library are dated.) None of them is shown as the “best” or “the
greatest.” All are presented as being of interest from one point of view
or another—in technique, in content, in promise, in trend.8

In short, a rather wide net had been cast; the library included a broad range
of film types in its official archival and exhibitory goals. In contrast to the
dominant ethos of American film culture, the Film Library’s was also
staunchly internationalist, with a heavy European bent. In contrast to the
dominant ethos of the museum, the library’s plans were markedly Ameri-
can. Nonetheless, a unified task subtended the project: acquiring films from
across borders national and international, from companies extant and de-
funct, and from collections organized and scattered. Under these same con-
ditions, exhibition rights as well as resources for storage, preservation, and
exhibition also had to be obtained. Ongoing access to the collection was
considered as important as the collection itself. Perhaps most crucially, once
collected, these films would be treated with the same kinds of classificatory
schemes applied to other objects of enduring significance. As the preceding
quotation indicates, for instance, films would be dated.

Given the project’s scope, from the beginning Film Library staff forged
links with an expanded community. Even before the library was given offi-
cial status, Barry and John Abbott (the library’s first director and Barry’s
husband) wrote copious letters attempting to establish contact, support,
and resource exchange with organizations of a wide variety of sociopoliti-
cal and aesthetic concerns throughout the United States, Europe, and else-
where. These included the fledgling National Archives, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, the Harvard Film Foundation, the National Board of
Review, the Art Institute of Chicago, the Motion Picture Producers and
Distributors of America, the Workers Film and Photo League, the journal
Experimental Cinema, the Film Society of London, the International Insti-
tute of Cinematography (Rome), the British Film Institute, the Women’s
Motion Picture Society of Japan, and many more.9 Library staff issued a
general form letter to schools, museums, and art clubs, pointing to the in-
creased regard for film study as well as to the many challenges to securing
the means by which such study might actually develop. Long the primary
site of art history and fine arts departments, women’s colleges (Hunter,
Radcliffe, Vassar, Haverford, and Bryn Mawr) and other institutions of
higher education received lengthy questionnaires.10 MoMA’s film depart-
ment gathered basic information: Are you interested in knowing more
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about film? Would you like to integrate films into your curriculum? Do
you have resources available for film rental? Do you own a film projector?
Do you possess facilities such as lecture halls or reliable electrical current
to operate a film projector?11

An internal report submitted in 1937 claimed that contact had been es-
tablished and maintained, and materials exchanged, with organizations in
the United States, Canada, England, France, Germany, Cuba, Romania,
Japan, Belgium, Sweden, and the Soviet Union.12 The internationalism of
the Film Library’s outlook is perhaps best indexed by noting its founda-
tional role in forming the Federation Internationale des Archives du Film
(FIAF) in 1938, the most long-standing project to coordinate film archiving
internationally and to foster resource sharing among archives. FIAF also
represented the internationalism of the film archive idea itself. Member
archives emerged contemporaneously with the Film Library: the National
Film Library (British Film Institute, London, 1935), the Cinémathèque
Française (Paris, 1936), and the Reichsfilmarchiv (Berlin, 1935). Each was
guided by considerably different criteria, reflecting the distinct national
film cultures and types of funding available to such projects during this pe-
riod. For instance, the Reichsfilmarchiv fell under the purview of Joseph
Goebbels’s Ministry of Culture, storing films as vindicators and victims of
state power. Participant in a generative cinephilia, Langlois began the Ciné-
mathèque Française by piling films in his bathtub.13

MoMA’s relations with these archives were initiated during a trip taken
by Barry and John Abbott in the summer of 1936. The two set sail for
Europe to acquire original, uncensored, undamaged prints representative
of national production histories. They visited London, Paris, Hanover,
Berlin, Warsaw, Moscow, Leningrad, Helsingfors, and Stockholm, locations
in which other film archives had recently been established or were in the
process of being established (figure 8). Barry and Abbott met with officials
from these organizations, discussing films, institutional plans, and interna-
tional strategies. They negotiated with members of the National Film Li-
brary of the British Film Institute. They struck agreements with officials
from the well-funded Reichsfilmarchiv in Berlin who proved to be gener-
ous and forthcoming with materials. Barry was relieved to learn that many
films made by recently exiled Jewish artists and filmmakers had not yet
been destroyed.14 The Cinémathèque Française was forming at this time,
and its curator, Henri Langlois, reportedly enjoyed a cordial meeting with
Barry and Abbott in Paris. The “French,” Barry later reported, acting as of-
ficial spokespeople for Belgium and Italy as well, were extremely eager to
have their films kept elsewhere, as the threat of another war loomed large
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and memories of films sacrificed for their nitroglycerin content during the
previous war continued to haunt French cinephiles.15 MoMA accepted the
task. Indeed, Barry registered cooperation and enthusiasm at all stops ex-
cept in the Soviet Union, where officials expressed concern and suspicion
about a private organization collecting films for the public good. It was also
here that Barry and Abbott met for the first time with Jay Leyda, pioneer
Soviet film scholar who was studying at the Moscow State Film School un-
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der Sergei Eisenstein’s tutelage. Leyda returned to the United States with
Barry and Abbott, continuing his work and research at the Film Library.16

Films obtained on this trip include The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert
Wiene, 1919); The Golem (Carl Boese and Paul Wegener, 1920); Variety
(Ewald Dupont, 1925); Faust (F. W. Murnau, 1926); Metropolis (Fritz Lang,
1927); M (Fritz Lang, 1931); Italian Straw Hat (René Clair, 1927); Fantô-
mas (Louis Feuillade, 1913); The Fall of the House of Usher (Jean Epstein,
1928); Un Chien Andalou (Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí, 1929); L’Étoile
de Mer (Man Ray, 1928); A Colour Box (Len Lye, 1935); and The Private
Life of Henry VIII (Alexander Korda, 1933).17 Some films—for example,
Germaine Dulac’s The Seashell and the Clergyman (1929)—were given
personally by their makers. Others were donated indirectly. For instance,
Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1926) was obtained in Berlin, and René
Clair’s Paris Qui Dort (1923) was given by its British distributor, J. S.
Fairfax-Jones, Esq. Bringing these films through customs was another chal-
lenge. Because there was no U.S. tax exemption for importing cultural or
educational films when they began their treasure hunt, Barry and Abbot
engaged in ongoing negotiations with customs officials. In the meantime,
the early acquisition of French films was expedited by the French govern-
ment, which offered the Film Library use of its diplomatic pouch for the
transport of films to and from Paris.18 Film exchange back and forth with
Canada was expedited by a similar agreement established in 1936.19 By
1937, a more general agreement has been struck with U.S. customs, as
Barry and Abbott successfully secured an exemption from commercial du-
ties for foreign films if their intended use could be deemed to be of “non-
theatrical and educational” value.

Partly because of the worsening political situation in Europe during
these years, the eager collection of Soviet and German films throughout
the 1930s did not go entirely unnoticed or uncriticized back home. Barry
reported: “The acquisition of foreign material of this kind gave rise to a
whispering campaign (originating, it seemed, among small groups of film
enthusiasts with axes to grind) that the Film Library of the Museum as a
whole, perhaps even the Board of Trustees (!) was infiltrated with Nazi
principles (this was in 1937 or 1938) or with Communist principles (this
was in 1940) or at best with some ‘un-American spirit.’”20 These whisper-
ing campaigns occasionally played themselves out in the press. Barry de-
fended herself against accusations that she had “packed her staff” with
English (as in non-American) assistants. She replied to these claims by
publicly detailing the birthplace of each staff member employed by the li-
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brary; fifteen of nineteen had been born in the United States.21 Also during
this time, lists of library holdings were made, grouped under the headings
“American” and “foreign” to answer charges that they were unduly or un-
patriotically biased toward “foreign” (as in un-American) cinema.22 For-
eign art was one thing; foreign films seem to have been a more vexing mat-
ter. Such rumors persisted despite the common claim made by Film Library
staff that the motion picture is “triumphantly and predominantly an
American expression.”23 Of course, it is highly likely that they in part
made this claim to further protect themselves from such assaults.

The political turmoil and environment of suspicion that flavored attacks
on the museum during this period were symptoms of the widespread polit-
ical tensions that ironically facilitated the relative ease with which library
staff acquired European films. This was true not only because European
filmmakers and cinephiles feared the destruction of beloved films by im-
pending war but also because the Film Library promised recognition and
an audience for films that otherwise had little chance of reaching American
screens. Films, like literature and painting, served a vaguely propagandist
function, providing markers of national accomplishment. The willingness
of the French government to offer transport for its films was not entirely
benevolent. The diplomatic pouch allowed French filmmakers and distribu-
tors to circumvent possible censorship as well as commercial duty; French
films deemed art further punctuated the wider cultural project of repre-
senting French accomplishment abroad.24

Another manifestation of the Film Library’s internationalism was its
active program of visiting writers, filmmakers, and researchers. Through-
out the first ten years of the library’s existence, scholars and artists as
wide-ranging as Paul Rotha, Fernand Léger, Luis Buñuel, Siegfried Kra-
cauer, and previously mentioned Soviet film expert Jay Leyda were funded
to lecture and/or conduct research at the Film Library, making use of the
site and the growing collection of books, films, and film-related materials
housed in the study collection.25 Also important was the expanding body of
American film scholarship generated partly by these same resources, in-
cluding the work of Lewis Jacobs, Gilbert Seldes, and the pivotal publica-
tion of the first index to film literature, funded largely by the Writers Pro-
gram of the Works Progress Administration (WPA).26

The proliferating assortment of film writing that accompanied the li-
brary’s exhibition programs represented a similarly expanding literature.
Film notes written by Barry, Leyda, Alistair Cooke, and Richard Griffith
became early, important resources for university film courses, film soci-
eties, and clubs throughout the United States and Canada.27 Library staff
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fostered the study of cinema directly by inviting individual scholars 
to work with their materials. The library facilitated film study indirectly
by supplying films, film notes, and sometimes lecturers for courses.
Equally significant was the orchestration of formal university curricula.
From 1937 through 1939, Barry and Abbott collaborated with faculty at
Columbia University to conduct a comprehensive course entitled the De-
velopment, Technique, and Appreciation of the Motion Picture, as part of
the extension programs offered by the Department of Fine Arts. Promi-
nent scholars, producers, actors, and directors were announced as partici-
pating authorities: Eric Knight, Erwin Panofsky, Rotha, Seldes, James
Cagney, King Vidor, J. Robert Rubin, Leyda, and Barry. The course trained
people working in the industry, as well as those hoping to teach courses
pertaining to cinema.28 Barry transcribed the lecture notes for this course.
She intended to publish and disseminate them to other institutions gen-
erating film study programs.

The library became a prominent and active coordinator of organizations
interested in using films as integral parts of their institutional mandates,
which included a sizable range of purposes: education, charity, and uplift.
MoMA staff corresponded with or serviced schools, universities, and mu-
seums but also newly formed film societies, hospitals, WPA groups, pris-
ons, Jewish centers, YMCAs, and the American Civil Liberties Union.29

Lectures and speeches were given, in part, as educational services and, in
part, to advocate for support of the library itself. All members of the staff
participated, though Barry and Abbott bore the brunt of this public rela-
tions work, delivering speeches at meetings of the National Board of Re-
view, the American Association of Museums, the American Library Associ-
ation, Cooper Union, the American Federation of Women’s Clubs, the
Resettlement Administration, the Society of Motion Picture Engineers,
and the Washington Film Society, an important venue for Film Library
programs.30 Radio appearances were also made by the Film Library staff,
with information given about everything from camera tricks to the devel-
opment of the star system.31 These were complemented by numerous arti-
cles in a striking range of publications, from lifestyle magazines to art jour-
nals to tourism literature.32

Throughout these activities, the Film Library staff identified as founda-
tional justifications for their work the increasing presence of films in daily
life, their high-cultural as well as broad social influence, and the dearth of
resources available for their study. In this instance Barry, the library’s most
frequent spokesperson, reiterated: “The motion picture is unique in three
important ways. First, it is the one medium of expression in which America
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has influenced the world. Second, it has had a marked influence on contem-
porary life. And third, it is such a young art that we can study it at first
hand from its beginnings: the primitives among movies are only forty
years old.”33 The effects of the American film industry’s aggressive corpo-
rate—and occasionally imperialist—ambitions were rhetorically simplified
to a vague notion of influence. Official or public critiques of Hollywood
were utterly absent from discourses emanating from the library. The prox-
imal yet fleeting nature of film’s youth was invoked to pair “influence” on
contemporary American life with the sense of both a pressing need and a
passing opportunity. These strategies acquired greater nuance when film li-
brary staff addressed specific audiences. To the trustees of the museum,
film needed to be constantly legitimated as a medium deserving the pres-
tige and investment of museum resources. As such, particular films were
aligned with other high-cultural forms as well as with the need to develop
a critical and responsive public. To the industry, rather than emphasizing
the importance of film art as a distinct aesthetic category, library staff con-
strued old films as popular historical documents, markers of American in-
dustrial accomplishment, and, most important, part of an honorable and
nonprofit venture that would lend prestige to film generally. The Rocke-
feller Foundation was concerned to use celluloid as the cornerstone of a
strong civic and educational infrastructure for children and adults. Mod-
ernizing the means by which people learned was a key part of this. Each of
these constituencies was essential to the success of the Film Library: the
trustees controlled the museum; the industry owned copyrights and mar-
shaled vast resources; celebrities brought glamour and public endorse-
ments; and the Rockefeller Foundation supplied the money.

untrusting trustees

When the Film Library was first established, its offices were located in the
Columbia Broadcasting Building at 485 Madison Avenue, blocks away
from the museum’s main site. A storage closet served as a screening room.
John Hay Whitney made a larger space available for private screenings in
his offices at 125 East Forty-sixth Street. The library’s operations would
not be integrated into those of the museum until four years later, in 1939,
when a new building was opened at its current location, 11 West Fifty-
third Street. During this initial four-year period, the Film Library’s grant
money and private donations covered all costs. The library benefited in few
identifiable ways from existing museum infrastructure. This dislocation
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only furthered what, in later years, Barry described as a general perception
by members and friends of the museum that the Film Library lived a
somewhat “mysterious existence.” The relationship of its work to the rest
of the museum seemed “rather remote.” She further likened the early
character of the Film Library to the “slightly ambiguous position of an
adopted child who is never seen in the company of the family.”34 The Film
Library was not accepted as an equal and legitimate part of the museum’s
greater whole.35

Largely ignorant of things cinematic, museum trustees were not gener-
ally friendly to the idea of film art, in part because many of the trustees did
not see films and also because film was plagued with low status in estab-
lished art circles. Moreover, the source of film’s most prominent value was
radically different from that of high-art objects—a value not convention-
ally found in the rarefied film object designed for individual contemplation
but in projected images intended for mass exhibition to large audiences.
Films could not be hung on walls, and they did not acquire monetary value
over time. As such, film required a form of value that would be both intelli-
gible and appealing to doubtful trustees, more attuned to the specificities of
the art market than the box office. Punctuating the efforts to gain the sup-
port of trustees and board members, many of whom purposefully avoided
seeing films, Alfred Barr regularly forwarded them movie tickets, film rec-
ommendations, and select examples of published criticism.36 From the li-
brary’s inception, Barry and Abbott sought to work with and around this
skepticism; they crafted a constant barrage of meticulously detailed internal
reports. Attempting to legitimate the organization’s very existence, they
provided a panoply of justifications for continuing its unorthodox plan.

The project to make film art palatable to board and museum members
thus took two primary forms. The first was the identification of single film-
makers such as “Pabst, Sennett, Clair, Eisenstein, Pudovkin, Griffith, Chap-
lin, or Seastrom.”37 Concentrating on “great” artist-directors made the
creative process of film production more familiar to those invested in the
idea of singular, creative genius, anchoring cinematic creativity in an indi-
vidual rather than an industry or a technology. This strategy, discussed
further in chapter 3, was invoked in Barr’s early attempts to justify a film
department. With the bulk of responsibility for convincing trustees placed
on Abbott and Barry, however, this battle plan became more elaborate. Ab-
bott and Barry asserted the importance of popular American films. They
also loosened the exclusive association of film with traditional cultural
forms and began linking films to other expressive media that had benefited
both from technologies of mass reproduction such as novels and from pub-
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lic institutions such as libraries and museums. Widespread accessibility,
they argued, did not necessarily condemn any particular medium to an ill-
desired fate. In fact, the opposite could indeed prove true. According to Ab-
bott and Barry:

The situation is very much as though no novels were available to the
public excepting the current year’s output. It is difficult to avoid the
conclusion that had the novel since Defoe and Behn been known under
circumstances similar to those under which the film is known, the re-
pute of the novel and the level of creation in novel-writing would 
both have remained considerably lower than they are. To draw an 
even closer analogy, the situation is as though there existed a great
interest in painting on the part of the public, but that almost no paint-
ings were ever exhibited save those executed within the previous twelve
months.38

Likening films to novels and paintings, Barry and Abbott sought to denat-
uralize their unavailability outside the largely ephemeral and restrained
context of commercial exhibition. In doing so, they invoked a very particu-
lar set of values: a classically liberal faith in democratic access to cultural
forms combined with assumptions about the role of art in uplifting the hu-
man spirit and improving moral-aesthetic and critical standards generally.
Supplementing this rhetoric was the mandate of the museum itself, con-
ceived in its ideal sense as an educational institution that made art more ac-
cessible, intelligible, and therefore more beneficial to a needy and deserving
public—a project of cultural stewardship. Under the wings of this steward-
ship the Film Library sought protection for old films, attempting to extract
them from their ephemeral existence as popular and commercial leisure.
The basic unavailability of the conditions of exhibition conducive to the
ideals of attentive analysis, quiet contemplation, and, perhaps most impor-
tant, repeat viewing was highlighted. MoMA’s caretaking through film
thus involved not just saving films or making them more widely available;
it also involved the development of institutions supportive of “critical
standards” so that the quality and experience of film in general would be
elevated.39 That is, Barry and Abbott argued to trustees that films could and
should be implicated in a socio-aesthetic project of analysis and criticism;
the Film Library’s role was to act as a mediator of value and disseminator
of select interpretive skills that would benefit all. In short, they implored
that films had to be seen, discussed, and written about.

Evidence indicates that trustees were also eager to know precisely who
would be interested in Film Library services. In other words, it was para-
mount that Barry prove there was demand for the resources the library
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sought to provide. Such demand was neither assumed nor obvious; it was,
however, thoroughly documented. Barry and her staff assembled elaborate
lists of institutions ministered by library resources. A 1937 Film Library
report indicated that 1,520 such organizations had corresponded with or
been served by library staff.40 Internal museum documentation consis-
tently foregrounds the range and quantity of services supplied to these
groups, emphasizing not only the versatility of the Film Library but also
the gap the organization had filled. Regular reports were also made about
attendance at early film screenings. Abby Rockefeller, in particular, re-
ceived regular notices that attested to robust movie admissions. Notes and
memos boasted that the auditorium was frequently filled to capacity, with
“50 people at each screening left standing or on the floor with even more
turned back at the door.”41

Trustees also heard broad testimony to the importance of the Film Li-
brary within an international context, further giving nationalist form to
ideas about American film heritage and history.The fact that archival move-
ments were under way in other countries not only served to legitimate the
activities of the Film Library but also gave an American archive added im-
portance for establishing an American presence in emerging international
cultural institutions. Gestures toward the essential “Americanness” of film
art and film history were dramatized still more by the absence of American
films in critical film circles being generated domestically. Internal reports
complained that it was easier to see foreign films than it was to see great, old
American films.42 Of noncurrent releases, such documents claimed, only
Soviet films were readily available to film societies and study groups:

Such study as has therefore been possible has created an entirely wrong
impression about the history, development and tendency of the film be-
cause students of the film in the United States have come to consider
the foreign film with disproportionate respect and to disregard or un-
derestimate the domestic product, especially the older and all-important
American films of 1903–1925 from which most of the admired foreign
films stem. . . .Americans generally underrate this peculiarly Ameri-
can contribution to the arts, and the prestige of the American film as 
a whole is disproportionately low in America for exactly these rea-
sons. . . . The Secretary suggests that a proper appreciation of this pe-
culiarly native expression and a proper understanding of and pride in 
it on the part of intelligent movie-goers would ultimately influence the
quality of films to be produced.43

Gaining access to long-gone American and Hollywood films was con-
strued as an essential step in rectifying an imbalance in film resources and,
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therefore, in the writing of film history. Serious study of the motion pic-
ture would remedy the misconception that valuable films came only from
abroad, helping to establish a native artistic tradition, to trace American in-
fluence on foreign film traditions, and vice versa. Barry and Abbott con-
fronted directly the anticommercial and, therefore, anti-American film
sentiment they knew to be symptomatic of entrenched and traditional ap-
proaches to culture. Rather than accommodating the conservative view of
museum trustees, they asserted boldly that film was not only quintessen-
tially modern but also quintessentially American. Its development should
be considered a point of national pride.44 Forwarding the “Americanness”
of film may have been seen as a way to quiet critics of the museum’s inter-
nationalist acquisition policies, which were interpreted by some as overly
intellectual, Eurocentric, and thus anti-American.45 In this scenario, then,
film was construed as a method to make the whole of the museum seem
more American and more in line with the rising populism of the period.

An important aspect of valuing the claim that film was a distinctly
American expression was affirming the popularity and influence of Amer-
ican cinema on European culture. In other words, tracing American influ-
ence internationally served to legitimate an indigenous tradition, one
Barry argued had been neglected by an emerging generation of American
critics, scholars, and art institutions. The logic goes something like this: if
the French can appreciate American ingenuity, then surely we can, too. The
clearest example of this strategy rests in the Exhibition of American Art,
1609–1938, held at the Musée de Jeu de Paume in Paris, in April and May
1938. Included in this exhibit were representative American paintings,
sculptures, architectural models, prints, photographs, and films, embodying
Barr’s multidepartmental approach to curation. The Jeu de Paume film pro-
gram was a sweeping overview of American film history divided into three
now conventionalized periods: (1) “From the Invention of Films to ‘The
Birth of a Nation’”; (2) “Progress and Close of the Silent Era”; and (3)
“The Sound Film.” The library staff assembled three fifty-minute antholo-
gies, which included brief clips, shown daily, of popular figures such as Fred
Astaire, the Marx Brothers, Rudolph Valentino, Mickey Mouse, Mary
Pickford, Buster Keaton, Al Jolson, and more. Two other exhibits were
mounted, one involving stills illustrating the history of American film, the
other a detailed analysis of the making of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
(Norman Taurog, 1938). This latter exhibit included production notes, doc-
uments from the talent search, research material, costumes, censorship
material, and critical responses to the film itself. The show had been ini-
tially mounted back in New York, months before the film’s release.46
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The overall response to the American exhibit was lukewarm. Many of
the paintings and sculptures were deemed poor derivatives of their Euro-
pean predecessors. Importantly, film and architecture proved to be the ex-
ceptions to this criticism; both exhibits met with unqualified enthusiasm.
One commentator went so far as to claim that he would “give all the paint-
ings in the United States for a few meters of American films.”47 In a memo
written to John Marshall, Abbott reported that the film portion of the ex-
hibit was so successful that the museum had to hire three guards to “hold
people back from the movie shows themselves. The exhibition on the pro-
duction of American films had created something of a furor.”48

There were unanticipated benefits to the Jeu de Paume show, which pro-
vided occasion for otherwise unlikely encounters. It was during this exhi-
bition that discussions to form FIAF were more fully generated. Heads of
emerging film archives traveled to Paris to see the show, discussing among
themselves, and also with Barry, the desirability of further collaboration.49

Only months later, the FIAF was officially launched from the Film Li-
brary’s New York office. Other paths also converged, notably those of
Siegfried Kracauer and Barry. Kracauer was exiled from Germany and liv-
ing in Paris, making his way as a freelance writer. His émigré friends had
written to him about MoMA’s film project and encouraged him to seek out
Barry as someone who might help him leave Europe for the United States.
Apparently the meeting was productive. Kracauer wrote a favorable review
of the film exhibit; Barry returned to New York and successfully brokered
a Rockefeller Foundation grant to provide Kracauer with employment at
the museum.50 The Jeu de Paume program, then, was a notable success.
American films won critical continental recognition; they had also earned
valuations that placed them well above their more traditional and estab-
lished art-world counterparts. Future archival and scholarly collaborations
gained a foothold.

On the whole, the program must have seemed a flurry of visual cues and
distant memories. Such anthologies—while commonplace now—were a
new and unusual genre, used powerfully by the Film Library to gesture not
only toward film’s past but also toward the ways in which such films res-
onate as popular and personal memory. With the Jeu de Paume exhibit, the
Film Library both fortified its European network and earned the interna-
tional legitimation so important to the trustees. Barry, long aware of the
American influence on French film and the familiarity of the French public,
artists, and art patrons with American film, quickly capitalized on these cir-
cumstances. Referring to the Film Library’s success in articles published in
the museum bulletins, Barry continued to further substantiate the impor-
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tance of the Film Library within the museum community. She firmly re-
minded museum members that with its achievements in film and in archi-
tecture, “the United States was seen at its most original, most exuberant,
most enjoyable, [and] most understandable.” The film, she claimed, was the
liveliest and most popular of contemporary arts and one in which the
United States is “supreme.”51 She argued not only for the importance of
film in the international modern art scene but also for the importance of
specifically American, popular films within that scene. Barry’s continued
pleas suggest that the general resistance to film among museum trustees
and patrons persisted. The Film Library, at least during these crucial early
years, remained the awkward, “adopted” museum child.

It is important to note the persistent calls for recognition of film within
the museum, evidenced by Barry’s resort to traditional assumptions about
aesthetic worth and high-cultural validation. Yet it is equally important to
note that several trustees and other influential museum personalities did
openly—if only occasionally—support the Film Library and its general
aims. The contributions of John Hay Whitney have already been men-
tioned. Additionally, in a radio show entitled “Why a Museum of Modern
Art Has a Film Department,” aired on an NBC affiliate in 1935, Edward
Warburg attempted to explain the project to a wide public. Two years be-
fore the Film Library was established, Alan Blackburn had addressed the
National Board of Review, stepping down from the predominant mode of
high-aesthetic justification for the library by announcing: “We are not pri-
marily interested in the so-called artistic pictures; we are not primarily in-
terested in ‘arty’ photography. We are interested in the picture you see
every time you go to a motion picture house, in the commercial product
mainly and chiefly.”52 Further, several important figures with close ties to
the museum, such as Nelson Rockefeller, Lewis Mumford, and Lincoln
Kirstein, were listed as members of the short-lived and closely linked New
York Film Society. Kirstein had founded the well-known little magazine
Hound and Horn, which published many articles on the cinema, written
by himself as well as by Harry Potamkin, Jere Abbot, Barr, and Russel T.
Hitchock. Years later, Kirstein went on to help found the short-lived jour-
nal Films (1939–41) with Leyda and others.53 Mumford’s interest in cin-
ema was an outgrowth of his interest in the relations among technology,
art, and modern life. In his now-classic book, Technics and Civilization, he
referred favorably to films by Charlie Chaplin, René Clair, Walt Disney,
Robert Flaherty, and Sergei Eisenstein, gesturing dismissively toward Hol-
lywood’s “gross diversion” of cinema away from expressing a “modern
world picture” and toward sentimentality and sensationalism.54 These few
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individuals, however, provide the exception that proves the rule. Trustees,
on the whole, remained suspicious about the basic idea that film could in-
deed be an art worthy of their time or attention. As a result, they were
largely presented with elaborate treatises on nascent critical communities,
American international influence, and instances of authorial/directorial
genius.

endowing hollywood history

Industry representatives had long played a variety of roles in the forma-
tion of film institutions that preceded the Film Library. Will Hays was a
prominent figure in many such projects. From early on in his tenure as
head of the MPPDA, he argued for establishing a Motion Pictures Division
in the National Archives, whose construction was under discussion in
Washington. Hays lobbied for a national film collection that would contain
footage of historically significant events, including presidential inaugura-
tions, state funerals, military battles, and public ceremonies.55 Although
the National Archives was under construction by 1926, the inclusion of
films within it was not officially secured until 1934, and their acquisition
did not get under way until January 1935. Hays and others worked for
eleven years to ensure that films of American “historical activities” would
be preserved. They could not, however, guarantee adequate funding for
this project. Donations to the archive trickled in throughout the latter half
of the thirties from government agencies and the film industry alike. For
its part, the MPPDA pursued its commitment to the national archive by of-
fering prints deemed to be of “historic interest” (mostly newsreels) to the
archive’s collection of educational and news films, winning an opportunity
to prove its commitment to national well-being. Servicing the national
record was one way to establish the industry’s contribution to official pub-
lic knowledge. Film’s historical value was organized primarily to reflect na-
tional accomplishments and secondarily to bolster the public image of the
film industry generally. Importantly, the MPPDA carefully ensured that a
historical record would not in any way interfere with exhibition revenues.
The archive did not intend to become an educational exhibitor. In these
early years it functioned largely as a repository.56

With discussions about the role of film in the National Archives under
way, Hays was also busy winning recognition for the industry from rep-
utable and elite East Coast institutions. In 1927, a group of Harvard profes-
sors—in association with the Department of Fine Arts, the Fogg Museum,
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and the university’s library—set out to obtain and preserve films past and
present as essential contributions to “the cultural development of the
country” and as foundational elements in any “serious historical and tech-
nical study of the arts.”57 Film selection was based largely on aesthetic cri-
teria, in contrast to the plans of the National Archives in Washington. Ten
to twelve films were to be chosen from the previous year’s releases. The se-
lection committee used literature and lists published by the National Board
of Review and several other publications to effect their decisions.58 Hays
brokered the required agreements with the industry.

Reactions to this undertaking were mixed. W. A. Macdonald noted in
the Boston Transcript the unlikely pairing of the “low-brow” and “magnif-
icent” industry with the elite cultural custodians of the “red brick college,”
calling it “strange” and even “sensational.”59 The Harvard archive was a
coup in the industry’s quest to be acknowledged by the financial and cul-
tural establishment. The project grew out of a well-known series of lec-
tures held at the Harvard Business School, organized by Joseph Kennedy
and featuring industry power brokers such as Jesse Lasky, Adolph Zukor,
William Fox, Samuel Katz, Cecil B. DeMille, and others. As owner and
president of Film Booking Offices, Kennedy himself spoke. Hays also par-
ticipated in the event, facilitating the discussions culminating in the Har-
vard Film Library plan. His involvement with the Harvard project confirms
the place of the industry in forwarding cultural projects involving film.
Through the course and the library, the industry extended its reach and
shaped the activities of other institutions, using its powerful resource base,
which included not only money but also copy and exhibition rights over
films. A key aspect of the agreement demonstrates the nature of this influ-
ence and the limits of its benevolence. The films were to be chosen only
from American offerings. Further, they would not be shown to audiences
beyond those composed of university members or their guests. No admis-
sion would be charged. Any exception to these rules would, by the very
constitution of the library, be negotiated with the industry on a case-by-
case basis.60 While the studios agreed to donate prints of selected films,
they were extremely guarded about the possibility of allowing exhibition
of the prints, extending their control and containing the expansion of film’s
exhibition generally. Donating films to a museum was clearly one aspect 
of a project to legitimate industry commitment to civic projects in history
and art but in a highly controlled way. Offering exhibition and, therefore,
revenue-generating rights to an expanded public was an entirely different
matter. As with the National Archives project, the studios seemed far more
interested in the authority and respectability the Fogg Museum might
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confer on their distinctly American products simply because it held them,
and much less interested in the broader cultural mandate to make more
kinds of films more widely available for specialized exhibition. Regardless,
the Harvard plan did not achieve sustained success. Only several years
later, the Fogg’s films were promised to MoMA.61

The industry’s role in MoMA’s formation was no less tainted with its
impulses toward self-preservation and narrow self-interest. From early on,
the Film Library staff sought to establish links to the industry and to those
who might generally lend the project legitimacy and, most important, re-
sources. From the first official proposal for establishing the library, studio
executives in particular were considered an integral part of the plan. Staff
adopted many strategies to win their support, writing letters, delivering
speeches, and placing articles in the industry press. Barry and Abbott so-
licited advice from prominent industry personalities. Indeed, one of the
earliest ideas—conceived by Abbott—for securing permanent library
funding was to form a board composed of notable industry members who,
it was hoped, would provide a source of stable income.62 Though the advi-
sory board that was eventually formed hosted neither the celebrities nor
the funding that Abbott imagined it would, invitations were nonetheless
offered to serve on what was called the Film Library Advisory Committee,
established in March 1936.

Industry notables constituted the bulk of the committee. Among them
was Will Hays, who was initially unfriendly or “lukewarm” toward the
Film Library’s general aims. An internal memo suggests that he acquiesced
to the idea only upon being assured that the library intended to confine its
distribution to colleges and museums. Because the library would clearly be
restricted to what were considered unprofitable venues, he is reported to
have offered the “active cooperation of his office,” which included his own
token membership on this committee.63 Other members were Stanton
Griffis (chairman of the executive board of Paramount Pictures), Jules Bru-
latour (Eastman Kodak’s Hollywood representative), and J. Robert Rubin
(vice president of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer). Also on the committee were
David H. Stevens (Rockefeller Foundation) and Erwin Panofsky (professor
of fine arts, Princeton University). Stevens, an established figure in the
philanthropic world, provided representation for the vested interests of the
Rockefeller Foundation. Panofsky was by this time a well-known art histo-
rian who not long after the foundation of the Film Library delivered a lec-
ture at the most established of American museums, the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art. His lecture received attention in the press partly because of its
unusual subject matter: film as art.64 The committee met irregularly and
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infrequently, primarily functioning as a way for Abbott or Barry to an-
nounce Film Library successes to those who might help further its status
and widen its support.

The advisory committee provided a necessary formal link between the
library staff, the Rockefeller Foundation, and members of the industry, but
on the whole it yielded few concrete benefits. Many of the collaborations
that were discussed simply did not develop to fruition or were blatantly
self-serving to particular segments of the industry. For instance, in an ef-
fort to help the Film Library create a source of revenue, Charles Bonn of
Eastman Kodak suggested that the library produce a film illustrating how
celluloid is made and how sound-recording devices operate so that MoMA
could sell or distribute the film to classrooms.65 Hays and Rubin encour-
aged the library to make films that celebrated American film history and
technique, which might then gain industry support and distribution.66 Dis-
cussions of such a film continued, resulting in a script, written by Paul
Rotha. At the last minute, however, Hays withdrew support both for pro-
duction and for distribution assistance.67 As compensation he offered a
future cash donation, resulting in the only official contribution made by
the industry during the library’s first ten years.68

One reason for keeping the industry close to the Film Library’s activi-
ties was to make it seem less suspicious and more complementary to rather
than competitive with standard industry practices. If American films were
to be collected and exhibited, the cooperation of film producers who held
copy and exhibition rights was essential to the Film Library’s success. Al-
though celebrities and even film directors could lend public appeal and
glamour to library activities without legal consent from film producers,
MoMA had little chance of succeeding. In August 1935, months before the
advisory committee was formed, and only weeks after the library’s forma-
tion, Barry and Abbott traveled to Hollywood to plead their case directly.
Whitney supplied letters of introduction. Despite spending a full six weeks
on the West Coast, Barry and Abbott had little success.69 The only clear
mark remaining of this trip is the gathering of film personalities and in-
dustry notables at Pickfair, the estate Mary Pickford once shared with
Douglas Fairbanks. Whitney initiated the event, convincing Pickford to
play hostess. Guests were described by one newspaper as representing
“every major producing organization in Hollywood.”70 Reported attendees
were a mixed group, with the core consisting primarily of producer-
directors: Harold Lloyd, Samuel Goldwyn, Nell Ince (wife of Thomas Ince),
Jesse Lasky, Walt Disney, Walter Wanger, Sol Lesser, Mervyn LeRoy, Mer-
rian C. Cooper, Kenneth MacGowan, Ernst Lubitsch, Louis D. Lighton,
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Harry Cohn, and others.71 Hays also attended. Barry, Abbott, Hays, and
Pickford prepared speeches for the event (figure 9).

Special program notes were prepared, and the purpose of the presenta-
tion was declared: “To make known the work of the newly established Mu-
seum of Modern Art Film Library.” The printed program reiterated the
mission statement of the Film Library, emphasizing the Rockefeller Foun-
dation’s support, as well as the library’s strictly “non-commercial” man-
date. Strangely, no mention was made of Whitney’s financial contribu-
tions. The title above the films listed on the program read: “Motion
Pictures of Yesterday and Today.” Barry screened a carefully selected series
of excerpts from early and current American films gathered locally. Each
film title was accompanied by a brief note explaining the clip’s significance,
which ranged from an early use of the close-up to Chaplin’s comic inven-
tiveness in the famous “bun” sequence from The Gold Rush (Charles
Chaplin, 1925). Significantly, the printed program also included the then-
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Goldwyn), John E. Abbott, Samuel Goldwyn, Mary Pickford, Jesse L. Lasky,
Harold Lloyd, and Iris Barry. Courtesy of the Department of Film and Media,
Museum of Modern Art, New York.



unusual practice of registering production dates beside the film’s titles. The
clips were projected in chronological order. Of the seven excerpts shown,
two featured or were conceived by guests in attendance: Mary Pickford in
The New York Hat (D. W. Griffith, 1912) and Walt Disney’s Pluto’s Judg-
ment Day (David Hand, 1935). Other films featured were the Irwin-Rice
Kiss (Edison, 1896); The Great Train Robbery (Edison, 1903); and a histor-
ical pageant produced by William Selig entitled The Coming of Columbus
(1912). The absence of D. W. Griffith’s canonical works The Birth of a Na-
tion (1915) and Intolerance (1916) is noteworthy if only because the films’
place in MoMA’s curatorial practices would soon take such prominence. It
is possible that Barry and Abbott were unable to obtain this Griffith
footage for the event, although there are no remaining records to support
this.

The crowd’s interest was reportedly piqued by the clear changes cast in
relief by the ordering of these clips. From the single-shot depiction of a kiss
to the gravity-defying tomfoolery of Disney’s Pluto, audience members
discussed the formal changes made so evident by this program, even since
their own introduction to the medium. For instance, they noted that dia-
logue was kept to a minimum in early sound experiments, whereas current
productions were more likely to be thick with dialogue.72 Most significant,
however, was the screening of All Quiet on the Western Front (Lewis Mile-
stone, 1930), a film in which the recently deceased Louis Wolheim appeared.
Barry wrote:“There was a tiny, shocked gasp at the first appearance of Louis
Wolheim in the program’s brief excerpt from All Quiet on the Western
Front: he had been dead so very short a time. Was fame so brief?”73

Many players viewed that night had been extras in early films and had
since become famous: Mae Marsh, Lillian Gish, Lionel Barrymore, and
“Broncho Billy” Anderson. Many were personally known to those in the
audience. Some had fallen from public view. Playing on the ephemeral na-
ture of film exhibition—silent and sound—Barry inadvertently appealed
to audience members’ intimate attachment to film images. Their own
youth flashed before them on the screen, as did fellow actors recently de-
ceased. Fame suddenly seemed inextricably linked to these otherwise
ephemeral images long unseen. Barry described the screening as invoking
tears and deep reflection, suggesting that those in the audience had been
shocked into recognizing the fleeting nature of their own relationship to
film.74 They were reminded of a time and a place forever gone; both seem-
ingly passed as quickly as these films. Bringing the unnecessarily short life
of films to the fore, projecting film time onto real time, Barry suggested
that film time need not be so brief. By exhibiting a selection of silent films,
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the Film Library also became a way by which the fame engendered by the
silent cinema might be preserved, a fame threatened with evisceration by
the sound revolution of several years previous.

The speech Barry prepared for this occasion also provides telling in-
sights into her planning for the Pickfair event. Her skilled maneuvering
around the problem of celebrity vanity and the fear of commercial compe-
tition suggests at least partial awareness of the task that faced her. More-
over, the very novelty of studying films as well as calling film “art” had to
be made intelligible to this group. She began: “A rather awkward and even
dangerous task has been given me, for I have been asked to say something
of what we mean by ‘the art of the motion picture.’ How exactly can we
arrange for people to study films seriously? What are these mysterious
programs we speak of arranging? What are we, in heaven’s name, going to
do with the films you give us?”75 Barry confronted head-on the resistance
to old films being shown again, devoting considerable time to softening the
edge of the common response to such films: laughter. During this period,
old films found new utility, reedited and compiled into farcical shorts that,
among other things, cast earlier cinematic conventions in comic relief.76

Barry attempted to convince those present that Film Library exhibitions
were different, purposefully designed not to evoke such distasteful re-
sponses. If laughter did occur, she assured them, it would simply be an ex-
pression, albeit surprising, of the love of films: “If there is laughter when
the old films are shown as we plan to show them, it is and will be affection-
ate and understanding laughter, not derision—as indeed we here tonight
have laughed and chuckled in affection.”77 She punctuated this with the se-
riousness of the library’s endeavor, a basic theme of her negotiations with
producers: “Remember, the films are not to be shown as entertainment, but
strictly as classroom or extra-curricular courses under the auspices of uni-
versities, colleges and museums. They will be presented seriously, as part of
the regular education in the history and appreciation of art.”78 Barry drew
a sharp line between “serious” film viewing and entertainment-driven film
viewing. The objective was to construe the library as a nonprofit venture.
This required projecting a carefully crafted and somewhat unfamiliar kind
of film viewing: “strictly” educational. Dissociating MoMA’s film exhibi-
tions from entertainment, fortifying the overly familiar dichotomies of
pleasure and study, profit and loss, became a key strategy for securing in-
dustry support. Importantly, she implored industry representatives to rec-
ognize that studying films would only increase enthusiasm for and appre-
ciation of motion pictures. In short, she argued that educational film
viewing would increase box office revenue.
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Abbott’s speech at Pickfair complemented Barry’s perfectly, further em-
phasizing the importance of honoring the industry with museological re-
spectability and studious attention. He legitimated the idea of film study
by asserting the intense interest in the library among men and women “of
highest standing in the academic and educational world throughout this
country.” Addressing the Pickfair guests as a knowing audience, he further
called upon the temporal contradictions inherent in the concept of artistic
value:

There have been those who have said to us—but none of them in Hol-
lywood—why should a museum want to collect Westerns and early
Biographs? That is not art. That was only an ephemeral entertainment
and merits no consideration. We have answered them as you would
expect. Such people are short-sighted. They seem to believe that art is
something apart from life, already consecrated in museums and—above
all—something which the common man cannot enjoy. They are the 
sort of people who refused to accept Wagner until after he was dead 
and could write no more music. They are the sort of people who de-
spised lithography, when the great French artist, Daumier, used the 
new medium for his astounding lithographs day by day in the news-
papers of Paris. They are the same sort of people who now despise the
film—but go into aesthetic raptures over Wagner’s music and Dau-
mier’s lithographs.79

Films were construed as an art of prescience and of the people. Their study
could be serious but need not replicate the pretense found in the examina-
tion and appreciation of the traditional arts. Film study was about under-
standing a new art, valued as a living form, regardless of its mode of exhi-
bition, method of reproduction, or size of audience.

Both Abbott and Barry closed their speeches with somewhat obsequious
appeals to industry dominion. For instance, Barry concluded:

And now last: consider, when we are all of us gone, both those of us who
launched this museum enterprise, and those of you who have created
the motion picture—when all of us are gone, the museum’s Film Li-
brary will still be there, the films that you give us will still be there to
constitute, in so far as anything in this world can be lasting, a lasting
memorial to the art of the motion picture, and to the men and women
who laid its foundations and carried it to its present power.80

Unsurprisingly, the Film Library was sold as an enduring monument to in-
dustry accomplishment, a shrine to its preeminence, and a promise of its
enduring position. The Film Library, in other words, was sold as a mirror to
Hollywood’s own vanity and ambition.81 While references to film art were
made throughout the presentation to the Pickfair group, these remained
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vague and inextricably linked to the idea of saving films as historical
records. Conspicuously little mention was made of the library’s equally
important designs on non-American, experimental, or independent films
or of the possibility that film study might actually provide critical insights
into Hollywood products and practices.

Like most events in Hollywood, the Pickfair event was widely reported
in well over forty newspapers coast to coast. Its coverage was aided by
Louella Parsons’s nationally syndicated gossip column, which featured the
event. Headlines, touting the novelty and historical import of the project,
read: “Movie Celebrities View Old time ‘Thrillers,’” “Museum Niche for
Silents: Films That Made History Shown at ‘Pickfair,’” and “History-
Making Films Chosen for N.Y. Museum of Modern Art.”82 Trade papers
reported the unmitigated enthusiasm and support of Hollywood.83 The
source of this ostensible support was confirmed by a press release, issued
by the Film Library itself.84 The majority of trade and popular press cov-
erage of the Film Library project, catalyzed by the Pickford visit, was
either descriptive or outright positive. The one readily identifiable excep-
tion to this response was that of exhibitors, who remained suspicious
about the competition the Film Library’s programs might provide.85 Nev-
ertheless, two weeks later, Variety reported that “over 2,000,000 ft of old
films, the celluloid history of Hollywood,” had been taken back to New
York.86 Motion Picture Daily reported that the Film Library had acquired
more than one million feet of film.87 Regardless of the inconsistent ac-
counting, the event appeared a success. Harold Lloyd promised access to
everything he had. Mary Pickford presented a token print of The New
York Hat.

In reality, Barry elicited few pledges of support but many raised eye-
brows. Despite the fanfare and the announcements of unconditional sup-
port, she later admitted that neither she nor Abbott had put their case to
one of the big producer-distributor companies. Louis B. Mayer—noted for
his priorities, business over culture—proved to be particularly immune to
their charm.88 Moreover, no directors or actors could help them gain access
to films except for the very few who controlled rights to their own mate-
rial. Years later, Barry wrote:

This visit proved vastly agreeable but was, in a sense, a wild goose
chase. We soon realized that, perhaps understandably, no one there
cared a button about “old” films, not even his own last-but-one, but was
solely concerned with his new film now in prospect. Some thought we
wanted to do good to long-suffering children by showing them things
like The Lost World, which of course was not the case. Some certainly
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thought that we stood for some kind of racket. And what was “modern
art”?89

Barry identified the suspicion and ignorance made evident by the Film Li-
brary’s activities. Film was a product. Old films were objects of oddity,
charity, or get-rich-quick schemes. The relationship of film to the questions
of high culture, enduring value, and study implied by the museum re-
mained unclear; the Film Library’s relationship to the emerging body of
nonrepresentational modern art made the library’s goals doubly suspect.

It may be true that MoMA’s film project was “some kind of racket.” But,
if so, it maintains a decided contrast to the rackets institutionalized by Hol-
lywood. Studios demonstrated a well-documented appropriation of foreign
film styles. They aggressively imported both European filmmakers steeped
in modernist film movements and actors who were similarly trained;
MGM had just recently added ars gratia ars (art for art’s sake) to its trade-
mark roaring lion. The studios cloaked their marketing campaigns for se-
lect films in the language of established literary and theatrical traditions.
Clearly, particular discourses and institutions of art were suitable to the
needs of the American film industry; others were not. Hollywood execu-
tives on the whole remained resistant and mostly unwilling to associate
their work with MoMA’s internationalist and seemingly elite project. Pre-
sumably, such affiliation would have compromised the delicate balance
they attempted to strike between mass appeal, on the one hand, and
middle-class respectability, on the other. Undergirding both was an unpaid
debt to European modernism. Thus, if museological ideas about modern art
were antithetical to properly democratic, American cinematic values, then
any official endorsement of foreign art was an anathema.90

Expanding industry unfriendliness to the Film Library were film ex-
hibitors who feared encroachment upon their lucrative territory.91 Further
evidence of anxiety was apparent in the complementary tone of comfort
found in industry literature. The Motion Picture Herald assured theater
owners that their box office would not suffer because the Film Library was,
in the end, dependent on, beholden to, and thus controlled by the industry.
Producers’ anxieties were similarly assuaged. The Herald suggested that
they need not worry about the “new cultural appreciation” having an in-
fluence on the standards under which they produce films for the “masses.”
“Study is limited to films taken out of theatrical circulation, by class study
groups in attendance at colleges or museums sponsoring ‘strictly non-
commercial’ exhibitions.”92 Saving films was one thing; exhibiting and
studying them was entirely another, confined to very particular institu-
tional sites and ultimately constrained by the industry itself.
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In her more candid moments, Barry summarized the Pickfair event
somewhat more directly than was possible in her official capacity as cura-
tor and emissary. She wrote:

We had learned our lesson. Potentates and powers were based in strict
law and real money. The true heart of the industry (not an art but an
industry) resided in the banks and/or downtown New York. We had
been ignorant, perhaps slaphappy, but now we knew, had got the idea.
Hollywood was simply the place where films were manufactured but as
merchandise—and they were in that sense no more than that—the
trading place and the real guts of the business was in the eastcoast.93

Barry recognized that the bulk of control of feature films rested with stu-
dio lawyers in New York, primarily concerned with maximizing profit by
treating films as legal abstractions rather than complex cultural ones. Ac-
cess to old films, therefore, required an agreement ensuring that no in-
fringement would be made on studio coffers and that the Film Library’s
exhibition practices would not in any way detract from commercial exhibi-
tion revenues. Old films had to be first divested of their profitability and
second attached to a vague public or civic purpose in order to secure the le-
gal ground upon which the library’s project could proceed at all. As such, in
October 1935, Barry successfully brokered the first North American legal
definition of nonprofit, feature film exhibition. Studio lawyers agreed that
after two years a film’s commercial run would no longer be threatened by
the Film Library’s project.94 Once this period had passed, a film would be
allowed to enter the archive and, upon negotiation, the Film Library’s exhi-
bition programs. For the cost of a print made at the library’s expense from
negatives held by the respective studio, these films would be used for edu-
cational and noncommercial purposes. Any formal group whose expressed
mandate was to study films for one purpose or another could access this
collection on the condition that admission to films was gained by virtue of
membership rather than purchase of tickets. No admission could be
charged for the viewings.

Crucially, while the library in general acted as a catalyst for the forma-
tion of expanded film-viewing circuits, nothing guaranteed sustained ac-
cess to its films. The copyright holder reserved the right to pull a film from
the museum’s circulation program if it deemed fit; a permanent program
would always be susceptible to industry whim. A lasting material infra-
structure was secured, however, by nonprofit arrangements for the supply
of raw materials and services made with Eastman Kodak for film stock,
with RCA-Victor Manufacturing Company for sound recording, and with
DeLuxe Laboratories for film processing.95 While raw materials and basic
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services were made available, finding images to fix to the growing infra-
structure, generated at one remove from copyright holders, came with
heavy constraints, high cost, and considerable compromise.

The inflated fanfare of the Pickfair event aside, the legal agreement 
did expedite the acquisition of some films. Almost immediately, the Lloyd
donation and a Warner Brothers acquisition were announced. Shortly
thereafter, additional films were procured from Samuel Goldwyn, Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer, Twentieth Century-Fox, Paramount Pictures, Mary Pick-
ford, and Walt Disney. Noteworthy titles included Safety Last! (Harold
Lloyd, 1923); The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927); Public Enemy (Wil-
liam Wellman, 1931); Stella Dallas (Henry King, 1925); All Quiet on the
Western Front (Lewis Milestone, 1930); The Covered Wagon (James Cruze,
1923); Skeleton Dance (Ub Iwerks, 1929); The Sex Life of a Polyp (UK,
Thomas Chalmers, 1928); and A Fool There Was (Frank Powell, 1915).
Ironically, one of the most celebrated figures in the Film Library’s pan-
theon, D. W. Griffith, outright refused to support the library’s project, ex-
claiming that nothing could convince him that film had anything to do
with art.96 Charlie Chaplin was another notable holdout.

Along with the donation of these select films, individual statements of
support were issued by studio executives, including Samuel Goldwyn, Carl
Laemmle (president of Universal Pictures), Sidney P. Kent (president of
Twentieth Century-Fox), John Otterson (president of Paramount Pic-
tures), and Walt Disney, as well as by Hays, Lloyd, and Pickford. These
statements were issued through Film Library press releases.97 Unsurpris-
ingly, industry personalities largely avoided direct association of their
films or the Film Library’s project with high-cultural discourses of genius,
formal innovation, or aesthetic accomplishment. Rather, the vaguely edu-
cational and equally unformulated historical value of the library was fore-
grounded. Some even construed the Film Library as the historical arm of
Hollywood itself, celebrating its service to the great industry. Harry
Warner exclaimed: “An authentic record of the growth and development of
the motion picture industry is, I feel, highly desirable, and I wish you all
success in your enterprise.”98

Pickford’s sentiment was not significantly different. Despite her infa-
mous proclamation that “when she went, her films would go with her,”
she proved forthcoming, offering her gratitude as well as a few of her
early films: “As one of the pioneers of the industry let me say once again
how much I appreciate the efforts of the Film Library. I am one of its
staunch supporters and believe the preservation of significant and out-
standing films to be of great historic and educational value. I am only sur-
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prised that this important work was not undertaken long ago by the in-
dustry itself.”99

Upon donating a copy of King Vidor’s Stella Dallas (1925) and The
Night of Love (1927), Samuel Goldwyn announced:

Apart from the purely entertainment side of motion pictures, they 
have become for this century, as have books and paintings in the past,
a living picture of the world and as such should be guarded zealously 
as a Gainsborough portrait or a Gutenberg Bible. They are an accurate
portrayal of contemporary times, presenting as they do not only the
factual evidence of modern existence, but presenting it in visual form.
I am very proud indeed to have my pictures included in this splendid
movement and feel that the museum justifies my contention that really
fine motion pictures are not only great entertainment but also graphic
pages in the living history of a great era.100

Often avoiding the association of their films with art, those who made such
statements aligned donated films with an explicitly historical rather than a
high-aesthetic project, neatly avoiding the taint of “art.” Feature films
were described as “accurate portrayals,” “factual evidence,” and “graphic
pages in living history.” Importantly, films could be both entertaining and
valuable pieces of historical evidence simultaneously. Both characteristics
worked together; their association was designed to lend credibility not only
to the library’s project but also to the industry itself. It seems that Barry
was aware of the propensity among industry members to emphasize the
historical over the artistic. While actively advocating for support of the
Film Library in industry publications, she continued to use this rhetoric.
Cleverly titling an article in the Screen Actors Guild bulletin “So You Are
in a Museum,” she wrote: “The chief purpose of the Museum of Modern
Art Film Library—established in 1935 through a grant from the Rocke-
feller Foundation—is to create an awareness of tradition and history
within the new art of the film.”101 In this article, film art remained a vague
and loose subconcept of the more general and less objectionable idea of
“film history and tradition.”

The Film Library struggled to win financial support from the industry,
constructing itself as an indispensable arm of its publicity efforts. In a memo
signed by John Abbott sent to the MPPDA, the library’s numerous services
to the industry were detailed. These included holding special screenings for
filmmakers; use of its resources by members of studio publicity depart-
ments and other production units (Twentieth Century-Fox, RKO, Warner
Bros., March of Time, Pathé, MGM, Paramount, United Artists, Movietone
News, Selznick International Pictures); providing stills to journalists and
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writers publishing articles on Hollywood films; and even holding special ex-
hibitions to groups such as the American Library Association, the Parent-
Teacher Association, and the Daughters of the American Revolution. Ab-
bott also called attention to the publicity function served by the Film
Library programs, asserting that the library’s educational film screenings
had done much to instill sustained interest in motion pictures through
study, estimating an audience of more than one million eager students. Be-
cause films were exhibited “on an equal footing with paintings, sculpture or
architecture,” Abbott suggested, the museum’s collaboration with Holly-
wood notables had “created a noticeable feeling of good-will throughout the
country towards the film industry as a whole,” helping to break down the
prejudice against the motion picture among educators and “uplift groups.”
Abbott concluded this request for support by proclaiming MoMA a shop
window for its (the industry’s) best and most enduring achievements.102

Evidence suggests that despite these persistent efforts to win financial
support, the American film industry contributed only sparingly to the li-
brary’s activities. Usually this came in the form of select prints for special
exhibitions or negatives offered temporarily for striking prints. Occasional
public relations assistance was also offered. For instance, in 1938 the li-
brary was given a special “Distinctive Achievement” Academy Award for
its work in collecting film and “for the first time making available the pub-
lic means of studying the historical and aesthetic development of the mo-
tion picture.” Celebrities made sporadic appearances in publicity photos.
Yet even this support came at a considerable price, as Hays—at least occa-
sionally—used his power to contain library activities, particularly those
committed to the exhibition of non-American or potentially controversial
films. At the first meeting of the Film Library Advisory Board, Hays
warned those present that library programs should avoid what he termed
“propaganda.”103 He explicitly identified an exhibition of films held merely
days earlier in Washington as unacceptable. The May 10, 1936, program,
presented at the Mayflower Hotel, consisted of six documentary films as-
sembled by the Film Library, including Triumph of the Will (Leni Riefen-
stahl, 1934, excerpt); The Face of Britain (Paul Rotha, 1935); The Color Box
(Len Lye, GPO, 1935); The Plow That Broke the Plains (Pare Lorentz, Re-
settlement Administration, 1936); and Midi (Jean Dréville, French State
Railways, 1935).104 Local papers reported on the invitation-only event by
paying special attention to the distinguished audience, which consisted of
members of the Supreme Court, the cabinet, and Congress. Articles also re-
ferred to the novelty of this new form of cinema. Documentaries, the arti-
cles reported, were a much more highly developed genre in European
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countries than in the United States. Passing mention was given to the ideo-
logical leanings of Riefenstahl’s film. Lorentz’s film received the most sus-
tained and laudatory commentary.105 Nonetheless, Hays asserted that the
Mayflower show was precisely the kind of exhibition—one that showed
films not made by Hollywood—that would not receive industry sanction.
Moreover, he blustered, excepting under the pressure of a special request, it
could “hardly be justified in the work of the Film Library.”106

In the end, little real support ever came from Hollywood. Barry be-
moaned this situation, at times using it to confront industry apathy di-
rectly. In 1946, through the pages of Hollywood Quarterly, she exclaimed:
“No gift of money has ever been made, nor has even one $1,000 life mem-
bership ever been subscribed by anyone in films, and in ten years only two
contributions have been received from any film organization.”107 Occa-
sional celebrity appearances aside, it seems her efforts to cajole funds for
the Film Library fell largely on deaf ears (figures 10 and 11).

the philanthropic foundations of film study

Without the funding supplied by the Humanities Division of the Rocke-
feller Foundation, the Film Library would not have been possible. Support
for MoMA’s project resulted from a marked shift in the Humanities Divi-
sion’s official mandate, which had recently been charged with reorienting
funding away from “cloistered” research and toward individuals and orga-
nizations interested in “the obvious sources of influence of public taste to-
day.”108 The Rockefeller officers were encouraged to divert funds away
from universities and scholars considered unfriendly to present-day con-
cerns and socially useful knowledge and toward more relevant and en-
gaged projects that would better serve “human thought and feeling.” New
communications media such as radio, film, and the popular press were sin-
gled out as crucial parts of any such project. These media were collectively
only beginning to receive measurable attention in universities during this
period. The foundation was especially interested in research that explored
contemporary media in relation to their ability to contribute to democratic
models for education and to promote “a culture of the general mind.” The
foundation was uninterested in censorship and unpersuaded by the effects-
research growing out of projects such as the Payne Fund Studies. It was far
more concerned to effect change in the manner in which people watched
and understood movies, seeking to engender discrimination in film view-
ing. This, it was believed, would provide a defense against the deleterious
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influences of mass media and a corrective to the damaging effects of prop-
aganda—commercial, foreign, and domestic.109

The Humanities Division, under the leadership of David Stevens and
John Marshall, orchestrated many projects pertaining to media, particu-
larly projects that formed the basis of communications research in the
United States. These include the Princeton Radio Project; the Princeton
Public Opinion Research Project; the Princeton Shortwave Listening Cen-
ter; the Office of Radio Research at Columbia University; and the Totalitar-
ian Communications Research Project at the New School for Social Re-
search. Among the individual researchers who benefited from support
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were Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Wilbur Shram, Norbert Wiener, and Gregory Bate-
son.110 This shifted mandate also included considerable support for public
institutions, libraries, museums, individual research projects, and commu-
nity groups that would foster sustained engagement with the contempo-
rary world.

As far as film is concerned, of course, influential Griersonian precedents
were already operational in London and under development in Ottawa.
Rockefeller officials were keenly aware of John Grierson’s work with vari-
ous projects to use documentary cinema. They considered such work in
projects to fortify national identity and educate proper citizens in the
United Kingdom prescient and sorely needed in America. Marshall’s spe-
cial interest in coordinating and furthering the civic possibilities of film ed-
ucation and educational film was evident in the concurrent funding of the
American Film Center (AFC), headed by Donald Slesinger, founded in
1938 and based in Rockefeller Center in New York City. The film center
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acted primarily as an information resource to educational film exhibitors,
filmmakers, and public service agencies. In general, the AFC linked those
who needed educational films with those interested in making them, pro-
viding coordination in the educational film field. Its initial mandate was
broad and included several major goals: (1) research into audience habits
and preferences, (2) facilitating cooperation among schools and adult edu-
cation groups, and (3) assisting MoMA in forming a national network of
film societies. Brett Gary reports, however, that the AFC primarily became
embroiled in assisting with the needs of state agencies.111 In addition to 
the AFC, the Rockefeller-funded General Education Board also supplied
money to form the School Film Libraries Association and other projects to
facilitate the use of films in public libraries, schools, and universities.112 It is
also important to note foundation support for film societies outside of the
United States. Indeed, throughout the latter half of the 1930s, the founda-
tion funded the growth of Canadian film societies, established on principles
similar to those of MoMA’s Film Library.113 Collectively, these projects
should be understood as linked closely to Marshall’s vision for new models
that productively paired media with public and general education. This im-
petus irrefutably influenced the shape taken by MoMA’s Film Library. Its
early exhibition programs as well as the scholarship conducted with its re-
sources grew directly from Rockefeller mandates.

Initially, Marshall believed that MoMA provided the opportunity to
fund an organization with aspirations of national significance that, like the
AFC, sought to link educational organizations and institutions and to bet-
ter develop educational distribution channels. He was less interested in
film art or in art films than in finding film’s civic place within projects to el-
evate standards of public engagement. His conception of film education in-
cluded educating with film as well as about film.114 Most important, Mar-
shall was interested in generating a particular kind of film-viewing public.
This audience was, he imagined, essential for eventually influencing the
kinds of films available not just outside of movie theaters but inside them
as well. Of the Film Library’s project he wrote: “If it succeeds, it will orga-
nize a new audience for films much as the Carnegie Library organized a
reading public which was previously non-existent. And, if such an audi-
ence exists for films that cannot now be shown theatrically, its existence
should give substantial encouragement to the production of new films of
educational and cultural value.”115 Following from this plain commitment
to growing distribution and exhibition circuits, the foundation issued spe-
cial onetime grants to the Film Library to fund targeted programs. For in-
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stance, through 1935 and 1937, Jay Leyda was provided money by several
grants to research and write program notes, to study the organization of
film materials in the United States and Europe for loan and rental, and to
help with developing the circulating educational programs of the library.116

This was in addition to his research on Soviet film, also funded by the
foundation.117 Indeed, a great deal of the research generated at MoMA re-
flects the Rockefeller Foundation’s interest in documentary film, as well as
its investments in understanding contemporary media more generally.
Marshall also issued grants to Kracauer to study at the Film Library, which
culminated in the publication of his seminal sociopsychological study of
Wiemar and Nazi cinema, From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological His-
tory of the German Film.118 In 1937, Paul Rotha—well known for his role
in the British documentary movement and his prodigious writing on
film—visited the Film Library, also on a Rockefeller Grant, and delivered a
series of lectures on documentary film methods and “the creative presenta-
tion of facts as we find them in everyday life.” He advocated that film could
and should be used for combining aesthetic and civic experiments: fusing
the cinematic with the citizen.119

The initial money donated by the foundation represented the bulk of li-
brary funds and—more problematically—was intended as a temporary
seed grant. As such, Abbott and Barry needed to shape their future grant
requests, and indeed the library itself, in accordance with Marshall’s idea,
which depended heavily on increasing public accessibility to library films
and the means by which educational film viewing might be fostered. Ab-
bott and Barry continually documented their activities in this field by
highlighting their circulating programs and their program notes when cor-
responding with the foundation. An appendix to a 1937 report on the li-
brary’s activities, authored by Abbott, articulated a role for the Film Li-
brary that fashioned it primarily as a national coordinator for educational
film activities, with a view to growing a production house as well as a train-
ing school for filmmakers, a plan for the library unfamiliar to museum ad-
ministrators.120 Throughout their correspondence, Marshall pushed Barry
and Abbott to target the creation of film study circuits. Marshall was well
aware that the difficulties of accomplishing this were numerous and in-
cluded the basic expense for museums, colleges, and study groups of both
buying 16mm equipment and renting the library’s programs. He nonethe-
less persisted.

By 1938, Marshall conceded that among all American organizations
funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, the Film Library’s activities were
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“the most visible and important for organizing specialized audiences with
tastes for classics, documentaries or non-entertainment driven films,” ac-
knowledging their early success with creating an extensive specialized and
educational service through traveling film programs.121 Yet Marshall re-
mained unsatisfied with the library’s progress, recommending that it hire a
field agent to further explore opportunities for film study and to resolve
persistent distribution problems. He also began to informally as well as
formally pressure the library to gear its activities even more in this direc-
tion. Only two years into the foundation’s support for the library, he ex-
plicitly asked that money it gave in the future be channeled exclusively to-
ward distributing films to educational institutions.122

The Film Library was encouraged to lower rental prices, to more ac-
tively work to form film societies, and to increase the number of touring
lectures.123 The library, according to the foundation, needed to increase its
audience, partly, it reasoned, so that through film rentals it might become
self-sufficient. Expanding the audience, it was believed, would also better
ensure that the goals of fostering appreciation and influencing the kinds of
film produced would be more likely to succeed. The library politely agreed
with Marshall and focused more on the “effort to organize its potential au-
dience” and to expand its educational work through course offerings in
schools, colleges, and universities. This resulted in the hiring of Douglas
Baxter, who was tasked with assessing and resolving MoMA’s distribution
needs. His report indicated that the main barriers to increased screenings
were lack of funds and equipment, objection to the inability to charge ad-
mission, and basic disinterest among the educational community.124

The Rockefeller Foundation was notably disinterested in sanctifying
film art or in fortifying the Film Library as a singular site in which individ-
ual films would become cherished relics. It conceived of films less as objects
and more as pedagogical activities that corresponded more effectively to
the new mediated environments in which people lived. The Film Library
was best seen as a method for mass education and as an early contributor to
the formation of a national infrastructure to facilitate this. There is little
evidence that either Marshall or any other foundation officer assumed
close scrutiny of Film Library acquisitions in general or of individual films
in particular, or that the foundation took any steps to control MoMA’s cu-
ratorial affairs or limit its internationalism. The idea of the specialized and
engaged audience was the foundation’s primary and idealized abstraction.
Posed against the mass, this audience was not one confined to the commer-
cial movie theater but one transformed by newly coordinated mobile film
programs that could be seen anywhere.
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summary judgments

Film Library staff did not accept the proposition that film, in particular
Hollywood films, deleteriously affected the very conditions in which art or
even thinking spectatorship was possible at all. Nor did they accept the
proposition, increasingly posed by American film critics, that European
films were art films and American films were categorically inferior. Never-
theless, other sensibilities about film’s value and its troubled association
with particular definitions of art shaped a discursive project that cast these
films differently for different constituencies. Film Library staff crafted a
neglected American art tradition couched in the majesty of having influ-
enced international modernist movements; this was offered defiantly to
museum trustees. Industry members welcomed a mix of nostalgia and civic
values, comforted by promises of their own importance to America’s her-
itage. Film Library staff unapologetically configured their project as a
shrine to the industry itself. The Rockefeller Foundation saw an expanding
network of educational film programs. In the meantime, library staff
slowly acquired films. The publics in which the Film Library implicated it-
self grew, and the library’s resources facilitated an increasing amount of
film scholarship. Within the convergence of strikingly different interests,
some of the material traces of film’s past surfaced. The Film Library served
as a site of negotiation, compromise, and dialogue, demonstrating how dif-
ferent interests were accommodated in an emergent institutional form and
how seemingly irreconcilable conceptions of film’s significance were sus-
tained through the real, rhetorical, and imagined activities of a film mu-
seum. In these early days, configuring the means by which films might be
saved and seen at all was paramount.

By focusing on the library’s internal documents and reports, it becomes
evident that the various forms of film’s value—aesthetic, historical, socio-
logical, educational, financial—coexisted at MoMA. Library staff balanced
seemingly irreconcilable conceptions of film’s significance. The timeworn
dichotomy between art films and commercial films—serious viewing and
entertainment—itself is a part of this history. In the case of MoMA’s Film
Library, this history is implicated in a material and ideological struggle
over preserving and, of course, shaping film history itself. It is also part of
forging new legal and institutional ideals for cinema, wresting the control
of its definition away from the constraints of singularly commercial imper-
atives. In other words, situating film art within a discursive and material
politics of cultural practice demonstrates that the question of film’s value
has been actively shaped by a matrix of debates and procedures generated
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by archives and museums. In the case of the Film Library, the term itself—
film art—was strategically deployed in order to initiate and achieve the
complex material and ideological goals of an emergent film institution. Af-
ter the war, these debates took on a more rigid form as film art institutions
grew and began to further organize around such distinctions as art cinema
and commercial cinema, or foreign films and American films. The institu-
tional history of the Film Library predates these organizations and thus
sheds some light on the porosity of the concept of film art itself during this
important period in film history; film art was marked more by heterogene-
ity and compromise rather than homogeneity and idealism. The irony is, of
course, that the Film Library had little choice but to undertake negotiations
in this manner. Not only was its funding base tenuous and the legal system
built up around film unfriendly to nonprofit cultural or educational view-
ing, but honoring the history of film in all its contradictions necessarily
implied inheriting the contradictions of film itself.
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5 Rearguard Exhibition
The Film Library’s Circulating Programs

149

As a small and ill-fitting piece of the much larger museum puzzle, the Film
Library lacked a secure foundation on which to grow. During its first four
years, the library was not housed in the larger museum building and did
not have its own theater. All other museum departments were located in an
impressive three-story Rockefeller brownstone at 11 West Fifty-third
Street, which only several years later would be torn down to make room
for the much larger, iconic Goodwin-Stone building (1939). The young
Film Library was structurally and spatially dislocated from other museum
departments. Its finances were managed separately, its relationship to other
museum operations seemed somewhat mysterious. Long the awkward
cousin of the painting, sculpture, and even architecture and design depart-
ments, the Film Library conducted its activities from an office that was
blocks away from the primary museum site. They used a storage closet as a
screening room.

Establishing lasting museum sanction and ensuring continued sup-
port from the Rockefeller Foundation was—among all other things—
dependent on substantiating library utility to each organization’s respec-
tive ambitions. Because the library was largely funded by a grant from the
noted philanthropy, satisfying the foundation’s mandate and granting cri-
teria—in this instance, creating an audience for educational film—became
an immediate priority. Winning museum approval equally depended on
adapting film library goals to the museum’s aims. This included sanction of
film art but also helping to transform the museum into a mobile and na-
tional educational institution. In other words, library staff had to find an
audience in order to secure its place as a permanent rather than passing
museum phase. Building a sustained infrastructure for film distribution
and exhibition was imperative to this effort. Changing museum practice in



combination with the interests of the Rockefeller Foundation set a clear
course for library action.

Finding an audience required showing movies. Yet exhibiting movies at
MoMA during these early years entailed combining the mobile and pop-
ulist logics long integral to cinema with the reverent and educational ideals
of art exhibition. In short, the novelty of exhibiting moving images as art
under the aegis of a museum required a relatively new approach to cine-
matic display. Basic things were unclear: Where to show the library’s films?
Audiences for museum movies could not be generated by simply projecting
films on cramped office walls. More spacious art galleries, which tended to
feature significant amounts of natural light, yielded dull and blurry images.
Given the sizable expense, taking over a nearby picture palace or neighbor-
hood theater was equally unfeasible. Because MoMA was still a relatively
young institution, it lacked the large auditoriums long used by other muse-
ums for educational lectures, lantern slide shows, and film screenings. Legal
agreements with the industry and various copyright holders enacted signif-
icant constraints and further complicated library success. Viewers of
MoMA’s programs had to qualify as members of identifiable educational
organizations; charging admission was expressly forbidden.

As head curator of the library, Iris Barry worked hard to forge a depart-
ment that functioned as a mobile and multipurpose classroom. Without
even proper storage facilities, library staff began to organize screenings in
makeshift theaters and auditoriums throughout the greater New York City
area, as well as throughout the country. A range of film types constituted
the primary means, methods, and objects subtending these efforts. Assem-
bling a constantly expanding film collection into discrete two-hour pack-
ages, Barry and her staff grouped films loosely by theme, ordering them
chronologically. Researched program notes were added, imbuing each ex-
hibition with the signs of intentioned and intelligent viewing. Yet the ideal
of an elite cine salon or an exclusive focus on sanctioned European direc-
tors was diffused within and across a wide field of library activities, which
included distributing “great” films as well as industrial shorts and art-
educational films.

If the library’s early success would, in large part, be measured by its
ability to realize an audience, it is important to note that this was not just
any audience. Distinct from many of the documented efforts to forge an
educational film scene during the 1930s, MoMA targeted the adult rather
than the child audience, the strong rather than the vulnerable, the thinking
rather than the emotional, the ruling rather than the raucous. Its efforts
lacked the strong moralizing tone of what Lea Jacobs has called the “film
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education movement” of this period. MoMA did not set out to save the
virtue of young girls or to secure the moral fiber of troubled boys.1 Film Li-
brary staff addressed a notably adult audience, conceived as responsible
cultural citizens who were eager to know more and to think more fully
about cinema, and to distinguish themselves from the entertainment-
driven commercial culture of the movie theater. Through a range of discur-
sive tactics, this new breed of spectator was invited to read program notes,
to make links to other cultural forms and nations, and to discuss rationally
the development and importance of cinema in shaping everyday language,
fashion, and behavior. Spectators were called upon to do so on evenings, on
weekends, and under the banner of clubs and societies that were urban and
suburban, local and national.

This audience could not have been built simply by projecting films on
screens or boldly declaring them art. Such efforts were entirely inadequate
to the scale of the task. A range of strategies was required and consequently
invoked. Key among them was a formidable presence of film library person-
alities and film discourses across a range of media. Regular articles in na-
tionally distributed magazines and specialized journals, inexpensively re-
produced pamphlets, daily press releases to newspapers, and appearances on
radio programs were instrumental in realizing library goals. Throughout
these media, library staff marshaled the fervor for self-improvement and
adult education endemic to the 1930s, suggesting that knowing more about
cinema was good—and plain—common sense. A dash of populism entered
the mix. In short, finding an audience for art film was never only about
films. Effecting this audience was a dynamic act of coordination and re-
source allocation, fully reliant upon a range of discourses. These media and
the discourses promulgated through them constitute an expansive discur-
sive horizon—what Miriam Hansen would call a bourgeois public sphere—
through which the library’s project was both furthered and tested.2

Perhaps most important, these programs—combined with the press that
surrounded them—constitute the most public and widespread interface for
the emergent idea of film art, film history, film study, and specialized view-
ing. They also provide a very different kind of evidence of MoMA’s signif-
icance than the internal memos and reports that were largely shared
among a relatively small though powerful few. The library’s expansive dis-
cursive network supplies another view to their efforts to generate histori-
cal and studious sensibilities for cinema. This public interface is a multidi-
mensional one not wholly controlled by the library staff or the museum’s
publicity experts. It includes the comments of an emergent generation of
film critics, city beat writers, and gossip columnists. It encompasses official
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industry proclamations, celebrity announcements, and sometimes refer-
ences to audience behavior and temperament. Collectively this evidence
indicates that despite the internal rhetoric of serious viewing and enlight-
ened spectators, and regardless of the library’s persistent public announce-
ments of the same, the widespread response to MoMA’s films was often
infused with nostalgia, the ideals of a distinctly American heritage, occa-
sional mockery, and, most notably, the aura of lost relics discovered. The
goals of critical study, aesthetic appreciation, and establishing a body of
film-historical knowledge were often subsumed by a vague sense of Amer-
ican tradition, popular memories, irreverence, and the uncanny experience
of seeing the old anew. Much to the chagrin of library staff, old films
proved dreadfully and unavoidably quaint and frequently risible; respond-
ing to audience laughter became as common a task as checking film leader
and cataloguing titles.

With the material challenges of either finding an extant audience or cre-
ating one, library staff above all needed to fill their programs with appealing
content.Yet they did so with limited titles whose scope and number changed
regularly. Nonetheless, this exercise began with several small experimental
screenings that became the template for the themed chronologies that
would shortly thereafter constitute the core logic of their exhibitions. The
library’s first screenings were held almost a year before its official formation
at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut.3 The program, enti-
tled simply The Motion Picture, 1914–1934, ran over a series of several
months, from October 28 through December 30, 1934, and consisted of ten
evening showings. Each meeting was dedicated to a distinct theme, period,
or national cinema, such as “The French Film,”“The German Film,”“Char-
lie Chaplin Films,” and “The Sociological Film” (what we would now call so-
cial problem films). An evening was also dedicated to a selection of experi-
mental, abstract, and animated films. The series was vaguely chronological,
beginning with D. W. Griffith and ending with the talkies, filled with items
selected from throughout the 1910s and 1920s. The show was accompanied
by program notes that supplied brief historical information, chatty com-
mentary, and occasionally a short yet unsupported set of claims to directo-
rial “genius,” aesthetic “masterpiece,” or general “brilliance.” Already evi-
dent are some of the Film Library’s (and film history’s) standard texts,
including Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1910), Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship
Potemkin, (1925), Erich von Stroheim’s Foolish Wives (1921), and F. W.
Murnau’s Tabu (1931). Also included were a British science film, Slime
Molds (The Myxomycetes, n.d.), and a Warner Bros. pro–New Deal, social
problem film, William Wellman’s Wild Boys of the Road (1933).
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The museum’s own official exhibitions of film programs initially began
at its main building in January 1936, but within several weeks, a larger
auditorium was needed. Programs were then shown at the Dalton School, a
nearby Progressive school, for the remainder of that year. As of January
1937, until the opening of the museum’s new, larger building in 1939,
screenings were largely held in the Museum of Natural History’s sizable
auditorium. Admission was gained by special pass, issued to museum
members only (figures 12 and 13).

Despite the many impediments to their project, Barry, Abbott, and their
fledgling staff fed an emergent film-viewing circuit. Their film programs
played locally but also circulated widely. After only one year of operation
they reportedly sent programs to interested groups throughout the United
States and Canada; 546 two-hour programs had been screened to 288,904
spectators. This audience grew steadily, and by 1940, they had captured an
estimated annual audience of 385,819 (figure 14).4 With no theater of its
own until the summer of 1939, the Film Library created a sprawling, mo-
bile theater constituted by prepackaged film programs (figure 15). Its em-
phasis was on the narrative film, though it also included early actuality
films, as well as examples of the nonnarrative avant-garde.5 MoMA’s Film
Library had effectively assembled the first self-contained, circulating pro-
grams designed specifically to facilitate the study of cinema. While distinct
from the library’s archival and scholarly activities, the film programs as
well as the discourses that accompanied them were intimately linked to
these activities; films were culled directly from the library’s collection and
accompanied by film notes written from resources held by the library.
Moreover, the programs themselves bore the stamp of the Film Library
and all it symbolically entailed. In addition to the program notes, the now
infamous intertitles, usually inserted at the beginning of each film, con-
tained production information and short comments about a film’s histori-
cal importance or its influences. Such notes also functioned as the library’s
imprimatur. These briefings were conceived as a way of automating film
education, as well as a strategy to imbue films with the majesty of museo-
logical space—a space the Film Library, ironically, lacked.

Library staff also curated a select number of gallery exhibits that did not
involve screening films. These usually displayed production paraphernalia
and film stills, mounted on walls and in display cases. Films featured in
these exhibits included You Only Live Once (Fritz Lang, 1937) and The Ad-
ventures of Tom Sawyer (Norman Taurog, 1937).6 But it was the library’s
circulating programs that constituted the majority of its public interven-
tion. These series changed slightly from year to year; as films became
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figure 12 . Lecture at the American Museum of Natural History, 1916. Note the
sizable screen and capacity of the auditorium. Courtesy of the American Museum
of Natural History Library.

figure 13 . Elementary school children attending a lecture at the American
Museum of Natural History, 1937. This same theater hosted MoMA’s first film
screenings. The adaptable projection booth had been designed to display images in
many sizes and formats. Courtesy of the American Museum of Natural History
Library.



available or unavailable, they would be replaced or added. The following is
a representative though not comprehensive description of these programs.7

The first was a series entitled A Short Survey of the Film in America,
1895–1932, which was broken down into smaller segments: “The Develop-
ment of Narrative, 1894–1911”; “The Rise of the American Film: D. W.
Griffith”; “The German Influence”; and “The Talkies.” Films in MoMA’s
first program were, commensurate with its title, primarily of American
production, with the occasional French-produced or German-directed film
thrown in. Included were The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots (Edison,
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figure 14 . “The Museum and Its Public” (Annual Report to the Trustees, June
30, 1939–July 1, 1940). The museum’s internal reports indicate a dramatic increase
in annual visitors. The increase in the number of museumgoers extended to
MoMA’s film programs as well, which hosted approximately one-third of the
institution’s total visitors. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art, New York.



1895); Wash Day Troubles (Lumière, 1896);8 A Trip to the Moon (Georges
Méliès, 1902); The Great Train Robbery (Edison, 1903); Faust (Pathé,
1910); New York Hat (D. W. Griffith, 1912); The Clever Dummy (Mack
Sennett, 1917); A Fool There Was (Frank Powell, 1915); Intolerance (D. W.
Griffith, 1916); Sunrise (F. W. Murnau, 1927); Hands (1928, Stella Simon);
scenes from The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927); and Steam Boat Willie
(Walt Disney and Ub Iwerks, 1928). Organized into thematic units, these
films represented key developments in American cinema: “Development of
the Narrative,” “The Rise of the American Film,” “The German Influence,”
and “The Talkies.”

The second series, entitled Some Memorable American Films, 1896–
1934, was arranged more by theme than by formal or chronological devel-
opment: “The Western Film”; “Comedies”; “The Film and Contemporary
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figure 15. “Circulating Exhibitions and Film Library Programs” (Annual Report
to the Trustees, June 30, 1939–July 1, 1940). The museum recorded Film Library
activities separately from the activities of other departments. Pictured here are the
library’s circulating film programs alongside what were deemed the regular trav-
eling exhibits. Note that the volume of library programs was roughly equal to 
the sum total of circulating exhibits from all other museum departments. Dis-
tribution for these programs was heaviest in the Northeast and on the West 
Coast, especially in the Los Angeles area. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern
Art, New York.



History”; “Mystery and Violence”; and “Screen Personalities.” Films in-
cluded were The Last Card (Thomas Ince and William S. Hart, 1915); The
Covered Wagon (James Cruze, 1923); The Doctor’s Secret (Georges Méliès,
1900); The Freshman (Harold Lloyd, 1925); Sex Life of a Polyp (Thomas
Chalmers, 1928); Monsieur Beaucaire (Sidney Olcott, 1924); and Under-
world (Josef von Sternberg, 1927). The inclusion of Underworld is par-
ticularly interesting as it was one of the important protogangster films,
presaging an influential cycle of such films in early 1930s Hollywood. Un-
derworld, as well as the gangster films that came afterward (Little Caesar,
Scarface, Public Enemy), fueled the ascendant attacks on the studios from
industry critics. The power of these assaults worked to soften the genre’s
dark, urban, and violent tones. With this particular act of programming,
and with those that followed (MoMA also showed Little Caesar), the li-
brary provided screen space for metropolitan tales of crime and moral am-
biguity. In doing so, it supplied a counterpoint to the Hays Office, as well as
to forces such as the Catholic Legion of Decency and the Payne Fund ex-
perts. Its status as a private museum with a comparatively small, adult,
and, of course, elite audience helped to further buffer it from these regula-
tory contests.

The remaining programs developed by the library before 1939 took the
titles of other national cinemas: Germany, France, and Sweden. Similar to
the first programs, the films were organized in rough chronological order
and were arranged by theme or director. French works included early Lu-
mière films (1895–96); Juve vs. Fantomas [Juve contre Fantomas] (Louis
Feuillade, 1913); The Crazy Ray [Paris Qui Dort] (René Clair, 1922–23);
The Smiling Madame Beudet (Germaine Dulac, 1922); Ballet mécanique
(Fernand Léger, 1924); and Italian Straw Hat (René Clair, 1927). The Pas-
sion of Joan of Arc (Carl-Theodor Dreyer, 1928) was shown, identified as a
French-German coproduction. German films included The Cabinet of Dr.
Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1919); The Last Laugh (F. W. Murnau, 1924); Me-
tropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927); Siegfried (Lang, 1924); and The Golem (Paul
Wegener, 1920). Swedish films included The Outlaw and His Wife (Victor
Seastrom, 1917); The Atonement of Goesta Berling (Mauritz Stiller, 1923–
23); and The Wind (Victor Seastrom, 1928).

Postwar American films were also added, including Ernst Lubitsch’s The
Love Parade (1930); Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Rex Ingram,
1921); Greed (Erich von Stroheim, 1924); The Navigator (Buster Keaton,
1924); Little Caesar (Mervyn LeRoy, 1930); The General (Buster Keaton,
1926); The Unholy Three (Tod Browning, 1924); and Grass (Merian C.
Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1925). As the collection grew, MoMA’s
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circulating packages became more elaborate and by 1941 included pro-
grams organized under multiplying rubrics: D. W. Griffith, Non-fiction
Films, The Russian Film, The Films of Douglas Fairbanks, and Forty Years
of American Film Comedy.

Program notes accompanied all these films, providing information
about production, the context of a film’s formal development in relation to
other films, the influence of related high and popular art forms, the film’s
effect on popular trends, language, and fashion, and, occasionally, contem-
poraneous reactions to the films themselves. Non-American influence on
film form garnered occasional mention. Yet, on the whole, program notes
recounted a tale of American cinematic destiny. Throughout, these notes
demonstrate a soft formalism; innovations in style and mode of expression
are discussed alongside sociological observations. There were clearly ele-
ments of highbrow inflection, which dampened the more fantastical,
bawdy, and comedic side of some popular films. Mack Sennett’s slapstick
comedy The Clever Dummy (1917) transformed from a pie-throwing,
madcap antic into “a high form of cinematic art improvised with an in-
stinctive grasp of visual rhythm and of tempo.” This same film was also
said to demonstrate “a profound, wry knowledge of human nature and a
most delicate observation of life.”9

Popular films were actively embroiled in discussions of form and style,
yet they also became valid sources for generating sociopsychological in-
sights. Theda Bara’s vamp in A Fool There Was (1915) embodied attitudes
toward, and appearances of, life indigenous to the time and place of the
film’s production.10 Shootin’ Mad (1911), a “Broncho Billy” Anderson se-
rial, was deemed remarkable both for its innovative narrative methods and
for making movies “universally beloved.”11 The tremendous popularity of
certain films was often invoked as a virtue unto itself rather than a vice.
Clearly, film’s formal history and the attempt to foster a critical public
were intimately related to efforts to also generate consideration of film’s
sociohistorical significance. These goals and the narratives used to further
them were intertwined throughout the Film Library’s notes.

Select film titles were also grouped into themed units such as “The Film
and Contemporary History” and “Mystery and Violence.”12 The former
included an episode from the March of Time series, deemed important be-
cause it represented a “new kind of pictorial journalism,” carrying forward
the actuality and newsreel traditions of cinema as reportage.13 Resonant
with discourses about new kinds of visual knowledge—the idea of film as
an uncanny document—was Barry’s note on Cavalcade, a historical drama
from 1933:
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Through [the film], we can study at very nearly first-hand the revealing
gestures and expressions of eminent men now dead, of crowds at public
gatherings that took place thirty or forty years ago. In compilations of
old newsreels, such as the English Through Three Reigns, it has been
possible for us to look backwards, as no previous generations could, on
the living and animated face of yesterday. That Queen Victoria was in-
deed “a very little lady” we know to be the fact. There is a shot of her
riding through Dublin around 1900 which proves it. Cavalcade is a
newsreel compilation in dramatic form.14

The film was also an uncanny historical document construed as having an
aesthetic-informational value uniquely its own. Moreover, dramatizations
of important events were equally valuable, ostensibly offering spectators
through the ages an unprecedented window onto the past. Many of these
film notes were written by Barry and reflect both the fascination with vi-
sual information evident in her early film criticism and the more general
fascination with historico-visual information that we have seen manifested
in discourses related to archives and libraries that antedated the Film Li-
brary.15 This fascination with visual information was also, at times, trans-
ferred onto fictional narrative films. Indeed, concerns formal and func-
tional, informational and spectacular, were woven throughout these notes.

expanded narratives

Each film series was announced in museum press releases, accompanied by
brief commentary or sometimes excerpts from the official program notes.
In accordance with MoMA’s active integration of the press into its opera-
tions, invitations were issued for special press screenings, held before those
open to the museum’s members, allowing that film critics might compose
meaningful commentary in conjunction with, or actually before, the offi-
cial museum screening. The first such invitation read: “The six early
movies which comprise the program will be accompanied by music appro-
priate to the day in which each was produced. So far as is known, this will
be the first time that a film series, selected and assembled by an educational
institution, will be shown in chronological sequence for the purpose of
studying the motion picture as an art. Program notes will explain the sig-
nificance of these films.”16 Local film critics and other press members were
invited to see the same programs that were to be shown to “leaders of the
film industry,” as well as to select museum members, linking the critic-
expert to an exclusive circle of specialized viewers. Film was similarly insti-
tutionally articulated within a prestigious cultural and educational site.
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Ordered chronologically and also accompanied by contemporaneous mu-
sic, particular films were imbued with the general logic of other museum
objects—dated and ordered and otherwise inflected with their unique,
identifiable historicity.

Early press releases functioned as announcements characterized by
equal measures of noble purpose and certain success. They also served as
basic informational conduits about film, as well as the library’s activities,
generating interest among newspaper readers in both the ideas embodied
by the Film Library and its basic operational procedures.17 One element of
these efforts was the persistent claim that the library’s programs were a
great success, widely seen and discussed. Only two months after the official
start of its circulating programs, the library announced that MoMA’s two
American programs had been shown by fifty-two institutions in twenty-
one states and had been seen by eighty thousand people. During April and
May, the press release continued, the programs were exhibited on an aver-
age of seventeen times a week.18 Museum announcements to the press de-
clared plans to expand distribution nationally from coast to coast.19 Many
early press releases also supplied elementary information about the pro-
grams: how to rent them and what accompanied them (program notes, mu-
sical scores). Like its museum home, the library fashioned itself early on as
a national cultural force—addressing, and also inviting participation from,
a dispersed public.

Lending credibility to the library’s programs through association not
only with industry insiders but also with the emergent class of film critics
also helped to bolster its designs on a national presence. The library effec-
tively constructed itself as a site of coordination for an emergent national
sensibility about sophisticated cinema. Serious study, established reputa-
tions, and general buzz were constant elements of library releases, which
were picked up by newspaper syndicates and major urban dailies. The Film
Library eagerly sought to present its project as something that was hap-
pening daily throughout the country. As evidenced by this press release
from 1936:

Although the Film Library has had only a year to become established,
organized and active, response to its services has grown in almost geo-
metric ratio. That the programs encourage a serious interest in the mo-
tion picture is indicated by the number of students and professors,
many resident in distant cities, who come to the library to consult its
collection of books, manuscripts, and data on the film, and by the even
greater number of requests by mail and telephone for reading lists and
other information. Hundreds of letters have been received from institu-
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tions and individuals here and abroad desirous of exhibiting the pro-
grams next year. Nearly fifteen hundred articles and comments on the
work of the Film Library have been published in the daily press and in
magazines.20

Universities, museums, and professors were frequently and proudly in-
voked. The Film Library’s acquisitions were also regularly announced with
similar pomp, as were its relations with Hollywood personalities. Its hunt
for noteworthy films was also made into news, with regular announce-
ments of film discoveries made everywhere from hatboxes to cosmopolitan
European centers. The press soaked it up.

On rare occasions, the library’s goal was affiliated with the common idea
that film—like all the arts—speaks a universal and unifying language. The
generosity of European countries with film donations was used as a vindi-
cation of the idea that film could indeed bring people together and dissolve
political conflict:

The arts have always spoken a universal language. They cross na-
tional boundary lines without bloodshed, and give alien races com-
mon grounds of appreciation. The motion picture is the youngest of 
the arts but it speaks to the greatest number of people everywhere.
In California, Mickey Mouse sets off a laugh that is heard round the
world. Jannings of Germany, Laughton of England are eagerly wel-
comed on the screens of all nations. The motion picture is the great-
est common denominator of humanity.21

Early on the Film Library presented itself as a national site of international
harmony and reconciliation, gathering forgotten wonders from around the
globe and creating a sudden sense of civilized order from an otherwise
chaotic and, of course, utterly imbalanced system.

It is important to note that while universalist rhetoric appears occasion-
ally throughout the library’s mediated presence, American-nationalist
rhetoric was far more prevalent. Further, while its attempt to insert its un-
usual programs into the national eye was the primary mode in which the
library found its largest public, MoMA also distributed much more con-
ventional museum fare, including filmed tours and instructional films of
primarily European architectural spaces, theaters, and art collections. It also
prepared anthologies on dance styles and folk art, as well as collecting and
circulating films on natural science, motion experiments, X rays, physics,
animal husbandry, and industrial films. By 1944 the library’s catalogue
contained a section of films designated as suitable for use by teachers as il-
lustrations of accent and diction. MoMA rented films on a broad range of
topics, classified by headings such as “Conservation and Economic Plan-
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ning,” “Education,” “Public Health,” “Communications,” “Industry and
Craft,” and “Travel and Anthropology.” During the war years, it fulfilled its
patriotic duty as a distributor of films from the Office of War Information,
including the Why We Fight series.22 All these films were categorized not
as specifically cinematic experiments but as films to help students learn
about their subject.

In other words, the Film Library inherited the national educational
goals of the museum. Film thus served two distinct but interrelated pur-
poses. First, films (American and non-American) were circulated through-
out the country to schools, museums, and universities, billed as unique
objects of serious study and historical significance. Second, fueled by Pro-
gressivist approaches to education, film was also part of the expanding arts
and visual education movement of the time—a movement in which the
museum sought to fully implicate itself. Pundits heralded film as the new
revolution in educating a nation. Within the museum, this meant using
films to educate not only about film and the other arts but also about geog-
raphy, history, anthropology, civics, and so on. In other words, films found
their way into secondary schools and universities, where they were studied
as windows onto other cultures, places, and times. Connecting both of these
impulses was the reconceptualization of museological space itself. The very
mobility of film increased the possibilities of museological exhibition.
Films were being viewed across the nation, presented as unique aesthetic
objects, historical indexes, illustrations for lectures, automated teachers,
and object lessons.

Discussions about museological and pedagogical innovations continued
throughout this period. Within them, film was often given an important
place as a key strategy for extending museum influence in all matters: aes-
thetic, architectural, educational, and those related to industrial design,
membership expansion, and so on.23 Thus MoMA’s Film Library also played
a role in furthering the educational use of films in classrooms, museums,
civic clubs, and appreciation societies. It also underpins the history of the
American museum as a self-conceived educator and its long-standing use 
of audiovisual technologies to enhance this role.24 This impulse to endow
films with a broad sense of educational utility also crossed over into films
more conventionally understood as unique and important cinematic docu-
ments. The library’s catalogue for 1944–45 reflects concretely the ongoing
usage patterns and the library’s attempt to respond to these patterns. The
catalogue contains the standard repertoire: French Film Pioneers, A Short
History of Animation, History of the American Film, and Experimental and
Avant-Garde Films. Yet films were also clearly organized around the diver-
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sified demands of the visual education movement, which yielded some
classifications that are unusual by contemporary standards. For instance,
MoMA’s film distribution catalogue from 1944–45 reframed the signifi-
cance of many well-known experimental films, listing the city films of
Alberto Cavalcanti, Walter Ruttman, and Jay Leyda under the subcate-
gory “Housing and Community Planning,” which itself was listed under
the larger “Social Sciences” section. The Camera Goes Along, a German-
produced documentary from 1936 about the making of newsreels under
Hitler, was classified under “The Arts” as well as under “Foreign Language”
films. Cleverly, Buñuel’s quietly ironic Land without Bread (1932) was
listed under “Travel and Anthropology,” sitting alongside Basil Wright’s
empire-friendly Song of Ceylon (1934) about the production of tea.25 Film
categories that we take for granted today were being negotiated and re-
thought with some regularity during this period. Accelerating the seem-
ingly odd classification of particular films were the more general challenges
facing a marginalized museum department seeking to establish its own cer-
tainty and legitimacy within a much larger and determining structure.This
includes the museum’s own expansionist mandates, as well as an ascendant
widespread impulse to make moving images educational.

the costs of programmable history

As its film offerings expanded and its programming diversified, there re-
mained numerous impediments to the Film Library’s success. The agree-
ment that the library had struck with the industry governing exhibition
proved to have lasting and sizable impact.This contract stipulated that in or-
der to use Hollywood films, all user groups must qualify as educational and
nonprofit—no admission could be charged. The effects of this policy were
twofold. On the one hand, it was restrictive. It meant that anyone who
wanted to see one of the library’s films either had to become a museum
member and live in or near New York or had to join or perhaps form a study
group somewhere else. Money would be required to pay for film rentals. On
the other hand, it served as a catalyst for producing a particular ideal of cin-
ematic engagement, providing a formative influence on the fledgling Amer-
ican film society movement. The founding of such groups was encouraged
in Film Library catalogues and brochures throughout the period.26 Forming
a film society made potential renters readily identifiable under the institu-
tion’s remit. Closely linked to the emergence of a film society movement
was the marked increase of interest in university-level film study through-

Rearguard Exhibition / 163



out the 1920s and 1930s. Film societies commonly—though not exclu-
sively—formed under the aegis of established organs of higher education
and became crucial to MoMA’s success, actively renting films and also tac-
itly affirming the museum’s endeavor. In turn, the Film Library programs
and film notes fundamentally changed the material conditions under which
film study evolved in the United States. MoMA forged the conditions in
which something like a film society movement was possible.

MoMA’s film programs and program notes allowed the still-unusual
idea that films could be studied to shift from local, specific, and sometimes
eclectic projects to a nationally organized, highly coordinated system that
could be run with regularity and reliability. Film Library programs offered
the advantage of expert curation, steady film supply, and authoritative cul-
tural sanction; they were based on a standardized set of films and also on
regulated methods for analysis around which curriculum could be estab-
lished and maintained. The didactic intertitles, inserted by library staff
within all its circulating films, served as automated film lectures, inexpen-
sively distributed and reproduced with each film projection (figures
16–18). Screenings of MoMA programs were held at Dartmouth, Stanford,
Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith, William and Mary, Vassar, and the
New School for Social Research. Films were hired by the Universities of
Chicago, Pittsburgh, Washington, Minnesota, Missouri, and California–
Berkeley. New York, Princeton, Brown, Cornell, Colgate, and Indiana uni-
versities filled out the list.27 It should be noted that MoMA’s films were
used in a surprising range of university departments, including visual edu-
cation, drama, public speaking, art and archaeology, fine arts, economics,
and sociology. Library programs were also frequently shown in language
departments. Film societies proliferated concurrently at many of these
same institutions, fed almost exclusively by MoMA’s programs.28 Library
staff also directly implicated themselves and their programs in the bur-
geoning discourses of film study and appreciation. Barry, for instance, gave
lectures in courses offered at three universities in the New York area: the
New School for Social Research, New York University, and Columbia Uni-
versity.29 Film Library programs were announced regularly in national
publications such as the National Board of Review Magazine, a primary
organ for promulgating ideas about better films and film appreciation.
MoMA’s press releases, picked up by national newspaper syndicates, also
persistently reiterated the importance of studying, thinking, and talking
about the films it showed.

The use of MoMA’s programs also spread to appreciation clubs, amateur
and art associations, educational groups and museums throughout the

164 / Rearguard Exhibition



United States and Canada. The remarkable coordination of this new audi-
ence was achieved despite the seeming constraints of MoMA’s agreement
with the industry. Nonetheless, the inability to charge admission to screen-
ings did indeed prove a hindrance. This fact alone put even the most indus-
trious film societies in rather awkward and sometimes ironic positions. For
instance, the Dartmouth Film Society began to book commercial films and
charge admission to earn money to pay for the MoMA Film Library’s
“non-commercial” and “educational” films.30
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figure 16 . “Museum of Modern
Art Film Library” (intertitle), ca.
1937. Courtesy of the Department 
of Film and Media, Museum of
Modern Art, New York.

figure 17 . “Expressionismus”
(intertitle), ca. 1937. Courtesy of 
the Department of Film and Media,
Museum of Modern Art, New York.

figure 18 . “Warning Shadows”
(intertitle), ca. 1937. Courtesy of 
the Department of Film and Media,
Museum of Modern Art, New York.



Despite what may seem a relative success for the new exhibitor, the li-
brary and the Rockefeller Foundation remained unsatisfied with the com-
paratively small percentage of the filmgoing audience they had attracted.
Clearly, one of the problems facing the library in its quest to generate a
studious audience for cinema was material. Potential audiences and rental
groups lacked some of the most basic requirements for participating in the
study circuit. Many simply did not have access to a film projector. Addi-
tionally, those interested in renting or buying necessary equipment pos-
sessed widely varying kinds of spaces, with different seating arrangements
and unreliable power supplies.31 Voltages, frequencies, and amperages var-
ied. Early on, the Film Library anticipated that such factors would present
a problem. As such, it discussed supplying projectors along with its films,
and even generated a scheme to act as a broker for the purchase of adequate
projection systems. Yet these plans did not come to fruition, and well into
1940 technical problems and a general shortage of funds continued to hin-
der groups interested in the library’s programs.

The vast majority of Film Library programs circulated in 16mm format.
Yet, despite the explosion of the 16mm gauge nationally and internation-
ally, penetration of the format was by no means complete. Further, the cost
of 16mm projectors was still relatively high during this period, taxing
small groups and institutions with meager and even modest audiovisual
budgets. In 1935, for instance, AMPRO sold a silent 16mm projector for
$135 (the equivalent of approximately $1,811 in 2003); Victor sold its
16mm sound projector for as much as $395 ($5,299 in 2003). Do-it-
yourself projection technology developed rapidly, with various silent and
sound projectors introduced throughout the period. Constantly improving
machines adapted to continually discovered needs; new units appeared reg-
ularly. Such contraptions featured adaptable lenses and more powerful
bulbs to accommodate viewing spaces of varying dimensions. To manage
these complexities, Barry suggested early on that the library might cir-
culate its own projector and screen with the programs, creating a self-
contained theater impervious to the constant changes and high costs. She
estimated that this would cost the library $575 ($7,714 in 2003)—a sizable
portion of its available budget.32

The expense of renting the programs themselves was also a problem.
Initially, the library intended to work by annual subscription, charging a
membership fee of $250 ($3,191 in 2003) per year for use of its services.
Judging this amount to be utterly prohibitive, it began to charge per pro-
gram: $25 ($319 in 2003) for a two-hour film program in either 35mm or
16mm gauge if a group booked the whole series or else $40 ($510 in 2003)
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for an individual program. After criticism from the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, as well as reports from the field that its programs were unaffordable,
the library lowered its prices, differentiating rental rates by film gauge and
making the structure of available programs more flexible.33 Nevertheless,
total revenue for film rentals dropped during the following year in approx-
imately the same ratio as the price reduction, possibly indicating that the
reduction was either inadequate or irrelevant.34 Further, it became increas-
ingly evident that film rentals, once held to be the primary method by
which the library might wean itself from outside support, could never pro-
vide a self-sustaining source of income. Barry estimated that the library
was only able to earn somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of its operating
costs back through income generated by film rentals.35

In addition to the material challenges to its aims, the library encoun-
tered other tests. As its programs diversified to include explicitly non-
American or, as they were termed, “foreign” films, controversies and
protests became common. Punctuated by the populism of the 1930s,
MoMA was seen by some as an exclusive salon where the wealthy were
served caviar with decadent, unintelligible art as backdrop. As the decade
wore on, the conflicts between American and European art and their re-
spective relationships to American values became unavoidable. With the
museum’s exhibition policies accused of being centered in a largely Euro-
pean art movement, American artists and institutions dedicated to more
traditional and “properly” American art attacked MoMA for its Eurocen-
tric, or even anti-American, practices. While the bulk of these attacks fo-
cused on the museum’s more prominent painting and sculptural holdings,
film was not entirely exempt. The Film Library’s exhibitions—especially of
German and Soviet films—invited suspicion inside and outside of the mu-
seum.36 Therefore, while the library sought to collect and preserve many
kinds of films, the public nature of its exhibition programs did not allow for
the same catholicity. In short, even in the library’s earliest planning stages,
there was more caution about showing than saving films, particularly
those deemed to be controversial. Internal and external rebuke was feared.
Partly to protect its acquisition practices, the Film Library programmed
films judiciously, hoping to preempt unwanted criticism that might jeop-
ardize its already tenuous position with trustees and industry members
alike. A memo written by John Abbott to board member Abby Rockefeller
documents these concerns:

The international character of the programs will, I think, prevent any
complaint about the inclusion of certain films with a marked national 
or political flavor—such as some Russian or German ones—which if
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shown singly might produce comment. . . . As for the very few films
which alone among all those of any real interest could be considered ob-
jectionable—such as the Buñuel-Dali L’Âge d’Or37—while we might
perhaps wish ultimately to have a copy of them stored in our library, we
should very definitely be opposed to any idea of circulating them as part
of our programs.38

The Film Library planned to camouflage films of particular nations under
the more generic guise of “internationalism” or under broad titles such as
The Motion Picture (as it did for its early Wadsworth screening), assuaging
concerned trustees, as well as its public, in the process. It seems as if a sim-
ilar strategy may have been used in 1939 as part of the first program run at
the museum’s new building on West Fifty-third Street. The program,
called A Cycle of Seventy Films, included primarily American but also
French, German, and Swedish films gathered from the beginning of public
projection to 1935. Strangely absent were the important Soviet films, an
omission that drew notice from the local labor press.39 While there may
have been hesitation to associate Soviet films with American films, there
was little such reluctance to do so with German films made by now famil-
iar directors such as F. W. Murnau (The Last Laugh, 1924) and G. W. Pabst
(The Love of Jeanne Ney, 1927). Of course, all German films shown in this
particular exhibition were made before the nationalization of film produc-
tion in 1933. It also is crucial to note that such films as Ten Days That
Shook the World (Sergei Eisenstein and G. Y. Alexandrov, 1927), Kino
Pravda (Dziga Vertov, 1922), Battleship Potemkin (Eisenstein, 1925),
Mother (Vsevolod Pudovkin, 1926), Arsenal (Alexander Dovzhenko,
1928), and Triumph of the Will (Leni Riefenstahl, 1934) were available for
rental concurrently in MoMA’s circulating collection, and available only
months later at the museum itself as part of a series entitled Ten Programs:
French, German and Russian Films, which ran from January to March
1940.40

old films, new publics

As a museum, MoMA enacted a considerable public relations and press
management campaign well before 1935, the year the library was
founded.41 Following suit, the Film Library immediately initiated its own
active campaign. By mid-1937 the Film Library staff had delivered more
than twenty-seven film lectures and published more than twenty articles
on the library’s activities in trade, theater, museum, library, and film litera-
ture.42 Speeches, radio shows, celebrity endorsements, and regular press
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announcements helped the Film Library aggressively insert itself into the
public eye. By December 1937 the staff had traced and collected 2,029 press
clippings related to their activities, generated in part by at least forty-one
press releases.43

The available press releases suggest a varied approach to presenting the
library’s circulating programs. At times, the staff constructed film history
largely as a reflection of American cultural heritage and world influence
that deserved serious and disciplined attention. At other times, they called
attention to the unavailability of films that had long passed from popular
screens and the consequent impossibility of both retrieving forgotten mem-
ories and accessing vital records of human expression. Official announce-
ments to the media supplied brief lessons in American film history, which
journalists used as material to wax nostalgic about Mary Pickford, to con-
sider changing sexual mores, and to observe shifts in acting conventions.44

Such articles appeared in some usual and some notably unusual places, in-
cluding specialized journals, the published outlets for uplift groups, and
tourist literature, for example, the monthly magazine for the Girl Scouts,
American Girl; the journal for the Special Libraries Association, Special Li-
braries; the “Weekly Movie Guide” published regularly in Parents’ Maga-
zine; the women’s magazine Delineator; the radical theater journal New
Theatre; the Ambassador (the magazine for the prestigious hotel); the New
York Herald Tribune; and the Christian Science Monitor.45

MoMA’s Film Library continued organizing special press screenings
and proudly announced new acquisitions. Its efforts signaled the ultimate
in official public acceptance when it exhibited early American films at the
White House to President Franklin Roosevelt and Eleanor Roosevelt in
1937.46 A year later, a special Academy Award was granted for its contribu-
tion to film preservation and for making films available to the public for
the study of the medium’s history and aesthetic development. In 1938,
Barry and Abbott began lobbying to have a movie made that advocated the
importance of saving films. Their strategy was to highlight great moments
from American film history that had long gone unseen. This film, it was
hoped, would be circulated by all distributors for the benefit of the mu-
seum. In 1939, these efforts resulted in an estimated audience of twenty to
twenty-six million when The March of Time produced a special issue de-
voted to American film history entitled The Movies March On.47 The
episode depicts the inevitable progress of American film, construing the
Film Library’s efforts to acquire and preserve the record of an impending
American dynasty as equally heroic. The film clips included in this episode
were wholly selected from the Film Library’s first circulating exhibitions,
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also dedicated to American film history.48 Interestingly, these excerpts
were changed for the French version of the same film, for which library
staff suggested and provided clips of works by the Lumière brothers,
Georges Méliès, Max Linder, and Carl Theodor Dreyer, indicating an
awareness of the competing nationalist approaches to the writing of film
history itself. In this instance, were the movies quintessentially French or
American? Nonetheless, positioning itself as indispensable to the Ameri-
can film industry and as performing a valuable service for the nation, the
Film Library—wittingly or not—became an authoritative spokesperson
for Hollywood’s Americanist disposition, documenting the ascendance of
its films with utter disregard for international influence or critical cultural
intervention. At this cost the Film Library found its first truly and properly
national film audience.

It is important to differentiate between what might constitute MoMA’s
film audience (those who watched films it programmed and rented) and
what might be called MoMA’s public, a much broader group that included
people who may not have seen its films but otherwise benefited from or in-
teracted with the institution. In other words, MoMA’s public was an expan-
sive one. It included those who saw its films but also those who were aware
of the films from newspaper and radio coverage. The public of which
MoMA was both instigator and object included a range of media and an
equally diffuse arrangement of sensibilities about cinema. Its programs as
well as talk about them were made sense of by a dispersed assortment of
individuals and institutions, not only film critics and scholars interested in
writing about and thinking through movies but also those very much
shaped by contemporaneous and popular ideas about moviegoing.

In the 1930s, three significant trends in popular viewing involved the
screening of old films. One was the shift of film exhibition to the double-
feature format. Films of recent years, still in circulation, would occasionally
be shown on the second half of a double bill, providing inexpensive filler.
Second, a select group of films was chosen for rerelease as primary fea-
tures, such as The Informer (John Ford, 1935), Dangerous (Alfred Green,
1935), and A Connecticut Yankee (David Butler, 1931). These works were
reissued because of their widespread appeal upon initial release. They were
exceptions to the rule, however, and the vast number of American features,
notably the great silent features, would not be seen again by general audi-
ences. The third trend was the assembly and exhibition of found-footage
compilations such as the Screen Souvenirs series, exhibited as part of an
evening’s theatrical program. These were essentially miniature cinema an-
thologies of silent-film clips, accompanied by a voice-over and sound ef-
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fects, live or recorded, casting the conventions of silent cinema in comic re-
lief. The gestures were construed as exaggerated; the gimmicks were dated
and silly; the special effects were cheap and contrived. Old films became ob-
jects of derision, inducing laughter and further ensuring that current films
would be seen as superior to films of the past. There was also a curiosity
value in these exercises as current-day celebrities could be viewed playing
extras and wearing dated costumes, old-fashioned hairstyles, and cheap
disguises. The sudden bathos of Hollywood’s elite induced the recognition
of fallen fame and forgotten youth. The humor should also be understood,
in part, as a marker of the enormous changes the cinema had undergone in
the past thirty years. From “flickers” to grand Hollywood spectacles, tech-
nological and stylistic economies moved quickly, serving to date films in
such a way as to make them seem of a dramatically different time and
species, and therefore laughable.

Within this context the Film Library announced its plans to show old
movies under the aegis of a modern art museum. There were varied re-
sponses to the plan, as journalists expressed skepticism about the exercise
of simply taking films seriously. The New York Telegraph described the li-
brary’s intentions to facilitate film study, commenting glibly, “Said re-
search work, of course, taking the form of critical examination of Miss Jean
Harlow, Miss Marlene Dietrich’s legs and other such curious manifesta-
tions of motion picture life.”49 At the thought of Pickford, Keaton, and
Chaplin sitting beside Gauguin, van Gogh, and Picasso, Emily Grenauer of
the World-Telegram wrote succinctly, “The academic die-hards are cack-
ling.”50 There was also a populist defense of the cinema; concern about as-
sociating film with “art” appeared consistently. Some feared that MoMA’s
project would taint the pleasure of the cinema, resulting in “higher stan-
dards” and “intellectual snobbishness,” robbing “the rising generation of
its gunmen and sex dramas.”51 In short, there were skeptics from both in-
side and outside of established cultural circles, from above and below the
great divide. Others simply ventriloquized museum press releases, an-
nouncing that the establishment of the Film Library itself confirmed that
film is indeed an art.

It is important to recognize in these responses a qualitative difference
between the bulk of the popular newspaper press and the emergent class of
film critics in middlebrow and little magazines. These critics had slowly
aligned themselves against standard theatrical fare, favoring examples of
European, primarily German but also Soviet cinema, which appeared in-
termittently in America throughout the 1920s and 1930s.52 Particular films
such as Ernst Lubitsch’s Passion (1921), F. W. Murnau’s Last Laugh (1924),
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Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1926), and, importantly, Robert
Wiene’s Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919) appeared regularly on screens
throughout the twenties and effected a form of writing that celebrated the
foreign at the expense of the domestic. Such films provided notably differ-
ent, stimulating, innovative, and occasionally exotic examples of cinematic
potential; each was in some way informed by the aesthetic ferment of
European modernism.53 Moved by these films, select writers throughout
the 1930s contended that Hollywood was transforming American film
from spontaneous, exhilarating, and rhythmic to contrived, trivial, and de-
rivative. These critics reacted, then, against the industry’s oligopolistic con-
solidation and also against the same industry’s acquiescence to censorious
reform groups that plagued it throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Many crit-
ics grew dissatisfied with polite, bourgeois narratives and nostalgic for the
early days of cinematic discovery, arguing that American films might be
rejuvenated by capturing elements of their former youth. Others began to
object to Hollywood’s aversion to social and political commentary, linking
its films directly to more widespread ideological projects. This exercise be-
gan to manifest itself in an emerging divide characteristic of film writing of
the period—a divide between those who believed commercial film could
embody distinct and accomplished aesthetic principles and those who con-
demned commercial film as the inevitably flawed product of a corrupt sys-
tem.54 Responses to the Film Library spanned the divide being created by
this emergent generation of film critics, with some embracing and others
outright laughing at their project.

Upon release of the first circulating exhibitions in January 1936, there
was an enormous response in the popular press that cannot be attributed
solely to the Film Library’s attempts at press management. Consequences
unintended and unpredictable made themselves evident. More than as a
demonstration of film’s formal development or sociological significance,
the circulating programs were greeted as most remarkable for their “old-
ness.” Films were described as being “primitive,” “archaic,” and “rare” and
as “lost treasures,” “relics,” “antiques,” and “ancient thrillers.” Films were
“unearthed,” “resurrected,” “reborn,” and “embalmed.”55 The film “veil”
had been lifted. The Film Library became an “asylum for film” and a “sanc-
tuary against time.”56 Only forty years after the first projected films, the
cinema had acquired the sense of wonder and discovery usually reserved
for objects of lost civilizations and faraway cultures. At the same time,
these objects maintained an uncanny familiarity. They were objects of an-
other time and place that bore remarkable resemblance and some ill-
formed relationship to the visual culture of the present. Furthermore,
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these films were identified as an integral part of the American heritage, as
emblems of a past long gone, and as the utter vindication of America’s con-
tribution to the world—a view forwarded, though not fully embraced, by
the Film Library staff themselves.

Despite MoMA’s attempt to foster more thoughtful attitudes toward
film history through its program notes and targeting of institutions of
higher learning, initial press reports suggest that its first circulating exhi-
bitions were greeted largely as historical oddities, with dated fashions,
histrionic gestures, and archaic conventions. Much like the old films shown
for comic relief before and between features, what were once tragic mo-
ments turned to hilarity, what were once gestures of horror became ges-
tures of clowns. Frank Nugent titled his review article for the New York
Times “A Comedy of Eras.” Katherine Hill, writing for the San Francisco
Chronicle, titled hers “Ancient Thrillers of the Cinema Museum Affording
Cheerful Entertainment.”57 Faust (Pathé, 1910) became burlesque. Sarah
Bernhardt’s death scene in Queen Elizabeth (Adolph Zukor, 1912) sent au-
diences into “gales of laughter.”

Yet there was something different about this laughter than that which
had come before. Now audiences were laughing at films that were histori-
cal. While journalists had difficulty articulating how this laughter was dif-
ferent, it clearly was. Old films, now co-articulated with the historical, be-
came part of a simultaneously laughable and laudable event. After calling
these old films very naive, quaint, and funny, Leo Mishkin noted apologet-
ically: “But they are historic. And that they are historic is the most impor-
tant matter in connection with them. It shows that the screen is finally
coming into its heritage, that it is at last becoming recognized as a major art
and that there will come a time in the not too distant future, when early
motion pictures will be ranked with early novels and early plays in the de-
velopment of civilization.”58 Virginia Boren, of the Seattle Daily Times,
wrote: “We laughed at the train robbery picture when men squirmed in
wild gestures as they died in a shooting fray, we thought the love scenes
between Essex and the Countess more comedy than tragedy, we felt pa-
tronizing pity for those pioneers in entertainment who were momentarily
satisfied with a screen that quivered. But . . . we were fascinated every mo-
ment.”59 Vague references were made to the future civic function of film’s
oddities and to the basic fascination of seeing these images again. They had
changed; they seemed raw, innocent, even pathetic. Yet they were often
treated as a vindication of cinema’s present and as hope for its future.

More commentary followed. As the traveling programs circulated, jour-
nalists took the opportunity to write small histories of the American film,
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inspired primarily by the Film Library’s program notes and press releases.
As time passed, more and more commentary was directed away from the
novelty factor and toward an expectation that old films ought to be more
widely available—as much for their entertainment value as for their infor-
mational or heritage value. Whereas individual films might have seemed
silly, they took on new relevance when arranged and codified as elements
in a historical narrative.

Serious film writers used these programs as points of comparison with
current commercial cinema. Some saw the older works as proof that Holly-
wood had brought unmitigated progress to the popular film. Others con-
sidered these films evidence of all that had been lost in the medium’s in-
creasing industrialization and adoption of sound technologies. Others
considered such films evidence that American films reigned supreme and
were entitled to the international dominance they enjoyed. For the emerg-
ing critical community, the Film Library’s programs became a kind of cine-
matic Rorschach test, as is readily evident by surveying the comments of
three established critics of the period. Gilbert Seldes, Herman Weinberg,
and Robert Stebbins each in his own way acknowledged the important con-
tribution the Film Library was making to film culture. Though Seldes him-
self opposed the idea of elite or specialized audiences for cinema, he was
indeed friendly to the idea of repertory. He noted that in exhibiting other-
wise unavailable old films, “the museum’s library will at least give people
the idea that the movies are not something seen today, to be forgotten
over-night, but as steadily interesting as a good novel.”60 Herman Wein-
berg acknowledged the value of the synchronic comparison the Film Li-
brary’s screenings allowed, leading him to criticize recent changes in film
production:

Aside from their obvious interest as curiosities, the films shown had a
deeper and more significant interest; they gave mute but eloquent proof
that the tendency of film today is to stray farther and farther away from
its essential domain. The province of the cinema, as originally conceived,
and in which it was developed to its most intense form, was that of fan-
tasy and flights of the imagination . . . .it is the film of today which is in
an alien land, and not the film of yesterday which stems from an alien
source. And memory is a short and deceptive thing.61

Robert Stebbins, writing for the leftist New Theatre, also used the library
screenings as an opportunity to consider what film had become with Hol-
lywood’s ascendance: “The Museum of Modern Art Film Library deserves
the gratitude of film devotees for this unexpected opportunity to take stock
of the present state of film by comparison with past achievements. Perhaps
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if a wide enough public will be admitted to the showings, American audi-
ences will be shocked from their complacent acceptance of Hollywood’s
1936 claim to movie pre-eminence.”62 While Seldes celebrated a general-
ized respect for films, Weinberg focused on what had been lost of film’s
true aesthetic spirit. Stebbins used these films as an overt attack on Holly-
wood itself, accompanied by a polite but pointed reference to the limited if
not exclusive conditions in which such films were being shown in the first
place.

Old films would soon be an accepted and obvious aspect of specialized
film culture. Popular press coverage of this novel idea provided the broader
landscape for the growing number of film courses, clubs, and societies fed
by library programs. Yet the demand for such films was not always in the
name of criticism or education. In fact, old films became quite a fashion,
presented at chic cocktail parties and in upscale department stores. Head-
lines declared: “Public’s Craze for ‘Meller-Drammer’ of Early Movie Era
Spreading Rapidly,” “Freak Demand for Silents,” and “Old-Time Movies
Are the Newest Film Fashion.”63 Journalists reported that silent films had
become a popular stunt for private parties from coast to coast. Their regu-
lar screening was held in eastern resort towns such as Atlantic City and in
at least one upscale theater in New York City.64 Inge Benson, journalist for
the New York Herald Tribune noted that by 1940 the “modern craze for re-
vivals” had yielded at least three midtown Manhattan theaters given over
to exhibiting silents. Another of these sites is described by Benson as a beer
hall in which patrons can see an “old-time screen dish served up with a
foaming glass of beer.” Benson makes clear that the crowds for these films
were lively, prone to making up their own dialogue and otherwise compet-
ing for stage time with the honky-tonk pianist who added “amusingly in-
appropriate sound effects.”65 Another noteworthy example of mixing nos-
talgia and irreverence was a film series called Flicker Frolics, old films
marketed as “movie antiques.” Flicker Frolics debuted in department stores
in 1936, graduated to the film circuits that supported clubs, churches,
schools, and other organizations and eventually became popular enough
for theatrical exhibition. Culled largely from the shelves of a stock-shot li-
brary rich in rapidly aging prewar footage, these films were used as nostal-
gic journeys through the past, replete with old slides that encouraged
cheering, hissing, and sing-alongs. Sound effects were sometimes added for
comic relief.66 In most of these references to old-film fashions, the Film Li-
brary was identified as having influenced if not initiated the trend.

While there was an ample supply of inexpensive films filled with
anonymous actors to satisfy the Flicker Frolics and the Screen Souvenirs
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series, many feature films requested by exhibitors and party hosts alike
were simply unavailable. Some journalists questioned the studios’ refusal
to release silent films such as The Covered Wagon (James Cruze, 1923),
Hunchback of Notre Dame (Wallace Worsley, 1923), and Phantom of the
Opera (Rupert Julian, 1925) for limited theatrical runs and special events.
Commentators reasoned that film exchanges were geared to handle “fresh
film” and had no place for old films, that studios were unwilling to relin-
quish tight control of their vaults, and that unavailability of “fit prints”
made rereleasing them unprofitable given the cost of striking a new
print.67 From saloon sing-alongs to cocktail diversions, MoMA’s film pro-
grams wove together a variegated field of film practice. From desultory and
debauched to the erudite and effete, old films crystallized a lasting form of
cinema’s historicity, when old and new would coexist. Aging celluloid be-
came part of the cinematic present, implicated in class-conscious politics
both reverent and irreverent, salutary and sanctifying. Nostalgia also en-
tered the mix. The diversity of functions served by library programs was
also a deliberate part of the library’s publicity work:

Valentino and Sarah Bernhardt move once more across motion picture
screens in this country. So do Mabel Normand and Pearl White, Sessue
Hayakawa and Wallace Reid, Theda Bara and the little Gish girls. To
some, these names are only a legend. There are people who thrill to see
these former idols again, while others smile at the outmoded clothes
they wear or the now unfamiliar style of their acting. Some faithful
souls even weep secretly in the darkness because film fame is so fleet-
ing. Yet it is neither for laughter nor for tears that the old favorites of
the screen have returned. Their films cannot be seen in the cinema the-
aters. The showing of these older films is part of a movement originated
by the Museum of Modern Art in New York to create an interest in the
history and development of the film, since, among all the arts, that of
the film is not only the newest but the most characteristic of our era.68

rowdy sophisticates

As the Film Library expanded, the museum also grew around it. During its
first ten years, the museum’s spiraling curatorial activities accompanied a
corresponding growth of the institution itself. Within only a decade, archi-
tecture, film, and photography had been granted departments of their own.
In 1939, a new permanent home for the museum was constructed at its
current site, 11 West Fifty-third Street. An architectural spectacle unto it-
self, it was unveiled in conjunction with the New York World’s Fair of
1939: The World of Tomorrow. The building catalyzed a tremendous rise in
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annual visitors, increasing from 119,803 to 585,303.69 The popularity of
the museum was served well by its conscious efforts to pair concepts of ex-
cellence and aesthetic discrimination with practices of accessibility and
civic utility. Its active publicity department did not hurt either. The new
museum was presented by the country’s business elite and government
leaders—including Roosevelt himself—to a national audience, brokered by
the ascendant empire of radio and even the fledgling tool of television.

With the groundbreaking of the museum’s flagship site, the Film Li-
brary was given office space in a signature building of international re-
nown. It was further granted a new air-conditioned auditorium that seated
close to five hundred people (figure 19). Its status had changed consider-
ably. With this new theater it was able to show its films in a regular fashion
alongside other museum exhibits. Admission to screenings could be gained
by paying admission to the museum, as well as by museum membership, a
notably easier and more inviting system that had previously been in
place.70 Screenings were held daily, beginning with one per day and quickly
turning into two per day, often with a Saturday matinee designed for
children.71

Throughout 1939, the museum welcomed an estimated eighteen hun-
dred visitors per day, five hundred of whom were reported to have fre-
quented the film library’s screenings.72 In other words, films not only gar-
nered a full theater but also attracted almost one-third of the museum’s
visitors.73 The screening schedule was announced weekly to the press, and
the library’s research resources were also opened to the public, available for
reference use Monday through Saturday.74 During this period the library
acquired some sizable collections, including materials from D. W. Griffith
and Douglas Fairbanks, and a continuous stream of films from France and
the Soviet Union.75 Both the Griffith acquisition and the Fairbanks acquisi-
tion became the primary material with which major retrospectives of their
work were launched in 1940 and 1941, alongside a range of other pro-
grams. The Fairbanks show deserves special mention because it is the most
innovative and surprising in the context of the museum’s ongoing chal-
lenge to secure respect for its project.

The success of the Fairbanks program was marked by the sort of misbe-
having audience whose description began this book. Audiences cheered,
hissed, and applauded new and old Fairbanks films. The show reportedly
drew an audience of tremendous size and diversity, including, according to
a press release,

People making special trips from nearby states to pay homage to a man
they worshipped twenty years ago. Middle-aged men who confide to
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museum attendants that Fairbanks was their boyhood hero and they
never hope to recapture the old thrill of seeing him again. Superman,
Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon fans have been hurrying along to the
museum to investigate the rumor that an older generation was even
luckier in its superman. Streams of small boys who had never heard 
of the museum and who have had word-of-mouth news of a new and
greater film star, Douglas Fairbanks.76

Reports further indicated that audiences were so big they had to be turned
away at the door, and the program of films extended due to popular de-
mand (figure 20). Rather than admonish the audience or express frustra-
tion over its boisterous behavior, the library staff bragged about these very
same things in their regular press releases:

Many of the New York public that attend the library’s showings come
out of interested curiosity. These past two months they have stayed to
cheer—an experience that is unique for the museum’s handsome audi-
torium. After the fencing scenes of The Three Musketeers, the theatre
has resounded with applause and cheers that would be rare in a modern
movie audience, and the first appearance of Fairbanks in The Mark of
Zorro, The Black Pirate and The Thief of Bagdad calls forth a round of
applause that is usually reserved for newsreel shots of presidents.77
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Importantly, the success of the Fairbanks show led to the design of the next
major show planned and executed by the library entitled Forty Years of
American Film Comedy.

The press release for this show demonstrates unusual verve, openly re-
ferring to the discomfort and oddity of asserting simultaneously that
“movies are the proper study of mankind” and that they are also to be en-
joyed, laughed at, and celebrated for their levity. It read: “Instruction will
thus be provided by Professors Mack Sennett, Frank Capra, W. C. Fields,
Harpo and Groucho Marx, Robert Benchley and Charlie Chaplin in a new
appraisal of screen comedy reviewed in the light of history.”78 Such lan-
guage echoed the derisive and dispensary comments made in some of the
New York press about MoMA’s other screenings. Yet it seems that the pop-
ularity of the shows was worth more than dogmatic adherence to what
were proving to be ideals of studious and mannered watching that were
difficult if not impossible to enforce. The library presented at least some of
its programs with tongue firmly in cheek.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Fairbanks program and the comedy cycle,
along with a series entitled Great Actresses of the Past, reportedly were the
most popular of the museum’s screenings during these first years.79 The
actress cycle was composed of shorts, excerpts, and features highlighting
four important stage actresses: Gabrielle Réjane in Madame Sans Gene
(André Calmettes, 1911); Sarah Bernhardt in Camille (1912); Minnie Fiske
in Vanity Fair (Charles Brabin, 1915); and Eleonora Duse in Cenere (Ar-
turo Ambrosio, 1916). The audience consisted of contemporary celebrities
as well as students of acting and the stage.80 The Great Actresses series
clearly catered to the middlebrow and highbrow audience the museum so
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desired. Yet, collectively, these programs stray somewhat from the core of
any formalist and highbrow film history. Rather, they suggest a consider-
able degree of compromise with an audience that was far more interested
in old films that entertained or informed—by their simple value as novel-
ties, their enduring entertainment value, or their status as records of past
styles, fashions, and other cultural rituals. Importantly, there is little evi-
dence that, despite the library staff’s persistent claims that their programs
were for “serious study” and “attentive viewing,” audiences readily acqui-
esced, yielding up little that resembled more conventionally reverent, ob-
servant, attentive, or obsequious modes of behavior.

The opportunities afforded by the new building did, of course, open the
museum up to new and more organized criticism. Letters were written
about the manner of presentation, about the nonseriousness of the audi-
ences, and occasionally about the political persuasion of the program notes
and film selection.81 One of the most elaborate of these came from B. G.
Braver-Mann and was played out on the pages of the New York Times.
Braver-Mann stated:

For many weeks past I have been attending the film revivals at the Mu-
seum of Modern Art. After witnessing more than 90 per cent of the se-
ries I can hardly recall a single occasion on which the audience did not
indulge either in loud and prolonged talking or in inexcusably boorish
and raucous laughter throughout the showing. Why are these films be-
ing presented to the general public? Is it to hold up their creators-mas-
ters of the art like Griffith, Stroheim and Murnau to ridicule and con-
tempt?82

Braver-Mann reports that he had recently attended a screening wherein “a
young man loudly and with uninhibited profanity upbraided an audience
that had been snickering and guffawing” throughout a screening of Greed.
He continued: “The evil, unfortunately, is a dual one and is not confined to
the undeveloped psychology of the audience alone. As one spectator re-
marked to me after The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari had drawn two hours of
wisecracks and horse laughs from a typically rowdy mob of sophisticates,
‘they laugh on principle; not because there is anything especially funny or
ridiculous on the screen.’”83 Laughter was a complicated thing at MoMA.
It came from people who clearly found humor in some obvious and some
unusual places. Yet it also emanated from those who thought the presence
of these films at a museum to be utterly absurd. According to critics such as
Braver-Mann, this laughter was proof of MoMA’s subservience to a form
of cinema idealized by an entertainment industry interested only in sus-
taining its own illusions.
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Library staff in part acquiesced to what seemed the unpreventable use
of museum film screenings as counterpoint to the decorum of museum
galleries. Yet their efforts to find some semblance of serious viewing con-
tinued. For instance, the museum began to orchestrate special screenings
for children on Saturdays, which ran regularly from 1940. In doing so, it
sought to discourage the attendance of children at its regular programs by
directing them toward comedies and other adventure serials specifically
designed for a younger audience. Library staff explicitly rejected the use of
the library’s screenings as a reprieve for children from the reserved rituals
of art, or for the reprieve of parents from their children. Separating chil-
dren from MoMA’s preferred adult audience was one way library staff
sought to evoke this sense of seriousness and a new controlled mode of
viewing.84 There is little evidence that this strategy was successful. Nor is
there much indication of whether or not children were in fact inciting dis-
turbances at regular screenings. Nonetheless, the Film Library’s battle to
secure its well-behaved audience continued.

Among the more political of struggles faced by library staff were de-
bates that pitted non-American films (usually Soviet films) directly against
American values. One of the well-known controversies of the period devel-
oped after an exhibit entitled Ten Programs: French, German and Russian
Films. In addition to the impending dismissal of Luis Buñuel, Jay Leyda
was forced to leave shortly thereafter, having been identified on the pages
of the New Leader, a labor weekly, as “an important propaganda commis-
sar in Moscow” who spread “international propaganda boosting Soviet
movies.” Both departures resulted from controversies stemming from
fears that the films the library showed were “ungodly” or overly friendly
to Stalinist causes.85 Other letters to the New York Times, to the library
staff, and to Nelson Rockefeller himself, then president of MoMA, further
registered complaints of anti-American bias at the museum.86 D. W. Grif-
fith himself sent a rather rude missive to Rockefeller objecting to Barry’s
position as curator of his planned landmark show in 1940. In this letter,
Griffith submitted that he and other film attendees were dismayed that
Barry regularly expressed more enthusiasm for the recent spate of Soviet
films shown at the museum than for Griffith’s homegrown American ones.
Griffith conceded that this was understandable, given that Barry herself
was “foreign.” His argument against Barry grew. He cited numerous con-
versations with unnamed people who also felt that she seemed consistently
and notably unfriendly to American films in general. He continued: “Now
I don’t pretend to be damn brilliant or dipped deeply in the wine of sophis-
tication but I, as an American, made pictures mostly for the Americans and
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I believe on the whole the American people have liked my pictures very
well.”87 Griffith’s Americanist populism did not win out in the end. Rocke-
feller responded politely but directly. In the end, Barry curated the show,
which also served as the basis for a lasting and influential book.88

An internal report issued in 1940, crafted by Alistair Cooke for Barry,
confirmed a notable increase in criticism of the library’s programs as being
too heavily weighted toward what he termed the “esoteric,” a euphemism
for non-American and experimental films. But he accepted this possible
imbalance as a way to respond to the other criticism commonly received by
the library that, in fact, it was too friendly not toward the foreign film but
toward the American industry:

If there is a fault, it is one which I know you are well aware of—namely
the apparent preponderance of European over American film. But, as I
think we have agreed privately, this fault, if it is one, has its political
compensation: for it helps silence the belligerent art-cynics who are al-
ways ready to say we truckle to the trade but deliberately ignore great
achievements of the prenez-garde [avant-garde] film in Corsica.89

Clearly, the film library’s programs and its institutionalization of film art
displeased many individuals for many reasons. The result was an ongoing
process of negotiation, balancing different kinds of complaints with chang-
ing funding sources, as well as shifting ideas about what film art might be
and what it might become. The location of the programs at one prestigious
site within the main museum building, from mid-1939 onward, lent the
Film Library greater visibility, authority, and occasional praise. Yet it also
rendered it increasingly vulnerable to criticism through letters and pro-
nouncements public and private.

the american screen

Throughout these early years, the bulk of public attention to the Film Li-
brary did not relate directly to the idea that film was a high art or to the no-
tion of exclusivity or elitism but to the novel idea of the relationship of old
American films to various forms of history. Grouped under the titles A
Short Survey of the Film in America and Some Memorable American Films,
old American films from the archive were arranged in historical narratives,
generating diverse and telling commentary.The claim that the Film Library
was un-American surfaced publicly only as the library departed from its
early strategy of foregrounding American films and gave measurable time
to non-American films. This changed most notably with the exhibitions
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held in the new museum building, which likely gave the library a firmer
sense of its own permanence and hence invited greater risks with its pro-
gramming.Also looming in the background were the mounting tides of war.

There is no doubt that as the years passed and more films were acquired,
the Film Library’s exhibition practices became more international and
more comprehensive. Few records remain that indicate in any detail when
precisely particular films were acquired or what kinds of rights were ac-
quired along with them, thus hindering a rigorous analysis of the material
and legal factors that contributed to archiving and programming decisions.
Sufficient corroborating evidence suggests, however, that the first two cir-
culating programs were not only a result of resourceful programming
from the slimmest of pickings but also a reflection of the library staff’s
early concern to win industry and public approval. A resonant strain of
American populism—evident throughout many of the discourses gener-
ated by staff during these first crucial years—underscores this. Perhaps
counterintuitively, though Americanist discourses were co-articulated
with the importance of seriously studying films, the overwhelming re-
sponse to the first programs was to their surprising quaintness. This ten-
dency persisted despite the eventual and explicit rejection of this idea in li-
brary literature. In 1937, Barry attacked the tendency outright, asserting
that library films were not intended to be seen as “old” films, “primarily
risible or quaint like an ‘old’ (but not yet antique or venerable) costume.”90

The fact of this kind of reception was not itself laughable to library staff; it
continued to plague them. It also did not please the Rockefeller Founda-
tion. An internal foundation report formally articulated the problem:

The primary aim of the original grant was to create discrimination
among motion-picture goers by giving them a chance to see the best
and most significant films that had been produced in earlier years. Pro-
grams have left something to be desired for their maximum effect on
audiences. At present the effect on audiences seems to be little more
than a new experience of films which in many cases have been seen
some years before; sometimes the outcome has been merely a feeling 
of the quaintness of earlier production methods.91

How to make watching studious, informed, and productive of the civic
model sought by the Rockefeller Foundation? No clear or simple solution
was immediately found; the limits of MoMA’s own efforts became more
than evident.

The Film Library was a complex institution with a complex task: to
gather film’s scattered history within the limits and possibilities offered by
an American art museum. Film art was a notably heterogeneous and con-
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tested concept during this period, and the Film Library set out to collect a
reasonably wide range of film types. In addition to saving films, the library
also aspired to engender historical and critical viewing sensibilities, in part,
by ensuring that these films would be seen. Its circulating exhibitions pro-
vide one measure for evaluating the institutional shape given to “film art”
and “film history” during this period, a shape that was notably middlebrow
but also inflected with considerable populism: film was an art of the people.
MoMA’s extensive public relations efforts, and the responses engendered
by them, are equally important, signaling another aspect of the library’s
public persona. The film department’s efforts to exhibit German, French,
Soviet, and documentary films during this same period are also important
and overlooked elements in the history of their activities and of film cul-
ture generally.

By focusing on the idea of old films, a phrase used continuously
throughout this literature, I have argued that saving film art was prefig-
ured by a more fundamental shift: the discursive and institutional endow-
ment of old films with historical significance. MoMA made the exhibition
of old films a cutting-edge cultural formation, reissuing the found objects
of forgotten culture as foundational elements of present-day knowledge. It
was a form of curation that drew notice, both as a method of affirming
American accomplishment and as powerful mode of thinking about the
past. Through its programs, its press releases, and its other public relations
efforts, the Film Library catalyzed a flash of historical consciousness in spe-
cialized and popular contexts alike. This historical consciousness was char-
acterized by ideas about nation and heritage, but it also drew upon nostal-
gia, trivia, popular memory, and the very basic idea of film-as-records. Yet
there was another side to the publicness of MoMA’s film programs. In con-
cert with the international growth of film archives, film societies, and little
theaters and the nascent interest in studying films apparent at universities,
libraries, schools, and museums, the Film Library’s programs resonated
widely. They both reflected and also further enacted a widespread concern
to institutionalize film viewing, differentiating it from mass commercial
moviegoing and inflecting it with the ideals of attentive watching. The mu-
seum not only offered a powerful articulation of film study’s importance
for a new mode of spectatorship and cultural engagement but also provided
the basic means by which others might do the same. The growth of this
network provides a complement to the widespread popular discourses gen-
erated by library programs. In short, the response to and impact of
MoMA’s early efforts to exhibit films indicate varied and uneven reactions
that collectively cleared the way for a new common sense about cinema.
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6 Enduring Legacies

185

In his well-known book, The Tastemakers (1949), Russel Lynes charts a cu-
rious yet compelling phenomenon. In an effort to wrestle with the vexing
movement of cultural value, he proposes to map the shifting assignations
of select objects. Among them, there are two items of particular interest.
On the one hand, he asserts that James Whistler’s painting Arrangement
in Gray and Black, No. 1 (commonly known as Whistler’s Mother) began
as a highbrow object, born into the precious reserve of fine art. Yet from
the last third of the nineteenth century to the second half of the twentieth
century, the same painting underwent a bathetic metamorphosis. No doubt
aided by the use of the image on a U.S. postal stamp issued in 1934, Lynes
claimed Mother plummeted from highbrow to lowbrow status in a period
of less than sixty years. On the other hand, Lynes posits that At the Cross-
roads of Life (Biograph, 1908), a film attributed to D. W. Griffith, traveled a
rather different trajectory, a rapid ascent in cultural value. In sharp con-
trast to Whistler’s painting, the film began lowbrow and made a deft leap to
highbrow status by the mid-1950s. In just forty years, according to Lynes,
the film evolved from common street fare to exalted art object, dignified
and emblematic of good taste and aesthetic sophistication.1

There can be no doubt that inexpensive reproductions of art objects
such as paintings quickly changed the means by which the value of art was
negotiated in the first half of the twentieth century. Museum gift shops,
postcards, and the common reproduction of art in newspapers and maga-
zines served to rapidly liquidate the sanctity of art. These are only three
symptoms typifying the underlying conditions described famously by
Walter Benjamin as art’s “technological reproducibility.” The appetites of
consumer capitalism and ongoing struggles over cultural value also de-
serve credit.2 Yet, concurrent with this was a parallel project to wrest the



reproducible away from the flows of modern life and to make select cul-
tural forms into discrete and unique objects, to grant them endurance
through time and uniqueness in space. With regard to cinema, some sought
simply to imbue film with the aura previously reserved for art; others
sought to redefine art itself. It would be too simple to suggest that MoMA’s
Film Library singularly caused the inflation of Griffith’s film within extant
cultural hierarchies. Yet MoMA clearly catalyzed an ongoing shift in the
culture of cinema and the shifting value of select films. It showed old
movies in an art museum, exhibiting the found objects of an ephemeral
and mass cultural phenomenon in an institution of considerable interna-
tional authority. In doing so, the library altered the field on which film’s
value was transforming, casting particular films in relief from the in-
domitable currents of history’s march.

MoMA tested previously distinct cultural spheres. Highbrow, lowbrow,
and middlebrow films became smaller elements in a larger and notably
slippery continuum, whose vestiges worked their way through Ivy League
universities, modern art galleries and museums, amateur clubs, depart-
ment stores, and movie theaters. Film linked them all in an unusual net-
work of lasting influence, paving the way for the “classics,” “art,” and “for-
eign,” film sections in suburban video rental outlets, Wal-Mart megastores,
and pay-per-view movie services. In the 1930s, film became a more clearly
defined object. This brokered a qualitatively different network for the
movement of that object, across and within a proliferating set of institu-
tions and everyday spaces: homes, schools, libraries, and retail outlets.
Preparing the way for television, computers, and the World Wide Web,
these changes ensured that viewing moving images would become more
private, more disciplined by cultural institutions, and more integral to full
participation in democratic life.

The Film Library became one of an emergent series of institutions for-
warding the values of educated film viewing, studious attention, face-to-
face discussion, and, most important, structured criteria by which films
would be engaged. The model was not simply one that conceived of select
films as valuable or edifying unto themselves but also one predicated on
particular ideas about the spaces in which films might be viewed and hence
written and argued about, discussed, elaborated, and critiqued. Also at root
here is an attempt to reconceive of the film audience, one that can be dif-
ferentiated in part by the films it watches and in part by the ways in which
it watches. Transforming cinema from a passing amusement to an educated
encounter also involved differentiating the mass audience—an unknow-
able and dangerous population—from the distinct, active, and identifiably
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thinking audiences that were being both imagined and institutionalized
throughout this period.

Throughout the literature generated by the Film Library, there are no-
tably vague uses of powerful concepts such as art, influence, and history. At
times the influence of film was linked to its popularity, and at other times it
was linked to its impact on aesthetic innovation. Precise definitions of film
art were rarely offered. Iris Barry and the library staff carried these seem-
ing contradictions through many of their lectures and publications. The
tension resided not only in the idea that the same medium might yield
both high and popular art objects as well as sociological documents, a char-
acteristic of many other media such as books and paintings, but that the
same film might also embody these various forms of value. This conun-
drum—which points to the different idealist, institutional, industrial, and
populist methods by which a medium’s relative value may be identified—
was simply not addressed in the great bulk of Film Library publications.
This tension is, however, implicit in the library’s early programming, film
notes, and other publications, which collectively presented films that had
set popular fashions and caused moral panics alongside films it considered
markers of formal aesthetic development and achievement. What kind of
art was film? The answer to this question was posed within the broader
rubric of film’s significance as an educational and historical object as well as
a viewing experience. The disputed concept of film art and the attempt to
resolve this tension through invoking the more generally malleable and
perhaps middlebrow concept of film’s educational value and historical sig-
nificance permutated across key constituencies: Film Library staff, MoMA
trustees, members of the film industry, and the Rockefeller Foundation.
Particular aesthetic configurations from the past served, at least temporar-
ily, to denaturalize dominant visual forms of the present while linking the
two through trembling grasps toward widely disseminated film histories.
They also served to associate their particularities with contiguous social
and cultural configurations—real or imagined, remembered or forgotten.

I have argued in this book that the birth of the first national institution
of film art was both a symptom and a cause of changing ideas and practices
of cinema. It grew out of a series of material and institutional shifts in film
culture, accompanied by an identifiable set of discourses that embodied on-
going tensions still visible in today’s multimediated culture: What is the
source of film’s value? What are the mechanisms by which this value
changes? What other media play a constitutive role in the meanings of cin-
ema? What other institutions? MoMA’s Film Library embodied ongoing
trends in film culture and catalyzed others. I have argued that one of its
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most noteworthy interventions was to make old, popular films more
widely available to an emergent and specialized audience. The Film Library
was, in a sense, the first national repertory theater, yet it also introduced
ideas about cinema to a public that expanded far beyond spectators or film
audiences per se. Museumgoers, magazine subscribers, and newspaper
readers all encountered an emergent sensibility for a new kind of cinema.
Forwarding its own brand of film education through program notes, press
releases, and nationally distributed publications, Film Library staff ensured
that select films would enjoy a more complex relationship to time, and that
film’s history would be a part of the visual present. The library also pro-
vides one example of a museological institution not initially linked to film
that grew to exercise enormous influence on our most basic understanding
of why and how we watch movies.

Film institutions have always been underwritten by varied conceptions
of why film matters and therefore also by wider assumptions concerning
who should do what, on whose behalf, and to what end in the name of film.
Cinephiles, moral reformers, and industry spokespeople have long argued
that watching films should be an integral part of our civic and cultural in-
stitutions as an emblem of a progressive culture and an unparalleled
method of knowing the world. Long before Bentham’s panopticon and
surely long after debates about digital technologies and Internet filters, the
allure of the visual and its promise of social transformation—to control, to
educate, to overthrow—has played a lasting role in the history of such in-
stitutions. Film societies, little theaters, educational film libraries, study
guides in classrooms, amateur exhibition, nontheatrical film libraries—
these institutions punctuate such shifts. They became methods by which a
growing number of people organized their public and private lives, often
reacting against commercial control of the cinema itself. While these proj-
ects from the beginning adopted a wide variety of sociopolitical agendas,
many shared private endowments and ostensibly public mandates, and
some demonstrated internationalist perspectives on film. All of them
sought to shape the public sphere of cinema through the specificities of
their particular viewing formations and their networks of films.

The Film Library embodied a range of such impulses, while capitalizing
on the most affirmative and less radical among them. Despite the docu-
mented controversies, its project was by and large safe. Its programs built on
a long history of expanded exhibition, supported by itinerant exhibitors, ru-
ral networks, YMCAs, art galleries, amateur associations, schools, and mu-
seums. In its emphasis on narrative films, it also affirmed the norms and

188 / Enduring Legacies



conventions developed out of film’s industrial and corporate base, shap-
ing but not radically altering definitions of cinematic style that had been
consolidating since the 1910s.Yet MoMA self-consciously distinguished it-
self by invoking the rhetoric of film art and film appreciation as it discur-
sively framed its programs to its public. In doing so, it did not simply advo-
cate for the formal criteria by which particular films might be considered
high art or seek to vindicate a maligned medium by invoking middlebrow
sensibilities of moral elevation and edification. It did so also by drawing
upon an expanding set of ideas and practices that shaped emergent institu-
tional configurations of film viewing: mindful and attentive rather than os-
tensibly mindless and distracted. Film Library staff carefully attempted to
sidestep the elitism implicit in their ideal audience, constantly lending cre-
dence to the power of popular films and the uniqueness of cinema as a living
art of the people.

Building a Film Library based on principles of inclusion and access re-
quired resources gathered from established corporate and social interests.
Wealthy patrons, including the Rockefellers, brought the contradictory
wonders of philanthropy to film. Hollywood involvement brought glam-
our and legitimation and contributed to the expansion of its own ma-
chine—now officially integrated into America’s heritage and identity. In
the absence of state support for such a project, actively working to instill
film with historicity depended on this. Film art and film history were loose,
rhetorical categories used to justify an archival intervention, as well as the
development of specialized audiences. Both were characterized by extreme
compromise. Moreover, the ideas of the archive and differentiated viewing
were intimately related, fueled at MoMA largely by the idea of making
cinema more respectable by invoking what can be loosely categorized as
middle-class sensibilities. In the 1930s, ideas about film art, film history,
and cultural institutions converged on the site of the Film Library, retriev-
ing a lost past for an inchoate future using cinematic art as the conduit.
Building a collection of films was the necessary substructure for the whole
of the project.

The Film Library, therefore, marks an important and telling interven-
tion into the conditions under which film’s value unfolded, institutionally
embodying the intellectual and material possibility of extending debates
about this value in time and space through the condensed, concentrated
space of the archive. Equally important is the way in which this possibility
was shaped and constrained by contemporary interests—public and pri-
vate—that converged upon the archival site. The Film Library provides one
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example of how these interests came to bear on discourses and practices
that address the question of film as an object of broad historical and cul-
tural concern. It is equally evident that the Film Library emerged at a time
when new ideas about museums were taking hold, embracing the means
and methods not just of technological reproducibility but of mediated sys-
tems that restructured the very idea of a museum itself.

By considering the Film Library a germane site upon which many inter-
ests collided, interacted, and were resolved, this book demonstrates that in
the 1930s saving films and exhibiting them to specialized audiences was
neither a simple nor an uncontested practice. The library was used vari-
ously to criticize, to explore, to celebrate, and to think about the nature of
representation, the rise of the culture industries, and even the conditions of
modernity itself. As Miriam Hansen has written, the cinema was

the single most expansive discursive horizon in which the effects of
modernity were reflected, rejected or denied, transmuted or negotiated.
It was both part and prominent symptom of the crisis as which moder-
nity was perceived, and at the same time it evolved into a social dis-
course in which a wide variety of groups sought to come to terms with
the traumatic impact of modernization. This reflexive dimension of cin-
ema, its dimension of publicness, was recognized by intellectuals early
on, whether they celebrated the cinema’s emancipatory potential or, in
alliance with the forces of censorship and reform, sought to contain and
control it, adapting the cinema to the standards of high culture and the
restoration of the bourgeois public sphere.3

According to Hansen, the cinema is both a real and an imagined space
whereupon disparate social forces have acted and through which diverse
discourses have been generated. The cinema is an effect of modernity that
also came to provide a method by which its, and other, effects were made
sense of, negotiated with, and protested against. The Film Library is an in-
stitution inextricably linked to circulating conceptions pertaining to the
value of films themselves. Thus, if film can be considered an expansive dis-
cursive horizon, then the Film Library (and, indeed, other film institutions)
might be thought of as a recognizable site on this horizon, which along the
way influenced other kinds of cultural objects and debates (e.g., What is
modern art? What is a modern museum?). In other words, the Film Library
functioned as a figurative and actual place upon which to explore one man-
ifestation of cinema’s publicness, the reflexive quality of cinema as both a
symptom of, and negotiation with, modern ideas about cultural value and
visual history. Film institutions are shared public sites—real and imag-
ined—that embody the tensions and complexities of film and its related
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phenomena. The Film Library was also a brick-and-mortar place through
which specific forces acted to shape the cinema and the role it plays in cul-
tural debate.

The sizable impact of MoMA’s film activities and the broader shifts of
which they are a part continue to influence the way we encounter and
think about films. MoMA’s Film Library effected a broad and lasting shift
in film culture, providing a prescient statement about the direction of film
study and criticism, in particular, and film exhibition, in general, from its
founding to the present. In the 1930s, film gained purchase on the material
and institutional requirements for an object-based approach to what previ-
ously had been a largely ephemeral medium whose circulation was be-
holden to the logics of commercial entertainment and popular memory.
MoMA shaped what it meant to study cinema. Films were dated, arranged
chronologically, and linked to wider debates about humanistic and socio-
logical knowledge. The Film Library engendered studious sensibilities
about what it meant to watch, yet it also generated a material infrastruc-
ture for this mode of watching. Both celluloid and paper materials were
made available to scholars, reformers, and those who were both. Film soci-
eties, film study groups, and university film courses depended for decades
on the films MoMA made available, allowing for the consistent implemen-
tation of curriculum and the distribution of books required to build disci-
plines in a modern university. The history of film study is intimately
linked to projects such as MoMA’s, which clearly provided material and in-
tellectual direction for a phenomenon that was otherwise ill suited to the
conventions of scholarship. Both film study and film culture continue to
embody that pull between film as a set of ephemeral images and as an ob-
ject that sits on a shelf, both open to endless interrogation and reworking.

The clear impact of MoMA on our most basic ideas about what cinema
is directs us to consider other such institutions. Cognate organizations and
ideals require further investigation. Politically radical, aesthetically con-
servative, and unrelentingly governmental forces have long shaped film
culture: foreign embassies, state grants, philanthropies, history and tech-
nology museums, public libraries. Such organizations have acted alongside
basic technological shifts—16mm, 8mm, VHS, DVD, and the World Wide
Web—shaping cinema practice and irrefutably influencing cultural life. As
cinema studies shifts toward media studies, the fact of cinema’s determined
and multi-institutional life will only play a more critical role. Each trans-
formation of cinema’s technological infrastructure feeds emergent inter-
faces with the shifting patterns of cultural life, reorganizing our modes of
engagement and points of access. Cinema is changing; our modes of analy-
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sis must also adapt. This is true for the ways in which we think about not
only the present context of the moving image but also its past. If there is
one thing confirmed by the history of the Film Library, it is surely that cin-
ematic time, historical time, and institutional time are far from linear, un-
changing, or simple.

As distribution and exhibition patterns shifted with the arrival of televi-
sion and the proliferation of 16mm projectors after the war, the Film Li-
brary marks a distinct point on an expanding map of cross-contextual,
cross-historical image circulation and serves as a concrete example of the
material, ideological, and intellectual currents informing this movement.
The popular and so-called art film became less dependent on theatrical ex-
hibition and continued its journey toward more varied methods of distri-
bution and exhibition. While Hollywood was busy honing its production
methods and circumscribing film form, the film culture that had built up
around it, through it, and despite it was simultaneously busy developing
new ways to understand films—in this case old films—through forging
new modes of engaging them: collecting, writing, watching. Such methods
were inevitably undergirded by class-based and gender-based conceptions
about appropriate viewing behavior, ideas that both reaffirmed dominant
prejudices and eventually politicized moving images and provoked film au-
diences in the 1960s and beyond to contest those very same dispositions.

The organization that began as the Film Library in 1935 has undergone
several name changes since its inception: the Department of Film, the De-
partment of Film and Video, and most recently the Department of Film and
Media. Such changes index the broad cultural shifts in which moving im-
ages have long participated and in which they will continue to participate.
The organizations that followed MoMA—the George Eastman House, the
various film programs of the Library of Congress, Cinema 16, Anthology
Film Archives, the American Film Institute (AFI)—have stepped in to fill
the blanks, correct the imbalances, and otherwise provide counterpoints to
the Film Library’s changing practices. They, too, change (witness the AFI’s
endorsement of the monopolistic business practices of Blockbuster Video, a
subsidiary of the media behemoth Viacom International, through allowing
it to use its “100 Best American Films” lists in its rental stores as both a
way to display a sanctioned assortment of films and to label individual
videos and DVDs). Yet the early successes of such institutions have mi-
grated away from the celluloid-projector infrastructures that predomi-
nated from the 1920s until the early 1980s. Specialized moving image cul-
tures subsist now on laser discs and DVDs, on cable and satellite TV, and at
an exploding number of film festivals. Similarly to when the Film Library
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was formed, commercial interests present an overwhelming force. Indeed,
even during the 1950s and 1960s, when the Film Library’s influence was at
its peak, small commercial distributors began to buy the rights to Ameri-
can independent and European produced films, forcing MoMA to withdraw
its circulating copies. Today digital forms have dramatically increased title
availability, further diminishing the size and scope of MoMA’s circulating
programs and their consequent influence. Some speculate that MoMA’s
success has come full circle, marking now its imminent demise and perhaps
failure. Using 16mm films and projectors, the film culture MoMA helped
to create has outgrown the institution’s capacity to adequately feed its vo-
racious on-demand appetite. In assessing the fullness of such transforma-
tions, I remain convinced that Iris Barry would be delighted at the thought
that her odd little project has culminated in such a profoundly transparent,
if complex, common sense about cinema.
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appendix

Film Programs of the Museum of
Modern Art, 1934–1949

195

Note: The following chronology is culled from available material held by the
Museum of Modern Art Film Study Center, Archive, and Library in New York.
Among the materials consulted are newspaper clippings, press releases, pro-
gram notes, and the Department of Film’s Exhibition Series, Special Collec-
tions, Film Study Center.

Before 1939, Film Library screenings were often held off-site because the
museum did not have suitable facilities. For the purposes of the following
chronology, when the screening was held off-site, the location is noted. The
library adopted several organizational principles for its exhibitions. A pri-
mary schema was to design an umbrella theme (e.g., A Short Survey of the
Film in America) and then to develop subthemes within that (e.g., “The
Development of Narrative,” “The Talkies”). Individual films would then 
fall under these more specific subthemes. These larger surveys were usu-
ally conducted over an extended period, anywhere from several days to
months. During the first four years of the library’s exhibitions, its films
would, as a rule, premiere in New York and thereafter become available to
educational groups across the country for rental. After 1939, similar mod-
els were used, but shorter programs and single-event screenings became
more frequent. This list is not comprehensive, though it is a thorough indi-
cation of the kinds of programming logics enacted by the library from
available evidence. For more specific information on individual films that
were shown, consult the records and files for particular exhibits. These are
held in the Department of Film Exhibition Series. Museum press releases
can also be useful in this regard. Importantly, the Department of Film has
held many special events and private screenings, hosted conferences, or-



chestrated circulating exhibits, and so on, only some of which are noted
here.

The following list is organized chronologically, with the program title
(as it appeared in original documentation). All screenings were held in New
York at MoMA unless otherwise indicated.

1934

October 28–December 30, 1934
The Motion Picture, 1914–1934
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, Connecticut

1935

April 25, 1935
“Program of Films”
The Film Society of Bryn Mawr and Haverford Colleges, Haverford College

August 24, 1935
A Special Program Given at Pickfair (select clips)
Pickfair, Hollywood

October 18, 1935
A Lecture and Two Films: Fernand Léger
MoMA

1936

January 7, 1936
A Short Survey of the Film in America, 1895–1932: The Development of
Narrative, 1894–1911
MoMA

February 4, 1936
A Short Survey of the Film in America, 1895–1932: The Rise of the 
American Film
Dalton School

March 3–4, 1936
A Short Survey of the Film in America, 1895–1932: D. W. Griffith
Dalton School

April 7–8, 1936
A Short Survey of the Film in America, 1895–1932: The German Influence
Dalton School
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May 5–6, 1936
A Short Survey of the Film in America, 1895–1932: The Talkies
Dalton School

May 10, 1936
A Program of Documentary Films
Mayflower Hotel, Washington, DC

Some Memorable American Films
The exhibition date for this series cannot be identified precisely at this time. I
have noted the dates upon which the programs were available for circulation.
If this exhibition follows the example set by the others, the films in this series
were likely shown at the Museum of Natural History on or around the date
noted.

January 1, 1936
Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1934:
The Western Film

February 1, 1936
Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1934:
Comedies

March 1, 1936
Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1934:
The Film and Contemporary History

April 1, 1936
Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1934:
Mystery and Violence

May 1, 1936
Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1934:
Screen Personalities

1937

January 10, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in Germany, Legend and
Fantasy
American Museum of Natural History

January 24, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in Germany, The Moving
Camera
American Museum of Natural History
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February 7, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in Germany, Pabst and Realism
American Museum of Natural History

February 21, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in France, From Lumiere to
René Clair
American Museum of Natural History

March 7, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in France, The Advance Guard
American Museum of Natural History

March 9–April 10, 1937
You Only Live Once (the making of a modern movie by Fritz Lang)
(gallery show)

March 21, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in Germany, Siegfried
American Museum of Natural History

April 4, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in France, Entr’acte, The Fall of
the House of Usher, Joie de vivre
American Museum of Natural History

April 18, 1937
The Film in Germany and in France: The Film in Germany, Metropolis
American Museum of Natural History

Summer 1937
A Brief Survey of the American Film from 1895 to the Present Day
(stills and photographs)
Concourse Level, 14 West Forty-ninth Street (Rockefeller Center; temporary
galleries)

November 17, 1937
The Swedish Film and Post-War American Films: Seastrom and Stiller
American Museum of Natural History

December 1, 1937
The Swedish Film and Post-War American Films: The Swedish-American Film
American Museum of Natural History

December 21, 1937–February 14, 1938
The Making of a Contemporary Film: From Script to Preview: The Adven-
tures of Tom Sawyer
(gallery show)
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1938

February 23, 1938
The Swedish Film and Post-War American Films: Greed
American Museum of Natural History

March 17, 1938
A Talk by Barrett Kiesling on the short subject film (select films screened)

May 24–July 17, 1938
Exhibition of American Art, 1609–1938: Films
(three sections: film stills, Making of a Contemporary Film: Adventures of
Tom Sawyer, three 50-minute American film history anthologies)
Musée du Jeu de Paume, Paris

new museum building opens may 1939

May 11–October 1, 1939 (extended to November 6, 1939)
A Cycle of Seventy Films, 1895–1935 (in conjunction with the exhibition Art
in Our Time)
Subcategories:

The Development of Narrative

The Rise of the American Film

The Basis of a Cycle of Seventy Films, 1895–1935: Modern Technique (in
conjunction with the exhibition Art in Our Time: Modern Technique)

The Sociological Film

The Intimate Photoplay

Stage into Screen

The German Film (I)

War in Retrospect (I)

The Western Film

Fairbanks and the Costume Piece

The Swedish Film: Seastrom and Stiller

The French Film (I): From Lumière to René Clair

The German Film (II): The Moving Camera

Von Stroheim the Realist

Comedies

War in Retrospect (II)

The French Film (II): The Advance Guard

Ancestors of Documentary
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The Documentary Film (I)

The Documentary Film (II)

The German Film (III): The New Realism

Comedies (II)

The Swedish-American Film

The German-American Film

The Gangster Film (I)

The End of the Silent Era

The Talkies Arrive

The Musical Comedy Film

The Gangster Film (II)

Stage into Screen (II)

The Film and Contemporary History

The Sociological Film (II)

May–October 1939
Georges Méliès, Magician and Film Pioneer: 1861–1938
(films and other materials)

July 6, 1939
The Movies March On
(March of Time premiere and reception)

July 1939
Enlarged Edison strip from The Great Train Robbery
(part of larger display of MoMA’s paintings)
Music Hall Lounge (Radio City Music Hall)

November 7–26, 1939
Highlights from a Cycle of 70 Films.
Subcategories:

The Rise of the American Film

Stage into Screen (I): Great Actresses of the Past

The Basis of Modern Technique

The German Film (I): Legend and Fantasy

Fairbanks and the Costume Piece

The Swedish Film: Seastrom and Stiller

Von Stroheim the Realist

The German Film (II): The Moving Camera
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Comedies

Pabst and Realism

The Swedish American Film

The German Influence

Garbo Talks

Great Actresses of the Past

November 27, 1939–January 6, 1940
The Non-Fiction Film: From Uninterpreted Facts to Documentary
Subcategories:

Milestones of Documentary Development (I)

Milestones of Documentary Development (II)

Milestones of Documentary Development (III)

Travel and Exploration

Instructional Films

Housing

Labor

National Problems

History in the Making

Peoples of the Earth (I)

Peoples of the Earth (II)

The Narrative Film Absorbs Documentary Technique

1940

January 6, 1940
Children’s Holiday Program of Magic Films (Méliès)

January 8–March 27, 1940
Ten Programs: French, German and Russian Films

January 15–18, 1940
Special Program of Unique Color Films

March 25–31, 1940
A Short History of Animation: The Cartoon 1879–1933

April 1–7, 1940
Three French Film Pioneers: Zecca, Cohl and Durand
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April 1940
American Designs for Abstract Films
(paintings, drawings, gouaches, and collages by selected filmmakers)

April 8–14, 1940
Abstract Films

April 15 –28, 1940
Great Actresses

April 16, 1940
The Films of Joris Ivens (special showing)

April 29–May 5, 1940
The March of Time

May 6–July 31, 1940
The Films of Douglas Fairbanks
Subcategories:

The Screen Character of Douglas Fairbanks

Easterner vs. Westerner

Debunker of Fads

The Cavalier (I)

The Cavalier (II)

Extravaganza

The Cavalier (III)

The Globe Trotter

August 1940–May 1941
Forty Years of American Film Comedy, Parts I and II.

November 12, 1940–January 5, 1941
D. W. Griffith: The Art of the Motion Picture
Subcategories:

Early Films: Griffith as Actor and Director

Griffith Evolves Screen Syntax

The Rise of the Feature Film

The Birth of a Nation

Intolerance

Hearts of the World

Broken Blossoms

Orphans of the Storm

Isn’t Life Wonderful
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1941

January 12, 1941
Music and Film
(clips from documentary films, sponsored by the League of Composers and
the American Association of Documentary Films)

January 24, 1941
Housing in Our Time and The Fight for Life
(United States Housing Authority Films in association with the National
Public Housing Conference)

May 20–September 3, 1941
Films of Britain at War
(in conjunction with exhibit The Art of Britain at War)

May 1941
Stills from the Studios
(in association with the Academy’s Public Relations Institute)

June 30–October 31, 1941
A Cycle of 300 Films, Part I: The Silent Era

November 1, 1941–January 30, 1942
A Cycle of 300 Films, Part II: The Talkies

December 20, 1941–January 3, 1942
Holiday Film Matinees for Children

December 23, 1941–January 1942
Safety for the Citizen
(civilian defense films)

1942

February 2–February 7, 1942
Films for Latin America

February 8–February 14, 1942
American Defense Films

April 9, 1942
The Land
(premiere of a film by Robert Flaherty)

July 15–August 17, 1942
Walt Disney’s Bambi: The Making of an Animated Sound Film
(drawings, photographs, painted cells, and film excerpts)
Young People’s Gallery
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Fall 1942
The Film That Was Lost
MGM, A Passing Parade film featuring the Film Library

December 7, 1942
United Nations Films

1943

January 26, 1943
Yolanda
(preview of a film by Mañuel Reachi)

February 15–May 29, 1943
Repeats from a Cycle of 300 Films

February 20–March 5, 1943
Victory Gardening Films

Spring 1943
The Adoration of the Lamb
(a glimpse of a Flemish masterpiece/painting in a film)

May 30–October 16, 1943
Film and Reality
Subcategories:

A Concert on Celluloid

German Propaganda Films

A Film from Soviet Russia

The Film Supplements Teaching

Films and Latin America

Films for Civilian Morale

An Outline of the Non-Fiction Film

The Dance in Film: 1909–1936

Fact Film History

August 29–September 18, 1943
The Dance in Film: 1909–1936

September 19, 1943–June 4, 1944
The History of an Art, 1895–1940: 45 Years of the Movies
Subcategories:

Beginnings

Comedy

204 / Appendix



Crime and Detection

Drama and Melodrama

The Epic Film

Fantasy and Trick Films

History and Biography

Romance

Social Films

Travel and Adventure

Westerns

Special Programs

1944

February 1944
Army-Navy Screen Magazine
(screening for invited civilians)

March 21, 1944
Eagle versus Dragon
(press preview and reception)

April 1944
Disney anniversary celebration

May 5, 1944
Opera Films (special screening for members of the Metropolitan Opera)

June 4, 1944
The Negro Soldier (a screening in honor of Harlem Week, with a performance
by Duke Ellington and speech by Roi Otley)

June 5–September 3, 1944
New Documentary Films: New Methods
Subcategories:

Morale Films from the Office of War Information

An Incentive Film from the Office of Strategic Services

Orientation Film from the War Department

Industrial Incentive Films from the U.S. Navy

Meet the Latin Americans

Documentaries from the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American
Affairs
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June 1944
German Propaganda Films, 1934–1940

Summer 1944
Film Programs for Young People
(regular Saturday screenings instituted for children)
Programs include:

The Western Film

Georges Méliès: Magician and Film Pioneer

Three French Film Pioneers: Zecca, Cohl, and Durand

Charlie Chaplin: Five Keystone Comedies

Comedy

The Serial Film

Charlie Chaplin: 4 Essanay Comedies

A Short History of Animation

The Color Film

Office of War Information Films (and various educational films)

1945

January 1–December 31, 1945
The Art of the Motion Picture 1895–1941

May 1945
Opera in Films

1946

January 1–July 14, 1946
The Documentary Film, 1922–1945
Subcategories:

An Outline of the Non-Fiction Film

Sources of Documentary

Travel Films: New Style (I)

The Documentary Film

The Advance Guard

Travel Films: New Style (II)

English Documentaries

Social Comments: Travel

English Documentaries: Social Problems

Travel and Anthropology
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American Documentaries

The Coming of War (I)

Social Comment and Public Health (I)

The Coming of War (II)

Social Comment: Public Health (II)

A Review of Documentary Film Development

Films for Education

Social Comment: Unemployment and Rural Electrification

The Coming of War: German Propaganda Films

The Coming of War

English Wartime Documentaries (I)

American Wartime Documentaries (I)

The U.S. Army’s Why We Fight Series

The Army-Navy Screen Magazine

American Wartime Documentaries (II): Office of Strategic Services

American Wartime Documentaries (III): Army Air Forces

American Wartime Documentaries (IV): OWI

Wartime Documentaries

International Exchange

American Wartime Documentaries (V): Prosthesis and Psychiatry

American Wartime Documentaries (VI): OWI Overseas

Towards the Future

American Wartime Documentaries (VII): Office of the Coordinator of
Inter-American Affairs

Canadian Documentaries

The Anglo-American Film

Masterpieces of Documentary

July 18–September 1, 1946
Highlights of the Documentary Film

September 16, 1946–December 28, 1947
The History of the Motion Picture, 1895–1946

1947

August 25–28, 1947
Olympia (a film by Leni Riefenstahl), Part 1
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August 29–31, 1947
Olympia (a film by Leni Riefenstahl), Part 2

October 15, 1947–January 4, 1948
Art and the Experimental Film
(sketches, still, photographs, and enlarged filmstrips)

December 29, 1947–January 4, 1948
Special Holiday Program of Color Films

1948

January 5–July 4, 1948
New Loans and Acquisitions

January 5–February 1, 1948
New Loans and Acquisitions: Four Academy Award–Winning Pictures Lent
by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Hollywood

February 2–July 4, 1948
New Loans and Acquisitions: From the Library’s Collections

May 3–16, 1948
Le Million (a film by René Clair)

May 25, 1948
Films of the United Nations

July 5, 1948–December 1949
Film Till Now (Part I)

1949

December 26, 1949–July 15, 1951
Film Till Now (Part II)

January 30–May 22, 1949
Sunday Night Film Shows
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abbreviations

AAA Archives of American Art

FSC Film Study Center, Department of Film and Media,
Museum of Modern Art

MoMA Museum of Modern Art, New York

MoMA Archives Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York

MoMA Film Library Museum of Modern Art Film Library, New York

MoMA Library Museum of Modern Art Library, New York

RAC Rockefeller Archive Center

SC-FSC Special Collections, Film Study Center, Department
of Film and Media, Museum of Modern Art
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and for encouraging me to revisit this material.
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viewers. The Young People’s Gallery was designed to house workstations
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where art could be created, as well as chairs where children could sit, lounge,
and play. Such projects were linked directly to the goals of nurturing good and
healthy citizens. Creativity was also integral to the individual and vulnerable
child, which the museum sought to make part of its overall civic intervention.
The Deweyan principles of this approach are apparent. D’Amico himself was
an avowed devotee of the Progressive movement; in 1940 he contributed heav-
ily to a report authored by the Progressive Education Association, The Visual
Arts in General Education (New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1940).

81. For more on D’Amico and the art education programs at MoMA, see
Carol Morgan, “From Modernist Utopia to Cold War Reality: A Critical Mo-
ment in Museum Education,” in The Museum of Modern Art at Mid-century:
Continuity and Change, ed. John Elderfield, Studies in Modern Art, vol. 5
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1995), 151–73.

82. One of the most elaborate examples of Barr’s own dilemma’s in this re-
gard is evidenced by a memo he issued after the museum’s 1939 gala opening,
which included a nationally broadcast radio show. The program was a spectac-
ular event, with participants ranging from Walt Disney to Franklin Roosevelt.
The host, Lowell Thomas, referred to Nelson Rockefeller—the newly elected
president of the museum—by his first name and made irreverent remarks
about Meret Oppenheim’s Fur Lined Tea Cup being moth-eaten. Barr railed
that the publicity value could not outweigh the extent to which the museum’s
reputation had been sullied by the undignified tone. The transcript for this ra-
dio show and Barr’s response to it are held in the Alfred H. Barr Jr. Papers,
MoMA Archives.

83. MoMA, “Art through the Window” [press release], July 7, 1937,
MoMA Library. Empty spaces in Rockefeller Center were also used as tempo-
rary galleries for other museum exhibits as renovations were being under-
taken toward construction of the new building on West Fifty-third Street.

84. Rental fees for these exhibits ranged from $15 to $500 (the equivalent
of $191.46 to $6,381.91 in 2003). Most rented for $100 or less (the equivalent
of $1,276.39 in 2003). The cost was presumably justified by theater owners as a
publicity expense, as they used the cache of modern art displays to draw in
more patrons and lend prestige to their theaters. New York’s Roxy Theatre dis-
played paintings from MoMA’s programs, including modern watercolor and
pastel reproductions, posters by Cassandre, reproductions of Mexican frescoes
by Diego Rivera, and reproductions of paintings and drawings by van Gogh.
An exhibition held in the Fox Theater in St. Louis displayed architectural
drawings and models by Le Corbusier, which, according to the press release,
“stimulated a great deal of public interest and appreciative comment by St.
Louis art critics.” The theater made arrangements for monthly exhibitions
from the museum. Such a phenomenon is noteworthy not only because it pro-
vides yet another example of attempts to make cinema respectable for middle-
class patrons but because it suggests that film was also important for emergent
concepts of art; art exhibition in movie theaters was purposefully orchestrated
less to make film respectable and more to make art seem relevant and accessi-
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ble. MoMA, “Exhibitions of Modern Art . . .” [press release], September 30,
1937, MoMA Library.

85. MoMA, “Mrs. Dwight Davis of Washington Appointed as ‘Out-of-
Town Chairman’ of MoMA’s Membership Committee” [press release], April
27, 1937, MoMA Library. An entire MoMA bulletin was devoted to these com-
mittees. See Bulletin of the Museum of Modern Art: The Museum’s Commit-
tees Outside New York 5, no. 3 (March 1938).

86. MoMA, The Year’s Work: Annual Report of the Museum of Modern
Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1937). Such ideas resonated with
trends in natural history and anthropology museums to merchandise their col-
lections, beginning as early as the late 1910s. Traces of these activities can be
found in the bulletins of the American Museum of Natural History and in the
publication of the American association of museum professionals, Museum
News. The Metropolitan Museum of Art also began to self-consciously con-
ceive of itself as a place to shop during the 1920s. For more on this, see Haidee
Wasson, “Every Home an Art Museum: Towards a Genealogy of the Museum
Gift Shop,” in Residual Media, ed. Charles Acland (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, forthcoming).

87. Sarah Newmeyer, July 3, 1940, “Memo Re: Booklet on Film Programs,”
RF, RG 4, Projects, Box 139. Folder 1367, Rockefeller Archive Center.

88. Early in 1940, the museum sponsored a contest entitled “The Artist as
Reporter.” In collaboration with P.M., New York’s forthcoming (and short-
lived) pictorial evening newspaper, a search was launched for reporters capa-
ble of rendering the day’s news in a dramatic image. A special jury selected
the best of the entries among the nearly two thousand that were received. The
public voted for the best of these, awarding the largest cash prize to the win-
ner. MoMA, “The Museum of Modern Art Announced Today . . .” [press re-
lease], March 8, 1940, MoMA Library; MoMA, “Great Number of Entries Re-
ceived in ‘Artist as Reporter’ Competition . . .” [press release], n.d., MoMA
Library.

89. MoMA, “A Symposium on Subway Art” [press release], March 1, 1938,
MoMA Library.

90. There were some exceptions, notably John Hay Whitney, Alan Black-
burn, and Edward Warburg. Barr makes mention of some of these in “Multi-
departmental Plan,” 7.

91. Huyssen, After the Great Divide, 4.
92. For more on this, see Marquis, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., 35–46.
93. Barr, “Multi-departmental Plan,” 6.
94. Barr’s views were not always unconditionally accepted by MoMA’s

trustees, who tended to be more conservative about exhibition programs and
more interested in their paintings and sculptures. This disagreement also
partly led to Barr’s dismissal in 1943. For more on this rift, see Sandler, “Intro-
duction,” 28, 29; and Marquis, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., 203–10.

95. See Barr, “Sergei Michailovitch Eisenstein” (1928), in Defining Modern
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Art, 142–46; Barr, “Nationalism in German Films” (1934), in Defining Modern
Art, 158–62.

96. Barr, “Eisenstein,” 142.
97. Marquis, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., 52.
98. Barr, “Eisenstein,” 146.
99. Ibid., 142, 143.
100. Barr [attributed], “The Belief That New York Needs” [press release],

August 1929, MoMA Library.
101. MoMA Archives, Alfred H. Barr Jr. Papers (AAA: 2174; 633); as cited

in Amy Newman “The Critic/Historian,” in Defining Modern Art, 101–2.
102. Barr, “Nationalism in German Films,” 159.
103. Barr’s reliance on the precepts of freedom of expression fed his con-

cerns for the unhindered exploration of aesthetic forms. This has led to accusa-
tions that Barr was overly dependent on formalism at the expense of the social
and political mechanisms linked to form. Some of his critics forgave this be-
cause of his general contributions to art historical knowledge; others have been
less gracious. An example of the former can be found in a response to Barr’s
writing on abstract art, crafted by Meyer Schapiro, a lifelong friend of Barr’s.
See Schapiro, “Nature of Abstract Art,” Marxist Quarterly 1 (January–March
1937): 77–98. For an example of less generous responses, which are derived pri-
marily from Barr’s relationship to the postwar emergence of abstract expres-
sionism, see Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art. For a
thorough assessment of Barr’s career and his shifting relationship to formal-
ism, see Sandler, “Introduction,” 7–47.

104. Johnson later described Barr’s negotiations over architecture, film, and
photography as persistent and passionate “pleading.” MoMA Archives, Oral
History Project, interview with Phillip Johnson, 1990, 27. Of these three areas,
photography was the last to be officially accepted by trustees. Beaumont
Newhall became the department’s first director in 1940. For an excellent
overview of the Architecture Department and the museum’s efforts to pro-
mote the International Style, see Henry Mathews, “The Promotion of Modern
Architecture by the Museum of Modern Art in the 1930s,” Journal of Design
History 7, no. 1 (1994): 43–59. For an overview of MoMA’s direct interventions
into grand architectural statements and signature buildings, see Dominic Ric-
ciotti, “The 1939 Building of the Museum of Modern Art: The Goodwin-Stone
Collaboration,” American Art Journal 17, no. 3 (Summer 1985): 50–76. For a
critical discussion of MoMA’s photography department, see Phillips, “Judge-
ment Seat of Photography.”

105. For more on Iris Barry, see Haidee Wasson “Writing the Cinema into
Daily Life: Iris Barry and the Emergence of British Film Criticism,” in Young
and Innocent? British Silent Cinema, 1896–1930, ed. Andrew Higson (Exeter:
University of Exeter Press, 2002), 321–337.

106. Barry was unafraid to celebrate the popular, bawdy, or low-budget
film. She reverently described Tarzan as “a silly symphony gone grand.” Barry,
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“Film Comments,” Bulletin of the Museum of Modern Art 1, no. 9 (May
1934): 4. Barry also favored The Invisible Man (James Whale), deeming it “a
brilliant choice of subject, brilliantly executed by Claude Raines.” Barry, “Film
Comments,” Bulletin of the Museum of Modern Art 1, no. 5 (January 1934): 4.

107. Barry, “Film Comments,” Bulletin of the Museum of Modern Art 1,
no. 1 (June 1933): 4.

108. Despite the film’s success, it was also quite controversial. For more dis-
cussion of the furor over West and Paramount’s purposeful sidestepping of the
Production Code, see Leonard J. Jeff and Jerold L. Simmons, The Dame in the
Kimono: Hollywood, Censorship, and the Production Code from the 1920s to
the 1960s (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990), 17–32.

109. Barry, “Film Comments” (June 1933), 1. A brief article in a museum
bulletin published in February 1934 noted that among all the articles and notes
in the publication, the “Film Comments” had elicited by far the greatest vol-
ume of correspondence. Reportedly, one of these letters was from John Ford,
who upon reading Barry’s review of Doctor Bull (1933) wrote to her: “I really
must see ‘Dr. Bull.’ I directed it but I haven’t seen it.” Barry [attributed], “Films
and the Museum,” Bulletin of the Museum of Modern Art 1, no. 6 (February 1,
1934): 3.

110. Mary Lea Bandy, “Nothing Sacred: ‘Jock Whitney Snares Antiques for
Museum,’” in The Museum of Modern Art at Mid-century: Continuity and
Change, ed. John Elderfield, Studies in Modern Art, vol. 5 (New York: Museum
of Modern Art, 1995), 77. For more on Barry and film, see Haidee Wasson
“‘Some Kind of Racket’: The Museum of Modern Art’s Film Library, Holly-
wood and the Problem of Film Art, 1935,” Canadian Journal of Film Studies 9,
no. 1 (Spring 2000): 5–29.

111. Barr, “Notes on Departmental Expansion of the Museum” (1932), De-
partment of Film Series, SC-FSC.

112. Ibid., 5.
113. Barr had met Ruttman and seen his films during his visit to the

Bauhaus in 1927. Ibid., 6.
114. See Barr, “Public as Artist,” wherein the rationale for a film depart-

ment is explicitly linked to the creation of a public.
115. Chaplin provides the common exception to this, yet Barr avoided fully

acknowledging Chaplin’s genius as a popular performer.
116. Barr, “Notes on Departmental Expansion,” 7. Barr did not have a very

convincing plan for funding the Film Library. Philanthropic support was never
mentioned in these early blueprints. He hoped that film and equipment manu-
facturers, commercial film producers, or private citizens capably endowed
might support the endeavor. In this report, Barr asserts that architecture and
movies are the two most important twentieth-century arts.

117. Barr, “Multi-departmental Plan,” 9.
118. Barry briefly discusses the resistance to film at the museum, particu-

larly to popular films, in “The Film Library and How It Grew,” Film Quarterly
22, no. 4 (Summer 1969): 19–27; see also Marquis, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., 128.
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119. The Payne Whitney estate was built in part on an inheritance from
Oliver Payne, Whitney’s maternal uncle, who was a founding member of Stan-
dard Oil. The fortune grew primarily through continued investments in oil, to-
bacco, banking, and Singer sewing machines. For more on the Payne and Whit-
ney fortunes, and on John Hay Whitney, see E. J. Kahn Jr., Jock: The Life and
Times of John Hay Whitney (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981). On rare occa-
sions Whitney’s name and his father’s estate were explicitly invoked when li-
brary staff attempted to gather support in Hollywood. John Abbott, n.d., “letter
to Douglas Fairbanks,” USS MSS 99AN, Series 2A, Box 80, Folder 13, Museum
of Modern Art Film Library Corp., United Artists Collection, State Historical
Society of Wisconsin. Yet the money Whitney contributed to the Film Library
was almost never mentioned in the press. Rather, the name of the Rockefeller
Foundation was most often used. For more on the Rockefeller Foundation’s film
projects, see William J. Buxton, “Reaching Human Minds: Rockefeller Philan-
thropy and Communications, 1935–39,” in The Development of the Social Sci-
ences in the United States and Canada: The Role of Philanthropy, ed. Theresa
Richardson and Donald Fisher (Stanford, CT: Ablex, 1999), 177–92.

120. Austin may be responsible for the first film-as-art series in an Ameri-
can museum, when in 1929 he arranged for regular showings of such films as
Joan of Arc, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, and Le Million. For more on the
Wadsworth screenings, see Alison Trope, “Mysteries of the Celluloid Museum:
Showcasing the Art and Artifacts of Cinema” (Ph.D. diss., University of South-
ern California, 1999), 24–84.

121. John Abbott and Iris Barry, “An Outline of a Project for Founding the
Film Library of the Museum of Modern Art” (1935), Film History 7, no. 3
(1995): 325–35.

122. The Rockefeller Foundation supplied $500 toward expenses incurred
preparing this document. Grant Action, RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 250,
Folder 2983, RAC.

123. Abbott and Barry, “Outline,” 3.
124. Ibid., 3, 13.
125. Ibid., 1–2.
126. Ibid., 21.
127. For more on the Film Library’s inclusion of American films and their

early relationship to the industry, see Wasson, “ ‘Some Kind of Racket.’”

chapter 4. an awkward and dangerous task

1. Grant Action, RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 250, Folder 2983, Rockefeller
Archive Center. The foundation promised a total of $120,000 over a three-year
period, from June 1935 until June 1938. In the first year, $80,000 of this was
given by the Rockefeller Foundation with a matching ratio of 4:1, meaning
$20,000 would have come from Whitney. Each of the following years, the
foundation required a 1:1 matching ratio, with $20,000 each year from the
foundation and the same amount from other sources.
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2. A letter to Douglas Fairbanks from John Abbott soliciting support indi-
cates that the balance of Film Library funding came from Whitney, through
the estate of his father, Payne Whitney. This letter also suggests that Barry and
Abbott believed using Whitney’s name would broker favor with members of
the industry, although Whitney’s name was rarely used publicly. Abbott to
Douglas Fairbanks, letter, USS MSS 99 AN, Series 2A, Box 80, Folder B, Mu-
seum of Modern Art Film Library Corporation, United Artists Collection,
State Historical Society of Wisconsin.

3. Iris Barry, “Report to Rockefeller Foundation,” March 1, 1948, NAR RG
4, Series 111: 42, Box 139, Folder 1367, RAC.

4. For more details on Whitney’s art collecting, his relationship to the film
industry, and his efforts to assist the Film Library see E. J. Kahn Jr. Jock: The
Life and Times of John Hay Whitney (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981),
105–44.

5. John Abbott and Iris Barry, “An Outline of a Project for Founding the
Film Library of the Museum of Modern Art” (1935), Film History 7, no. 3
(1995): 325–35.

6. Ibid., 3, 13.
7. Iris Barry, “The Film Library,” in Museum of Modern Art, Art in

Progress: A Survey Prepared for the Fifteenth Anniversary of the Museum of
Modern Art, NY (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1944), 177–79.

8. Ibid., 179. The mention of famous coffee is a reference to a Chase & San-
born campaign that featured Hollywood celebrities. The ads promised coffee
that was fresher and thus more flavorful and healthful. Bad coffee, the ads
claimed, caused indigestion, sleeplessness, and bad nerves. The date on the
Chase & Sanborn coffee can guaranteed greater value, quick minds, and even
improved motor skills!

9. John Abbott to Abby Rockefeller, memo, February 26, 1935, Museum of
Modern Art Archives, New York, Early Museum History: Museum Matters,
Motion Picture Committee and Department, 7.12.O.

10. Haverford and Bryn Mawr were sites for some of the Film Library’s
first programs and hosts to concurrently established film societies.

11. John Abbott to John Lee Clark, letter, February 16, 1935, RF RG 1.1, Se-
ries 200 R, Box 251, Folder 2996, RAC; “Questionnaire,” MoMA Archives, Al-
fred H. Barr Jr. Papers, (Archives of American Art: 2166; 516).

12. Museum of Modern Art Film Library, “Film Library Report (1937),”
Department of Film Series, Special Collections, Film Study Center, Department
of Film and Media, Museum of Modern Art, New York.

13. Other archives also formed around this time, including a Swedish
archive in 1933 and an Italian archive in 1935. For more on these early
archives, see Raymond Borde, Les cinémathèques (Lausanne: Editions L’Age
d’Homme, 1983), 79–80. Also important to note about this emerging interna-
tional community of film archives is the prominent position often granted to
Barry by this first generation of archivists. Even Henri Langlois, renowned cu-
rator of the Cinémathèque Française, proclaimed his debt to her, as did others.
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Jacques Ledoux, a contemporary of Langlois, furthered this by stating that
while all archivists are in some way children of Langlois, he is himself “the
child of Iris Barry.” Quoted in Penelope Houston, Keepers of the Frame: The
Film Archives (London: British Film Institute, 1994), 59.

14. Iris Barry, “The Film Library and How It Grew,” Film Quarterly 22, no.
4 (Summer 1969): 21.

15. Iris Barry, “Film Library, 1935–1941,” Bulletin of the Museum of Mod-
ern Art 8, no. 5 (1941): 8–9. During the war MoMA acted as a safe house for
films feared to be at risk under the encroaching Nazi force. There was a partic-
ularly open exchange with Langlois, partly because of his acute fear that his
precious films would be seized and used in munitions production, as was done
during World War I. This arrangement is discussed briefly in Richard Griffith,
“Adventures of a Film Library” [speech] 1941, Annual Meeting of the Society
of Motion Picture Engineers 1941, Department of Film Series, SC-FSC; and
also at early Film Library Advisory Committee meetings. See “Meeting
Notes,” RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 250, Folder 2986, RAC.

16. Leyda also worked with Dziga Vertov and Joris Ivens, who was in
Moscow making a film. Leyda was invited to study at the institute as one of
several foreign students the school brought in. While there he wrote articles
for Theatre Arts Monthly and edited a special Soviet issue of this same journal
(September 1936). He also prepared a special issue for New Theatre (January
1935). Once in New York, Leyda was employed at the Film Library by a special
grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. He performed a range of duties, includ-
ing preparing, titling, and adapting films for the library’s circulating programs;
providing research assistance to students, writers, and other Film Library staff;
acquiring material for museum collection; preparing an index system for the
library’s films; and projecting films. John Abbott to John Marshall, memo, Oc-
tober 21, 1937, RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 250, Folder 2985, RAC.

17. MoMA Film Library, “Film Library Report (1937),” 27, 39, 40.
18. On the exchange of films by diplomatic pouch, see John Abbott to John

Marshall, letter, May 1, 1938, RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 250, Folder 2986,
RAC.

19. Barry and Abbott also began to collect an extensive assortment of
printed materials, catalogues, stills, production notes, and scripts. Some of these
acquisitions are listed in MoMA Film Library, “Film Library Report (1937).”
See also “Report of the Museum of Modern Art Film Library as of November
6, 1936,” Department of Film Series, SC-FSC.

20. Barry, “Film Library, 1935–1941,” 10. All inflections and commentary
belong to the original author.

21. See Barry, “Re: Film Staff,” letter, March 26, 1940, Department of Film
Series, Special Collections, Film Study Center, Department of Film and Media,
Museum of Modern Art. Staff members at this time included Abbott, Edward
Kerns, William Jamison, Allen Porter, Jay Leyda, Theodore Huff, Arthur
Rosenheimer (aka Arthur Knight), Helen Grey, Ann Warren, and Florence
West.
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22. “List American Films,” February 1, 1939, Department of Film Series,
SC-FSC.

23. Barry, “Film Library, 1935–1941,” 10.
24. Barry herself further speculated that in Germany, for instance, even the

small amount they paid in American currency for film prints was a much-
needed boost of “hard currency.” Barry, “Autobiographical Notes,” Iris Barry
Collection, Department of Film Series, SC-FSC.

25. Others were invited but were not able or not willing to come during
this period, such as Basil Wright, Benoit Levy, and Robert Flaherty.

26. See Jacobs, Rise of the American Film; Gilbert Seldes, The Movies
Come from America (New York: Scribner’s, 1937); and Harold Leonard, ed.,
The Film Index: A Bibliography, vol. 1, The Film as Art (New York: Museum of
Modern Art and H. W. Wilson, 1941). While at the Film Library, Barry also
translated Maurice Bardèche and Robert Brasillach’s treatise on film history,
which was published as A History of Motion Pictures (New York: Museum of
Modern Art and W. W. Norton, 1938). In 1940, she researched and wrote D. W.
Griffith: American Film Master, which was published that same year by the
museum.

27. Some of these notes are readily available as Eileen Bowser, ed., Film
Notes (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1969). The Film Study Center of
MoMA holds complete and original versions of these. David Bordwell has
identified the strong influence of the Film Library’s film notes on one of the
oldest film societies in America, whose own programs and notes drew heavily
on MoMA’s. See Arthur Lenning, ed., Film Notes (Madison: Wisconsin Film
Society, 1960), and Classics of the Film (Madison: Wisconsin Film Society,
1965). These are cited in David Bordwell, On the History of Film Style (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 277n31. For a brief discussion of
the importance of MoMA’s Film Library for Canadian film societies, see
Charles Acland, “National Dreams, International Encounters: The Formation
of Canadian Film Culture in the 1930s,” Canadian Journal of Film Studies 3,
no. 1 (1994): 3–26. For more on MoMA’s circulating film programs and univer-
sity-based audiences, see chapter 5.

28. Apparently, this led to at least one success. A course at the University of
North Carolina was to be developed directly by students in the Columbia class.
Iris Barry, “Miss Barry’s Report on the Work of the Film Library of the Mu-
seum of Modern Art,” March 21, 1940, RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R, Box 251,
Folder 2998, RAC.

29. MoMA Film Library, “Film Library Report (1937),” 7.
30. The National Board of Review held great significance for the museum

as it was an established organization with a national base of support. It was re-
plete with nationwide local chapters, radio programs, and several widely dis-
tributed publications that provided a crucial source of legitimation and infor-
mal collaboration. Many methods were adopted to obtain its sanction and its
resources. For instance, MoMA officials frequently made appearances and gave
speeches at board conventions. These speeches were usually published subse-
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quently in the pages of organization bulletins, ensuring an even wider audi-
ence for its self-promotional rhetoric. For instance, Alan R. Blackburn Jr., an
early museum administrator and friend of Phillip Johnson, made a speech at
the annual meeting of the National Board of Review in 1933. He worked hard
to dissociate the Film Library from the perceived elite remit of MoMA’s film
plans. He proclaimed: “Often the wrong interpretation is put on what is meant
by art in motion pictures. We are not primarily interested in the so-called artis-
tic pictures; we are interested in the picture you see every time you go to a mo-
tion picture house, in the commercial product mainly and chiefly.” He contin-
ued by asserting that movies “are the real American art of the past decade.”
“Creating Motion Picture Departments in Museums of Art,” National Board
of Review Magazine 8, no. 6 (June 1933): 8. John Abbott also gave a speech to
the board two years later in which he emphasized the library’s efforts to iden-
tify and affirm the “traditions and tendencies” in motion picture art and his-
tory. “The Motion Picture and the Museum,” National Board of Review Mag-
azine 10, no. 6 (1935): 6–8. For a complete list of early speeches and public
relations efforts, see “Rough Report on the Work of the Museum of Modern
Art Film Library as of April 13th, 1936,” RF RG 1.1, Series 200 R Box 250,
Folder 2984, RAC. Copies of some of these speeches are held in the Department
of Film Series, Archive Series, and Library of Congress Series, Special Collec-
tions, Film Study Center, Department of Film and Media, Museum of Modern
Art, New York. Many of these speeches appear to have been written by Barry,
though occasionally they were delivered by Abbott. Most of the drafts are in
her handwriting.

31. Two such radio programs of note are “The Motion Picture” (January
1935) and “What’s Art to Me?” [Program 6] (December 1939). The former was
part of a radio series entitled Art in America in Modern Times, funded by the
Carnegie Foundation and broadcast nationally on NBC. The series was orga-
nized by a representative group of museums and arts organizations. It included
individual programs on photography, design, urban planning, stage design, ar-
chitecture, painting, and movies. The program addressing film was written by
Barry. Alfred Barr and Holger Cahill coedited a book based on the series. Hol-
ger Cahill and Alfred Barr Jr., eds., Art in America in Modern Times (New
York: Reynal and Hitchcock, 1934). The “What’s Art to Me?” program in-
volved Cahill and Barry engaged in dialogue about how and why movies could
be considered art. Its content was decidedly populist, with Barry herself ex-
claiming that “great movies are great shows.” “What’s Art to Me?” Program 6
(December 2, 1939, CBS, 6:30–6:45 p.m. Cahill was a devotee of American art
and had advised Abby Rockefeller on her own collection. He had also acted as
museum director during Barr’s 1932–33 trip to Europe. Cahill was best known
during the period as head of the WPA Art Project. The script for this radio
show is held in the Department of Film Series, SC-FSC.

32. Barry’s publication record alone is surprising in its size and diversity.
See, for example, “Films for History,” Special Libraries, October 1939, 258–60;
“Motion Pictures as a Field of Research,” College Art Journal 4, no. 4 (1945):
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206–8; “Hunting the Film in Germany,” American-German Review, June
1937, 40–45; “Challenge of the Documentary Film,” New York Times, January
6, 1946, 1, 17; “The Film of Fact,” Town and Country, September 1946, 142,
253–56; “The Museum of Modern Art Film Library,” Sight and Sound 15, no.
18 (1936): 14–16; “Why Wait for Posterity?” Hollywood Quarterly 1, no. 2
(1946): 131–37; “Infant Days of the Movies,” Radio City Music Hall Weekly 1,
no. 22 (1936): 4; and “The Museum of Modern Art Film Library: Last Year and
This,” Magazine of Art 30 (1937): 41.

33. Iris Barry, “The Motion Picture,” in Art in America in Modern Times,
ed. Holger Cahill and Alfred Barr Jr. (New York: Reynal and Hitchcock, 1934),
91–93.

34. Barry, “The Film Library” (1944), 175. It should be noted that this was
an official museum publication, which suggests that Barry’s words were care-
fully chosen. It is quite likely that the library’s position was seen as far more
suspicious than this passage fully connotes.

35. For more on this, see Iris Barry to Rockefeller Foundation “Report,”
March 1, 1948, NAR RG 4, Series 111: 42, Box 139, Folder 1367, RAC.

36. This is discussed further in chapter 3. See also Russel Lynes, Good Old
Modern: An Intimate Portrait of the Museum of Modern Art (New York:
Atheneum, 1973), 111; Alice Goldfarb Marquis, Alfred H. Barr, Jr.: Missionary
for the Modern (New York: Contemporary Books, 1989), 128.

37. Abbott and Barry, “Outline,” 1–2.
38. Ibid., 2.
39. MoMA Film Library, “Film Library Report (1937),” 9.
40. Ibid., 7.
41. John Abbott to Abby Rockefeller, memo, June 7, 1935, MoMA Archives,

Early Museum History: Museum Matters, Film Library Committee, 1.7.12I.
The great majority of these screenings were held off-site because the museum
had no suitable space for projection. The screening programs of the museum
are discussed more fully in chapter 5.

42. Abbott and Barry, “Outline,” 8.
43. Ibid., 15.
44. Abbott argued similarly in other contexts. See Abbott,“The Motion Pic-

ture and the Museum”; and Abbott, “Organization and Work of the Film Li-
brary of the Museum of Modern Art,” Journal of the Society of Motion Picture
Engineers 28, no. 3 (March 1937): 295–99. In this latter article, Abbott asserted
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American Museum of Natural History

(AMNH), 45, 80, 86; auditorium,
154; and film and exhibit circula-
tion, 79–80; and film library, 79; and
lantern slides, 79; and MoMA Film
Library, 153; and radio broadcasts,
86; and 16mm, 79; and 35mm, 79

American Museum of Natural History
Library, 45

Anderson, “Broncho Billy,” 132, 158
Andrews, Roy Chapman, 86
Anémic Cinéma (1926), 61
Angels with Dirty Faces (1938), 157
Anthology Film Archives, 192
Armory Show (1913), 75, 88
Arnheim, Rudolph, 13; and film stud-

ies, 53
Arnold, Matthew 76
Arrangement in Gray and Black No. 1

(Whistler’s Mother), 185
Arsenal (1928), 168



art: academic study of, 86; audience
for, 2; and culture, 27–28; and social
reform, 75–77; reproducibility of,
68, 71, 72

art cinema, 26; early institutions of, 6;
history and examples of, 221n57;
modes of production, distribution,
and exhibition, 27

art films, viewing of, 1–2
Art Institute of Chicago, 114
Art News, 75
art reproductions, 185, 247n84
Arts, 75
Arts and Decoration, 14, 75
Association of School Film Libraries,

52, 231n61
Astaire, Fred, 124
Atonement of Goesta Berling (1923),

157
At the Crossroads of Life (1908), 185
Austin, Everett, Jr., 107, 251n120
avant-garde, 72–74; and American

filmmaking, 63

Balio, Tino, 37
Ballet Mécanique (1924), 61, 157
Bara, Theda, 158, 176
Barr, Alfred, 107, 125, 247n82; and

Bauhaus, 88, 101; and cine clubs and
film societies, 101, 188; critics of,
249n103; as director of MoMA, 69,
88–91, 101–3; and education, 87, 88,
94; and Sergei Eisenstein, 101–2;
and Eurocentrism, 101; and mass
museology, 94; and media technolo-
gies, 101; and modernism, 101; and
MoMA history, 88; and new tech-
niques of display, 94; and popular
culture, 87; and study of art history,
86–87; travel to Europe, 101; and
Vanity Fair’s “A Modern Art Ques-
tionnaire,” 88

Barry, Iris, 21, 116, 131, 142, 143, 103,
232n70; as cinephile, 110; criticism
of, 181; and Daily Mail, 103; dating
of films, 20; and D. W. Griffith, 181;
and film acquisitions in Europe,

115–17; and film as historical docu-
ment, 158–59; and Film Society
(London), 103; and Film Society
(New York), 41; and film study, 119,
164; film reviews of, 103–4; as first
curator of MoMA Film Library, 2,
110; and Hollywood films, 110; and
Pickfair event, 130–38; and purpose
of MoMA Film Library, 139, 193;
and Spectator, 103; taste in films,
249–50n106

Barrymore, Lionel, 132
Bateson, Gregory, 143
Battleship Potemkin, The (1925), 102,

152, 168, 172, 211n14
Bauhaus, 87, 89
Baxter, Douglas, 145
Bayer, Herbert, 87
Bell and Howell, 46–47
Benchley, Robert, 179
Benjamin, Walter, 32, 71, 185
Bennett, Tony, 8
Benson, Inge, 175
Bernhardt, Sarah, 173, 176, 179
Birth of a Nation, The (1915), 132,

152
Blackburn, Alan, 125
Black Pirate, The (1926), 178
Bliss, Lillie P., 88, 106
Blockbuster Video, 192
Boese, Carl, 117
Bohnenberg, Carl, 5
Bonn, Charles, 130
Book of the Month Club, 72
Boren, Virginia, 173
Boston Museum of Fine Arts, 77
Boston Transcript, 128
Bourdieu, Pierre, 27; and museum

studies, 70–71
Boy Scouts of America: and museums,

77; film reviews and evaluations, 13
Brabin, Charles, 179
Brancusi, Constantin, 61
Brandon, Tom, 42, 63
Braver-Mann, B. G., 180
Breen, Joseph, 11, 218n42
Breuer, Marcel, 89
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British Film Institute, 6, 114; National
Film Library, 115

Browning, Tod, 157
Brown University, 164
Brulatour, Jules, 129
Bryn Mawr College, 114, 164
Buffalo Courier Express, 85
Buñuel, Louis, 61, 113, 117, 163; at

MoMA Film Library, 118, 181
Bush, Steven, 10
Butler, David, 170
Butler, Nicholas Murray, 231n66

Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, The (1919),
117, 157, 171, 211n14

cable, 36
Cagney, James, 119
Calmettes, André, 179
Cameo (movie theater), 225n16
Camera Goes Along, The (1936), 163
Camille (1912), 179
Campigli, 61
Canadian Government Motion Picture

Bureau, 79
Canudo, Riccioto, 41
Capra, Frank, 179
Carnegie Foundation: and adult educa-

tion, 83; philanthropic activities of,
82

Carnegie Library, 144
Cavalcade (1933), 104, 158
Cavalcanti, Alberto, 163
CBS, 92
CBS School of the Air, 86
Cenere (1916), 179
Century, 14
Chalmers, Thomas, 138, 157
Chaplin, Charlie, 121, 126, 131, 179;

films at MoMA Film Library, 22
Chicago Daily News, 14–15
Chicago Examiner, 14
Chicago, University of, 164; and au-

diovisual lending libraries, 52
Christian Science Monitor, 169
Chronicles of America, The, 230n60.

See also Metropolitan Museum of
Art; Yale University

cine clubs, 34, 41. See also film clubs
cinema: anxieties about, 8; purpose and

utility of, 9; standardization and reg-
ulation of, 9; transformation of, 2–3

cinema of attractions, 219n49
Cinema Quarterly, 14, 58; and British

documentary movement, 59
Cinema 16, 192
Cinémathèque Française, 115, 252n13
cinematic learning, 34
Clair, René, 117, 126, 157
Cleveland Plain Dealer, 14
Clever Dummy (1917), 156, 158
Close Up, 14, 59
Club des Amis du Septième Art, Le

(CASA), 41
Cohn, Harry, 131
Colgate University, 164
College Affairs Committee (CAC), 55
Colour Box, The (1935), 117, 140
Columbia Pictures, 52; nontheatrical

division, 51
Columbia University, 164; and film

studies, 53–54, 119, 231n66
Coming of Columbus, The (1912), 132
Communist Party, 62, 90
Connecticut Yankee, A (1931), 170
Constructivism, 74–75
Cooke, Alistair, 118, 182
Cooper, Merrian C., 157; and Pickfair

event, 130
Cooper Union, 119
Copernicus, Nicolaus, 84
Cornell University, 164
Covered Wagon, The (1923), 138, 157,

176
Coward, Noël, 104
Crawford, Joan, 143
Crosland, Alan, 138, 156
Crowninshield, Frank, 92
Cruze, James, 138, 157, 176
cultural value: and cultural institu-

tions, 76; definitions of, 75; high,
low, and middlebrow, 71–73, 171,
185; increase and decrease of, 185;
politics of, 76; and television, 71

cummings, e. e., 41
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Dada, 74–75
Daily Mail (London), 103
Daily News (Chicago), 85
Dale, Arthur, 57
Dalí, Salvador, 61, 84, 117; paintings

and films of, 17
D’Amico, Victor, 96
Dangerous (1935), 170
Dartmouth College, 164
Dartmouth Film Society, 165
Darwin, Charles, 84
Daughters of the American Revolu-

tion, 140
Delineator, 169
DeLuxe Laboratories, 137
DeMille, Cecil B., 128; and film stud-

ies, 55
Desfontainnes, Henri, 173
DeVry, H. A., 50
DeVry Corporation, 50
Dewey, John, 100; and art education,

82–83; and film education, 55
Dial, 14, 75, 87
Disney, Walt, 92, 126, 156; animated

shorts, 42; and Pickfair event, 130,
138

Doctor Bull, 250n109
Doctor’s Secret, The (1900), 157
Dos Passos, John, 41
Dovzhenko, Alexander, 168
Dreier, Katherine, 75
Dreigroschenoper (Threepenny

Opera) (1931), 61
Dréville, Jean, 140
Dreyer, Carl-Theodor, 106, 157, 170
Duchamp, Marcel, 61, 75
Dulac, Germaine, 117, 157
Dupont, Ewald, 117
Duse, Eleonora, 179
DVD format, 5, 36, 191

Earhart, Amelia, 100
Eastman, George, 50
Eastman Kodak, 10, 46–47, 129, 137,

229n52; and celluloid, 47
Edison, 10
Edison, Thomas, 3, 50, 132, 155–56

educational films: production of,
230n60; study of, 35, 55. See also
Museum of Modern Art Film Li-
brary: and education

Educational Screen, 14, 55
Educational Services Department, 51
Eisenstein, Sergei, 25, 101, 104, 117,

121, 126, 168, 171, 211n14; and film
discourse, 13; films at MoMA Film
Library, 22

Encyclopedia Britannica, 49
End of St. Petersburg (1927), 102
Epstein, Jean, 117; and film discourse,

13
Ernst, Max, 61
Étoile de Mer, L’, (1928), 61, 117
Eurocentrism in American culture,

76
Exceptional Photoplays, 39
Execution of Mary Queen of Scots

(1895), 155–56
Experimental Cinema, 14, 114

Face of Britain, The (1935), 140
Fairbanks, Douglas, 130, 177
Fairfax-Jones, J. S., Esq., 117
Fall of the House of Usher, The (1928),

63, 117
Famous Players–Lasky, 53
Fantômas (1913), 117
Faust (1910), 156, 171
Faust (1926), 117
Federation Internationale des Archives

du Film (FIAF), 25, 115; founding
of, 125

Feuillade, Louis, 117, 157
Field, Marshall, 92; department store,

87, 92
Fields, W. C., 179
Fieninger, Lyonel, 87
film: archiving and exhibiting, 3, 4;

availability of, 193; as business, 7,
11; categorizing, 13; changing view-
ing sensibilities, 7; in churches and
national organizations, 9; control of
production and exhibition, 12; and
current events, 14; discourses, 19;
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and education, 50, 55–56, 78,
214n26; foreign, 15; historical, 173;
in libraries, 9, 214n26; as mass en-
tertainment, 8, 65; and multimedi-
ated culture, 18–19; in museums,
241n27; as object, 7, 8, 28; as perma-
nent record, 32, 60; and politics,
9–11, 14; preservation of, 3–4; prints
rental, 8; recycling, 3; repeat view-
ing, 8; reproducibility of, 7–8; in
schools, 50–51, 56, 214n26, 230n59;
shorts, 22; silent, 132–33; as techno-
logical artifact, 78; in universities,
231–32n66

film appreciation, 56–58
film archives, 34, 215n30, 253n15; as

cinematic institution, 6. See also
Museum of Modern Art Film Li-
brary: collecting and cataloguing
films

Film Art, 14, 25
film art: concepts of, 5, 25–28, 211n57,

251n120; aesthetic qualities of,
211n57; and ethnocentricism, 26;
and film societies, 44, 188; history
of, 211n57; and 16mm technology,
58. See also Museum of Modern
Art Film Library: and film art

film as university, 10
film audience, 5, 34, 65–66. See also

Museum of Modern Art Film Li-
brary: and audience

Film Booking Offices, 128
film clubs, 34
film communities, 41–43
film criticism, 14–15
film culture, 58; definitions of, 15; film

qua film, 6; and home entertain-
ment, 18–19; and modes of exhibi-
tion, 18, 37; and new technologies,
18, 37, 58; specialized, 6, 65

Film Daily Yearbook, The, 37
film distribution, 37
film education, 34, 53–58; movement,

57, 65. See also film studies
film exhibition, 35–36, 37, 38, 66, 170;

and amateur filmmaking, 64; and

cultural life, 18, 34; double-feature
format, 170; modes of, 18, 34, 36, 46,
64; nontheatrical, 35–37, 39, 44, 64,
188; and 16mm, 44, 46, 48, 66; tech-
nologies of, 7, 18, 19, 35–37, 45–48;
television, 44; theatrical, 35–37, 39,
44, 48, 192. See also film technol-
ogy; movie theaters; Museum of
Modern Art Film Library: film exhi-
bition

film festivals, 192
Film Forum, 42
Filmfront, 14
film gauges, 36, 44, 65; substandard

(non-35mm), 59. See also film tech-
nology; 16mm; 35mm

film history, concept of, 5, 37
film industry, 214n25; associations, 11;

attacks on, 9, 11; and copyrights,
111; and educational film, 10, 51;
and film art, 111; and film categoriz-
ing, 13; and film culture, 15–16; and
film in schools, 50; and film preser-
vation, 128; and Harvard Film Li-
brary project, 128; as “low-brow,”
128; and MoMA Film Library, 16,
111, 127–29; and public perceptions,
10; public sentiment against, 15;
self-preservation, 11, 129; and sta-
tus of cinema, 11; strategies of,
9–10; as vertically integrated sys-
tem, 15. See also Hollywood

film journals, 14
film libraries, 34, 52, 61, 188, 228n40;

annual subscriptions, 48; exhibitions
at, 49; and films as education, 50;
film exchanges, hire, and rentals,
48–49; and 16mm technology,
60–61. See also Museum of Modern
Art Film Library

Film Library (MoMA). See Museum
of Modern Art Film Library

filmmaking, amateur, 63–64
film practice, 37
film production, 37
film projectors, 48; nontheatrical, 36,

49; portable, 44, 49; self-operated,
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46; sound-on-film 16mm, 47. See
also film technology

film publications, 13–14. See also Mu-
seum of Modern Art Film Library:
publications of

film reception, 35
Films, 14, 126
films, old, 174–75
film series, 153–59, 162, 170, 175
film societies, 6, 7, 41–44, 188; and film

technologies, 44; growth of, 45
Film Society (New York), 41–42, 61
Film Society (London), 41, 103, 114
Film Spectator, 14
film studies, 44, 52–54, 66, 215n29;

and Great Books programs, 53
film studios, 5
film technology: acetate film (Pathé),

47; Ciné-Kodak camera, 46–47; con-
tinuous sound-reduction printer,
47; film format conversions, 47; dig-
ital, 188; 8mm, 36; Kodascope pro-
jector, 46; laser disc, 192; 9.5mm
standard format (Pathé Baby),
46–47; nitrate film, 47; Pathéscope,
47; safety-reversal stock, 46–47;
16mm, 36, 44–47; sound-on-film
projector, 47–48; synchronized
sound, 37; 35mm, 36. See also film
projectors

Film That Was Lost, The, 223n1
film viewing, 65
Fiske, Minnie, 179
Flaherty, Robert, 126
Florey, John, 63
Fogg Art Museum, 11, 127–29
Foolish Wives (1921), 152
Fool There Was, A (1915), 156, 158
Ford, Edsel, 92, 244n62
Ford, Henry, 44, 92
Ford, John, 170, 250n109
foreign-language theaters, 211n14
Forman, Henry James, 232n75
Fortune, 92
Foucault, Michel, 70
4-H Clubs, 77

Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse
(1921), 157

Fox. See Twentieth Century–Fox
Fox, William, 128
Freeburg, Victor, 53
Freeman, 75
French State Railways, 140
Freshman, The (1925), 157
From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychologi-

cal History of German Film, 145
Futter, Walter, 106

Gale, Arthur, 63
Gallery 291, 75
gangster films, 157
Garrison Films, 63
Gary, Brett, 144
General, The (1926), 157
General Education Board, 144,

235n86; funding of Association of
School Film Libraries, 52

General Line, The (1929), 102
George Eastman House, 25, 192
Gershwin, George, 41
Gibbons, Cedric, 103
Gillett, Burt, 103
Girl Scouts of America: American Girl

magazine, 169; and educational
films, 12; and museums, 77

Gish, Lillian, 132
Godard, Jean-Luc, 25
Goebbels, Joseph, 101–3
Gold Rush, The (1925), 131
Goldwyn, Samuel, 138; and Pickfair

event, 130, 131, 138
Golem, The (1920), 117, 157
Gomery, Douglas, 40
Goodwyn, Philip, 97
Gordon, Flash, 178
Gould, Symon, 225n16
Grand Illusion (1937), 211n14
Grass (1925), 157
Great Depression: effects of, 37; and

museums, 81
Great Train Robbery, The (1903), 132,

156
Greed (1924), 17, 157
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Green, Alfred, 170
Grenauer, Emily, 171
Grierson, John, 58; and documentary

cinema, 143
Griffis, Stanton, 129
Griffith, D. W., 25, 41, 121, 132, 152,

156; argument against Barry, 181
Griffith, Richard, 118
Gropius, Walter, 89
Gunning, Tom, 23

Hamilton, James Shelley, 41
Hand, David, 132
Hands (1928), 156
Hansen, Miriam, 15, 151, 190
Harper’s, 14
Hart, William S., 157
Harvard Business School, 11, 128
Harvard Film Foundation, 114
Harvard Film Library, 128; and film

industry, 128
Harvard University, 231n60; and art

history, 86; and audiovisual lending
libraries, 52; Department of Fine
Arts, 127; film archive, 127–28; and
film studies, 54

Haverford College, 114
Hayakawa, Sessue, 176
Hays, Will, 11, 51, 111, 127–28,

215n30, 231n66; and Film Library
Advisory Committee, 129; and Har-
vard Film Library, 128; and MoMA
Film Library, 129; and National
Archives, 127; and Pickfair event,
131

Hays Office, 51, 157. See also Motion
Picture Producers and Distributors
of America (MPPDA)

Hess, Rudolph, 113
Hill, Katherine, 173
Hitchcock, Alfred, 25
Hitchock, Russel T., 126
Hitler, Adolf, 89, 163
Hobsbawm, Eric, 76
Hollywood, 53, 171, 192; adaptations

of, 12; and classical films, 9; and cul-
tural and educational institutions,

10, 34, 50–51; and film education
movement, 57–58; films, negative
influence of, 12; and Great Depres-
sion, 37; and leisure industry, 37, 66;
and little cinemas, 40, 188; modes of
production, distribution, and exhibi-
tion, 9, 37, 53, 192; and MoMA Film
Library, 120; and movie theaters, 9,
35–36, 37; narrative and style, 9;
and public education, 33–34; and
synchronized sound, 37

Hollywood Quarterly, 141
Hollywood Spectator, 14
Hound and Horn, 14, 125
House & Garden, 92
Howard, Frances, 131
Howard, Sidney, 42
H2O (1929), 63
Huff, Theodore, 63
Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923),

176
Hunter College, 114
Huyssen, Andreas, 71, 74

impressionism, 75
Ince, Nell, 130
Ince, Thomas, 157
Indiana University, 164
Informer, The (1935), 170
Ingram, Rex, 157
International Exhibition of Modern

Art (1926), 75
International Film Arts Guild, 225n16
International Institute of Cinematog-

raphy (Rome), 114
International Review of Educational

Cinematography, 14, 55
International Style, 97
Intolerance (1916), 132, 156
invented traditions, 76
Irwin-Rice Kiss (1896), 132
Italian Straw Hat (1927), 117, 157
Iwerks, Ub, 138, 156

Jacobs, Lea, 57
Jacobs, Lewis, 118
Jazz Singer, The (1927), 138, 156
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Johnson, Phillip, 103, 107, 249n104
Johnson, William E. “Pussyfoot,”

113
Jolson, Al, 124
Julian, Rupert, 176
Julien Levy Gallery, 61
Juve contre Fantomas [Juve vs. Fan-

tomas] (1913), 157

Kandinsky, Wassily, 89
Katz, Samuel, 128
Kaufman, Stanley, 55
Keaton, Buster, 124, 157
Kennedy, Joseph, 128; and film studies,

54
Kent, Sidney P., 138
Kinetoscope, 3
King, Henry, 138
Kino Pravda (1922), 168
Kirstein, Lincoln, 41, 107; and Film

Society (New York), 125
Klee, Paul, 89
Klein, Charles, 63
Knight, Eric, 119
Knopf, Alfred A., 41
Kodascope Libraries, 49
Korda, Alexander, 103, 117
Kracauer, Siegfried, 118, 125, 145
Kress, 82
Kubrick, Stanley, 25
Kunsthalle, 91
Kunstmuseum, 91

Laemmle, Carl, 138
Land without Bread (1932), 163
Lang, Fritz, 117, 153, 157, 245n69
Langlois, Henri, 115, 252n13
laserdisc, 36
Lasky, Jesse, 128; and film studies, 53;

and Pickfair event, 130, 131
Last Card, The (1915), 157
Last Laugh, The (1924), 157, 168, 171
Lazarsfeld, Paul F., 143
League of Nations, 55
Léger, Fernand, 61, 157; at MoMA, 17,

113, 118
Legion of Decency, 11, 157

leisure industry, politics of, 76–77. See
also Hollywood

Lerner, Irving, 54
LeRoy, Mervin, 17, 157; and Pickfair

event, 130
Lescaze, William, 70
Lesser, Sol, 130
Levine, Lawrence, 75–77
Levy, Jean Benoit, 232n70
Levy, Julien, 41–42, 61, 232n70
Lewitt Cinema Picture Company,

228n40
Leyda, Jay, 61, 64, 163; and film stud-

ies, 54, 119; and MoMA Film Li-
brary, 116–18, 181

libraries, 68
Library of Congress, 25, 192
Life, 92
Life Cycle of the Oyster, The (nd), 49
Lighton, Louis D., 130
Linder, Max, 170
Lindsay, Vachel, 49; and film studies,

53
Little Caesar (1930), 17, 157
little cinemas, 39–40, 188; emergence

of, 6
Little Women (1934), 12
Lloyd, Harold, 157; and Pickfair event,

130, 131, 135, 138
Loew’s International, 51
Lorentz, Pare, 140
Lot in Sodom (1933), 63, 104
Love of Jeanne Ney, The (1927), 168
Love Parade, The (1930), 157
Loy, Mina, 61
Lubitsch, Ernst, 157, 171; and Pickfair

event, 130
Luce, Henry, 92
Lumière Brothers, 156, 170
Lye, Len, 117, 140
Lynes, Russel, 185

M (1931), 117
MacDonald, Dwight, 41–42
MacGowan, Kenneth, 130
Machine Age Exhibition (1927), 75
Madame Sans Gene (1911), 179
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Mamoulian, Rouben, 104
March of Time, 158
Mark of Zoro, The, 178
Marsh, Mae, 132
Marshall Field’s (department store),

87, 92
Marshall, John, 111, 142
Marx, Karl, 84
Marx Brothers, 124, 179
Marxism, 90
mass culture, 69–74; and art museums,

74
mass museology, 72, 73
materialism, and art, 73–74
Mayer, Louis B., 135
Medical Film Library, 229n53
Méliès, Georges, 156, 170
Mellon, 82
Mercanton, Louis, 173
Met, the. See Metropolitan Museum

of Art
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 129,

138; and educational films, 51; and
MoMA Film Library, 32

Metropolis (1927), 117, 157
Metropolitan Museum of Art (Met),

75, 78, 129
Mickey Mouse, 49, 124
Midi (1935), 140
Milestone, Lewis, 132, 138
Minnesota, University of, 164; and au-

diovisual lending libraries, 52
Mishkin, Leo, 173
Missouri, University of, 164
modern art: and consumer culture, 87;

definitions of, 73–74; disagreements
about, 101; and gender, 246n79;
New York reception of, 75; publica-
tions about, 75

modernism: and mass culture 74; defi-
nitions of, 73–74

Moholy-Nagy, László, 89
Monsieur Beaucaire (1924), 157
Morey, Charles Rufus, 86
Mother (1926), 168
Motion Picture Classic, 39
Motion Picture Daily, 135

Motion Picture Herald, 135
Motion Picture Patents Company

(MPPC), 227n30
Motion Picture Producers and Distrib-

utors of America (MPPDA), 11, 111,
114, 224n3, 235n86, 241n26; and
educational projects, 11; and film
appreciation, 12; and film’s histori-
cal value, 127; and films in educa-
tion, 50–51; and film studies, 54;
Production Code, 11; and schools,
230n59

Motion Picture Review Digest, 13
Mount Holyoke College, 164
Movie Makers, 14, 39, 64. See also

Amateur Movie Makers
Movies March On, The, 169
movie theaters, 19, 35; Acme, 40; ad-

missions, 37–38, 225n17; Cameo,
40; chains of, 38; commercial, 35, 37,
39 225n16; exhibitions of art,
247n84; 55th Street Playhouse, 40;
and Hollywood, 35, 38; jumbotrons,
36; Little Carnegie, 40, 106; little
theaters, 39–40, 188; and mass audi-
ences, 35; and technology, 37;
megatheaters, 18; picture palaces,
38; Radio City Music Hall, 38; Roxy,
38; third run, 4; Vieux Colombier,
41. See also film exhibition: theatri-
cal; little cinemas

Movietone News, 139
Movietone School Series, 51
Moving Picture World, 10
Mr. Motorboat’s Last Stand (1933), 63
Mumford, Lewis, 41; and Film Society

(New York), 125; Technics and Civi-
lization, 126

Murnau, F. W., 117, 152, 156–57, 168,
171

Musée de Jeu de Paume (Paris),
124–25

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), 1,
28, 176; and American Museum of
Natural History, 153; and anti-
institutional art, 74; and art dis-
courses, 93; and art galleries, 98;
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“Art through the Window” exhibit,
97; and Bauhaus, 89; catalogues, 98;
and changing ideas about film, 28;
and children’s art, 99; circulating ex-
hibits, 69, 90, 94–95, 97, 247n82;
and commerce, 246n79; and con-
sumer culture, 69, 98; and cultural
stewardship, 8, 122; criticism of,
244n60; Department of Architec-
ture, 101; and department stores, 94,
98, 245n72, 246n79; early history
of, 70, 75, 88–89; educational pro-
grams, 90, 94, 96–97, 122; and
everyday life, 100; and films as mu-
seum art, 1; film stills as postcards,
98; goals of, 90; internal debates, 94,
97; as Kunstmuseum and Kunst-
halle, 91; as living museum, 68–69,
91; and mass museology, 28, 72, 73,
94, 97, 100; and media, 69–70, 72,
97, 98–99; membership, 90, 98; and
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 75,
88; mobility of, 68, 72, 94, 98–99;
model for, 90; and modern art,
68–69, 88; movie theaters, 247n82;
and museum culture, 72, 76; and
new ideas about art, 99–100; and
new technology, 99–100; program-
ming, 94; and Progressive move-
ment, 96; publicity, 92–95, 97, 99,
168, 184, 247n82; publicity con-
tests, 248n88; radio, 69–70, 94–95;
and reproducibility of art, 71, 98,
99; research at, 145; and social re-
form, 74; and specialized audience,
13; and subway art, 99; trustees,
95, 101; Young People’s Gallery,
96

Museum of Modern Art exhibitions,
92–93, 100

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA)
Film Library, 1, 5, 29; acquisition of
films, 4, 108, 113, 115–17, 138, 148,
161; activities of, 16, 17–18, 24,
29–30, 34–35, 111, 119, 123,
149–50, 161, 191; admission, 150,

153, 165, 177; and American film in-
dustry, 16–17, 29, 111, 120, 127–29,
138–40, 189; and audience, 1, 4, 5,
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