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This is a paper that in its most general terms focuses more on the “geography” rather than 

the “theory” of film theory. It asks: what are the material and institutional conditions for 

the generation, circulation and writing of film theory. It focuses on one émigré film 

scholar, and situates him in relation to the institutional formations that enabled, shaped 

and were also transformed by his work. In this sense, this paper maps a complicated 

geography, one that spans places (Germany to America) and spaces (museums, libraries 

and governments at war), linking individuals like Kracauer to particular kind of traffic in 

film knowledge, a traffic that characterizes a certain period in time and connects some 

likely and unlikely people as well as ideas. 

________________ 

 

Shortly after his arrival in New York in April 1941, Siegfried Kracauer – scholar, critic 

and exile — found himself working at the recently established Film Library of the 

Museum of Modern Art (New York). Kracauer had met Iris Barry, the Library’s first 

curator, three years earlier in Paris at an unprecedented survey of American films, held at 

the Jeu de Paume. It was Barry and several other of Kracauer’s friends who encouraged 

and facilitated his initial contacts with the Rockefeller Foundation, the organization 

largely responsible for sponsoring Kracauer’s entry to the US. (Leo Lowenthal, Meyer 
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Shapiro and Iris Barry1).  It was the foundation that funded his early American research 

and writing – tasked he was with the study of “totalitarian communications in wartime 

film.” Kracauer’s known expertise on German cinema made him a natural aid in 

American efforts to study German propaganda. Rockefeller grants supported Kracauer as 

did other sources of income. This included a related contract MoMA had signed with the 

US government (Office of Inter-American Affairs), employing Kracauer and others to 

assess such propaganda as it came into the possession of American authorities.2 Early in 

1942, this work required that he travel from New York to Washington, D.C.; films 

deemed too sensitive to leave government hands awaited analysis. Arriving by train, 

Kracauer, along with his colleagues and fellow emigres Hanna Angel and Hugh Block 

were greeted by Barry. Her responsibility was to assist the refugee researchers by 

arranging for their accommodation, over-seeing their work and so on. It was also her 

chore to remind them of the confidential nature of their project, and of the pertinence of 

speaking English — rather than German — in wartime Washington. Given that they were 

all native Germans, and that they would be viewing Nazi films on the grounds of an 

active army base -- only a month after Pearl Harbor -- this point seemed all the more 

prescient. 

 Barry escorted them at once to their laboratory and screening room where they 

eagerly began their work. She then left them, and went off to an engagement at the 

Rockefeller estate just outside of the city. Shortly after arriving, the telephone rang. It 

was an urgent message for Barry: “Your German friends are in trouble. Come at once.” 

Describing herself as “frantic,” Barry rushed back to the military base to learn that 

Kracauer and the others had become so absorbed in their work — watching, analyzing 



 3 

and discussing films — that they neglected to observe visitor protocol. The gates to the 

base had been locked for the night. Their exit route was closed. And so, as any group of 

good exiles would, they began tiptoeing around the base, desperately seeking an escape 

route. Imagine, if you will, three nervous whispering Germans, in the dark, wandering 

around an American Army base in 1942.  Instead of discovering a route to sure safety, 

what they found was an agitated and notably armed guard. Kracauer — not known for 

his elegance of speech — attempted nevertheless to clarify the situation. At gun point he 

explained to the centurion: “Hush, hush, Ve are on ze zecret bizness.” They were 

immediately arrested.3 

In beginning with such an anecdote, I have intentionally furthered the common 

characterization of Kracauer’s life as one of “extraterritoriality” – as a dislocated exile. 

What I have just shared with you is, indeed, a day in the American life of Siegfried 

Kracauer — perhaps not entirely typical but certainly telling. From well respected 

cultural critic for the Frankfurter Zeitung less than ten years earlier, Kracauer had 

transformed into a freelance writer, a refugee, an exile intellectual, and failed but well-

meaning double-agent.4 It is, indeed, impossible not to imagine a general state of 

“outsiderness” and disorientation permeating his daily life. This transformation is even 

more striking if one considers the nature of his writings for the Zeitung. Characterized by 

Tom Levin as enacting a “phenomenology of the surface,” Kracauer’s work largely 

addressed critically the “cultural ephemera and marginal domains” of daily life as he 

encountered them in the urban theatre of Weimar Berlin: films, photographs, arcades, 

pulp novels.5 These objects were important for Kracauer partly because they provided 

insight as cast-offs, as the throwaways of modern life and as methods of critique aimed 
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against capitalism as well as the excesses and myopia of bourgeois culture. In New York, 

he worked under the aegis of a quintessentially bourgeois — albeit American bourgeois 

— art institution, one that positioned not only painting and sculpture but also many of 

these same objets -- films, photographs, urban architecture and even machine parts  — as 

aesthetic objects displayed partly to vindicate precisely those ideas about class and taste 

Kracauer so thoroughly rejected. Where once he embraced with reverent ambivalence 

mass produced consumer products — slapstick antics, the chorus line, the movie palace 

— he found himself in an environment that was designed to tame, to aestheticize, to 

politely display what was initially so potent and thrilling about mass ornaments and urban 

experience. 

It was also, of course, during this period, under the auspices of the Museum of 

Modern Art, that Kracauer completed one of his most canonical contributions to film 

scholarship, From Caligari to Hitler. While the recent interest in Kracauer’s Weimar 

writings and his relationship to fellow exiles has yielded some important reconsiderations 

of Kracauer’s work (his intellectual trajectory and the general significance of his brand of 

materialist phenomenology - Levin, Koch, Elsaesser)  the focus on his Weimar writings 

has done little to help us consider the material and institutional contexts in which he 

worked once in the US and in which he wrote what was then a most unusual book – a 

kind of experimental, interdisciplinary history, underwritten by the theoretical 

assumption that close analysis of films as emblems of a new kind of modern culture -- 

that careful examination of their visual motifs, narrative patterns, their image and use of 

sound -- could yield knowledge of an underlying national psychology.6  
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Kracauer completed this book in circumstances generally unfamiliar to us today. 

Unlike his better known Frankfurt exiles (Adorno, Horkheimer, Lowenthal) he had no 

steady institutional home; as one source of support was being exhausted, Kracauer 

persistently looked for another, repackaging himself partly according to who was paying. 

In other words, a somewhat broader approach to Kracauer’s early years in New York, 

reveals not only a dislocated author beholden to philanthropic funding, limited resources 

and armed centurions, but shows also that Kracauer was an active participant in 

American film culture and its emergent institutions, influencing the allocation of 

resources, contributing to public debate about film, as well as shaping institutional 

policies and procedures – which include research in the social sciences and the fledgling 

field of communications research. In other words, just as Kracauer was ever-the-exile, he 

also found temporary homes which were themselves visible and stable points on an 

emerging map of film institutions, media research and intellectuals -- both located and 

dislocated. 

In what time I have left I’d like to situate Kracauer in the context of American 

film institutions of the late 1930s and 1940s, paying particular attention to philanthropic 

and archival projects, namely the Museum of Modern Art’s Film Library, the Rockefeller 

Foundation, and the first state effort to systematically save films as historical and cultural 

objects at the Library of Congress. War-related research on propaganda provides a 

pronounced backdrop. Many of these institutions found in Kracauer the hope for an 

organized and methodologically sound American film study as well as a sound American 

study of mass communications. They also hoped he would help them better understand 

Nazi propaganda in particular and the ways in which film effected a new psychology in 
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general – at home and abroad. This impulse placed Kracauer firmly in dialogue not just 

with an emergent generation of film scholars but with an emergent American tradition of 

empirical research on mass media. Like many of his fellow emigres, this situation left 

Kracauer puzzled by the American inclination towards measuring culture instrumentally 

by filing papers with what Adorno referred to as the office of “Likes and Dislikes.” 7 

rather than the aesthetics and structures of modern cultural formations.  

 

OK – so, I want to describe for you some of the projects and the contexts in which he 

worked in order to essentially create a picture of an intellectual intimately interconnected 

with a motley assortment of institutions each seeking to facilitate thinking about cinema, 

usually with the goal of instrumentalizing the fruits of its labor to considerably different 

ends. 

 

MOMA 

The Museum of Modern Art opened in 1929, ten days after the stock market crash that 

marked the end of inter-war prosperity. A fundamentally American cultural enterprise, 

the museum was funded by wealthy patrons of the arts with tastes for the paintings and 

sculptures emerging from modern European art movements. Born of the longstanding 

pull in American 20th century museums between democratic accessibility and high 

aesthetic concerns, MoMA was chartered as a national educational institution, collecting 

and exhibiting what its trustees and curators deemed the “best” of modern art.  The 

museum was unusual in two key ways: 
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1) It set out to include traditional as well as industrial or mass media in its exhibits 

(design, architecture, films, photographs) (e.g. Useful Household Objects under 

$10; Design shows, Machine Art) 

2) It aggressively began to circulate such exhibits to other museums, schools, ladies 

clubs and even department stores. Radio shows, monthly bulletins, daily press 

releases, art and poster design contests, children’s drawing contests as well as a 

constant flow of journal and magazine articles further bolstered the museum’s 

national and daily presence. It functioned both as educator and as – what in later years 

would be called – a powerful new tastemaker. 

 MoMA’s media play must in part be understood as a result of a contemporaneous surge 

of interest in technologies of mass communication. Radio, picture magazines and synch-

sound film created new registers in which such institutions might expand their form and 

function. Emergent research in mass communications fashioned new concepts of 

community, audience, the public, education and “effects.” And, ascendant ideas about art 

and a museum’s place in public life found support in New Deal Projects such as the 

WPA, as well as Deweyan ideas about art and experience. MoMA’s quest to establish a 

national presence and a national public through mass media was a crucial part of the 

museum’s modernity. 

Perhaps nowhere were such shifts more salient than for understanding MoMA’s 

relationship to the medium of film. Long celebrated as a key factor in legitimating film as 

an art, MoMA’s Film Library, established in 1935 was mired in often overlapping 

rhetoric about modernity, art and a mass public.  The Film Library created a space in 

which films popular, ‘foreign’, feature and short, old and new might be saved, circulated, 
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seen, and – importantly – studied. Mirroring and significantly extending the programs of 

the larger Museum, the Film Library organized circulating exhibits, made almost daily 

press releases, scripted and performed radio shows, published its own widely circulated 

bulletins and film notes, placed articles in a range of little and mass publications and 

actively sold itself not only as a source for viewing films but more specifically as a site 

and resource for learning about films.8  

The Museum and the War 

Even before American entry into the war, MoMA had taken an internationalist 

stance on European events, curating a sizeable show in 1941 entitled: Britain at War, 

which included paintings, drawings, photographs and films; among these was an I’m sure 

“riveting” retrospective of British Gardening films -- bespeaking the museum’s 

considerable implication in genteel women’s cultural circuits. With the start of the war, 

the museum was rhetorically construed “a weapon in national defense.”9 Many of the 

exhibitions launched directly addressed war-related themes: citizen safety, war 

preparedness, arts therapy, anti-hoarding, camouflage, and wartime housing, to name 

only a few. The museum was also active in aiding refugees, assisting many artists, and 

scholars seeking sponsorship. Many museum personnel enlisted, often occupying 

privileged offices pertaining to national security and international operations.10  

The Film Library played a particularly active role in war-time projects, partly 

because of the prominence of film’s use as a tool of propaganda. Activities ranged from 

providing entertainment for soldiers to exhibiting examples of Japanese, Italian, Soviet 

and German newsreels to government officials. The library’s store of films and facilities 

were also used by several government agencies. Nelson Rockefeller who had been  
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Museum President (check year?) to head the Office of Inter-American Affairs, an office 

tasked with furthering hemispheric relations and good neighbor-policies throughout the 

Americas. His office – among other things -- circulated films friendly to American 

political and business interests in Central and South America (Feeney). Rockefeller’s 

close links to the museum further spurred the library’s involvement with OIAA activities. 

For instance, Luis Bunuel was charged with translating American propaganda — 

pursuant to the “good neighbor policy” — for circulation to South America. The Office 

of War Information assigned filmmakers such as Frank Capra, John Huston, and Anatole 

Litvak to study MoMA’s documentaries and newsreels in preparation for their own film 

projects, of which the “Why We Fight Series” is the most notable example. The third 

noteworthy contract was one that involved the review of seized German propaganda films 

(of which my opening anecdote was a part.) It was in this context that Kracauer worked 

daily, building a cave of books into which he would sink his head, creating momentary 

sanctuary from the bustle of activity surrounding him. It was also under these conditions 

that he completed two reports, one entitled “Propaganda and the Nazi War Film,” 

completed in 1942, and the second entitled, “The Conquest of Europe on the Screen: The 

Nazi Newsreel, 1939-1940,” completed shortly thereafter. 11 These reports – an indeed 

many of Kracauer’s film notes -- were widely circulated amongst government agencies, 

including the previously mentioned Capra film unit. Yes, Frank Capra was reading 

Kracauer. The former of these reports became a key chapter in From Caligari to Hitler 

(Princeton UP, 1946). 

Kracauer’s nationalist approach to film should not simply be understood as an 

effect of a readily identifiable and nationally bound enemy. The imaginative power of the 
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nation also figured prominently in the practices of the Film Library before the war, but 

certainly took on new pertinence during the war. As was the practice in cine clubs and 

film societies before MoMA, Film Library program notes were commonly written in 

accordance with national production histories; exhibitions were similarly designed, 

observing distinctly German, French, Swedish, Soviet and American cinematic traditions. 

Not only did this provide a context suitable for the kind of study Kracauer would 

conduct, it also provided many of  the resources employed to execute it, a fact he singles 

out  in his acknowledgements and in his bibliography to Caligari. In other words, the 

Film Library provided Kracauer with an unusual viewing context that allowed him to 

watching films over and over, or to review individual scenes repeatedly or even in stop 

motion. (transformed material conditions of study)  

It should also be said that, Kracauer’s study also served to legitimate the library’s 

undertakings, which were in these early years not entirely accepted by museum trustees 

or mindful government officials. In other words, it was far easier for the Library to 

legitimate its activities either by entertaining troops or by studying propaganda than by 

asserting the aesthetic accomplishments of slapstick. Kracauer’s indictment of Nazi 

propaganda was written for, and fell upon, a friendly audience, not only eager to 

contribute to the war effort by clearly identifying a source of enemy power, but eager also 

to authorize the importance of the novel possibilities of a film archive for generating 

socio-political knowledge.  

 

Rockefeller Foundation :   The Film Library was not alone in its investment of 

institutional resources towards film during these years. It found ample company in a 
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growing list of organizations great and small, national and international demonstrating a 

range of concerns in cinema, particularly those interested in cinema as a mass medium, 

and as force exercising profound effects on social life (Payne Fund, Educational Groups, 

Philanthropies). The Film Library’s primary source of funding came from one such 

source: the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, headed by John Marshall. 

The Humanities Division’s recently revised mandate tasked it with reorienting humanities 

funding away from “cloistered” research and towards individuals and organizations 

interested in “the obvious sources of influence of public taste today.”12 Well before the 

war, the Rockefeller officers were encouraged to divert funds away from Universities and 

scholars considered unfriendly to present-day concerns and socially useful knowledge 

and towards more relevant and engaged projects that would better serve “human thought 

and feeling.” New communications media such as radio, film and the popular press were 

singled out as a crucial part of any such project.13 The Rockefeller Foundation was also a 

well-known supporter of the new field of communication studies, sponsoring most 

famously the Princeton Radio Project, overseen by émigré Paul Lazarsfeld, and first 

American home for Theodor Adorno. The foundation was committed to understanding 

the new mediated environments it saw as constitutive of modern life. Much of the 

research they funded did not – notably – investigate ownership structures or the 

asymmetries of American radio, print or film industries. But, foundation officers worked 

to fashion Kracauer as a kind of missing link, inserting his expertise on cinema with the 

new interdisciplinary research on media effects.14 

The dedication of one foundation officer – John Marshall -- to Kracauer took on a 

life of its own. Not only did Marshall oversee the allocation to Kracauer of two sizeable 
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research grants, Marshall read a substantial proportion of Kracauer’s writing, making 

comments and offering enthusiastic support. Marshall’s belief that Kracauer was a unique 

and gifted scholar led him to dedicate considerable time to Kracauer’s situation, using his 

influence to secure Kracauer funding from other foundations and institutions. The 

numerous suggestions and schemes devised on behalf of Kracauer belie the tenuousness 

of his situation. As MoMA’s commitment to Kracauer was temporary, Marshall 

constantly encouraged Kracauer to find another more permanent institutional home. 

Included among such suggestions was that Kracauer might find employment with John 

Grierson in Ottawa, that he might become part of an envisioned American-Griersonian 

film center, that he write for the ideologue Henry Luce (a prospect that must have 

transformed Kracauer’s stutter into an outright body tremour) or that he find permanent 

position with the new archival project undertaken at the Library of Congress. (more on 

this in a moment).  

Kracauer responded to Marshall’s suggestions largely by making rather bold 

counter-suggestions. What he really wanted was his own film study center, suggesting 

repeatedly to Marshall that the Foundation give him money to “train” other analysts in his 

method. His own institute was preferred, but he assured Marshall that he would settle for 

a series of fellowships, to be granted to future students of his -- perhaps less formal -- 

workshops. 

Close examination of this series of correspondence suggest that while the 

Rockefeller Foundation provided a large portion of Kracauer’s income by funding the 

generation of further research and ideas present in Caligari, what Marshall was really 

interested in was the possibility less of a psychological history of German cinema and 
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more a method that could be “taken over and more extensively applied by other 

agencies,”15 characterizing Kracauer’s early notes for the project as “the basis for a valid 

grammar of the film.” 16Marshall deemed that the kind of film criticism exercised by 

Kracauer was a type of criticism that was “sorely needed” in the United States.17 

Marshall genuinely believed that Kracauer would find his institutional home by 

innovating a new form of American film and cultural criticism, much like he had done in 

Weimar Germany.18 This partly explains the 20-page appendix to Caligari wherein he 

outlines his method, defines terms and provides examples of his interpretive procedure — 

marking Caligari a gesture toward a pedagogical and ongoing critical project as much as 

a history of German cinema or a socio-historical theory of film. 

Marshall also encouraged Kracauer to connect his own work on film to the 

emergent and urgent body of work being generated by others shaping the burgeoning 

field of communications research. His first grant, technically to research “the study of 

German wartime communication through film” (rather than a history of German Film) 

was conditional upon coordination with the ongoing work on radio communication then 

undertaken by Ernst Kris and Hans Speier at the New School for Social Research.19 Kris 

and Speier contacted Marshall about collaborating with Kracauer and devised a plan that 

would facilitate linking Kracauer’s work to their own on radio news bulletins. Further 

connections were suggested to Lasswell’s work on press/print material. The goal was to 

cover all major media and all forms of communication -- written, spoken, pictures, sound 

– across media forms. (500 rpt in Culbert). 

Further, Marshall’s suggestions to forge a new kind of American film criticism 

also resonate with Kracauer’s other contemporaneous writing. Though little attention has 
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been paid to this body of work, Kracauer actively published articles in magazines and 

journals, such as The Nation, Harper’s, The New York Times, The New Republic, The 

Magazine of Art, and The National Board of Review Magazine — writing on a range of 

topics including American horror movies, Dumbo and Hollywood stereotypes. 

Particularly important was Kracauer’s continued effort to engage work undertaken by the 

social sciences, particularly research that fell under the label of “content analysis.”  In the 

journal Public Opinion Quarterly, Kracauer criticized overly quantitative analysis for its 

reduction and instrumentalization of meaning in the name of the scientific method. 

Insisting on the significance of contextual meaning, and texts as multi-directional vectors 

of meaning, as well as the importance of ambiguity, Kracauer persistently agitated for 

more nuanced approaches in the social sciences to audio and visual forms – making him 

not simply a film theorist but a participant in media theory and effects research. This 

critique of American empirical research on media resonated most profoundly with the 

work of his Frankfurt School colleagues, many of whom were also exiled in America 

during the war years. Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Leo Lowenthal being key 

among those who subordinated the goals of effects research to broader structural and 

philosophical investigations.20 

Kracauer’s work and ideas manifest in one other key ways which, in this paper, I 

can only briefly mention. The most important and perhaps least known of Kracauer’s 

influences is that on the Library of Congress project to save films as cultural and 

historical objects – also funded by the Rockefeller Foundation – and the first American 

state effort to acknowledge the importance of films — like books — as indicators of a 

nation’s historical wealth and record. The Librarian of Congress at the time, Archibald 
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MacLeish also worked at the Office of War Information, an organization with its own 

film policy: to forward “positive images of America,” essentially advancing America’s 

military projects by means of cultural content naturalizing American policies and ways of 

life with happy images of children and apple pies.21 But at the Library of Congress, the 

project of saving films as historical records took a more complex bent. First, there was no 

mandate other than MoMA’s to save films as broad historical records. The Library did 

not keep films for copyright purposes but sent them back to producers once registered. 

Government support was not forthcoming. Thus, the Rockefeller philanthropy actually 

paid the government’s library to save movies. Because they lacked facilities, MoMA 

agreed to perform review and evaluation duties for this project. Criteria were developed 

in consultation with Library of Congress staff. Rather than selecting films simply 

according to popularity or some notion of quality or accuracy of their record, the Library 

of Congress set about to build a national film collection according to two criteria: 1) 

direct records that supply positive images of American life (newsreels, actuality 

footage), a category Barbara Deming called “direct mirrors” and “replicas of human 

events” and 2) indirect records, or what we might tentatively call early-Kracauerian 

principles, saving not the best but seeking to save films-in-constellation, as dreams, and 

as maps to national consciousness, treating historical significance as a multi-layered and 

shifting question, mirroring — in the word’s of the project’s rationale — the complexities 

of the cinema specifically and, of modernity more generally. 22 Essentially, the criteria of 

the “indirect” record allowed for dark, ambiguous, figurative, aesthetically innovative 

films to be counted as viable and complex historical objects. These were of course the 

foundational theoretical principles of Kracauer’s earlier work for the Zeitung and also the 
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Caligari book, the latter of which he uses as opportunity to conceptualize films as “clues 

to hidden mental processes” (7) and as “conglomerations of external life” (7). The idea of 

popular films reflecting a national psychology or dream life indicates a strikingly 

different approach to “positive imagery” promulgated by other institutions of state during 

this period, suggesting the important ways in which what we might call film theory was 

at least entering into dialogue with more instrumental models of meaning taken up by 

powerful institutions. 

 

Conclusion: 

In short, this is a story about a film theorist that blurs the boundaries of the “film” in film 

theory partly because his geography was so complicated – at the micro and macro-levels. 

His writing on film was deeply shaped by his understanding of whole cultural moments, 

objects and images in historically specific constellations. Miriam Hansen has noted that 

only roughly 1/3 of his 2000 Weimar articles were devoted to film. Yet, once in the US 

his broad cultural interests narrowed in part because of necessity – because of war-time 

need for experts on cinema in general and foreign cinema in particular. On the one hand 

then are the American institutions that shaped Kracauer’s own research and writing 

which may or may not be different from his interests or his pure intellectual predilections: 

emergent film archives, philanthropies investing in interdisciplinary and newly relevant 

research, state agencies uniquely concerned to assess the sociological, psychological 

effects of cinema – domestic and foreign. The dominant paradigm however was not film 

as art or even so much the modernist ideals of film specificity, but media effects and the 

study of mass communications. Film was seen as part of a newly mediated and angst-



 17 

ridden world, integrated in its significance with other media forms as well as foreign 

threats (film as a foreign threat – foreign to particular nations to particular communities, 

to particular ideals of self takes on significance here). In this way, Kracauer tailored his 

work, siphoning off the more critical and Marxist undercurrents. Yet, one can also see the 

way that in the American context he became a proponent of profoundly interdisciplinary 

work on cinema (linking Irwin Panofsky to Georg Simmel and even to someone like Paul 

Lazarsfeld), agitating for a more complex approach to meaning in film and 

communication studies. This also entailed a more complex approach to the most basic 

ideal of historical significance embedded in the film object itself. Shaping the collection 

policies at the Library of Congress is no small matter, turning their policies away from 

more literal ideas about film’s capacity to serve as a record, including sensed realities, 

recurrent motifs, and collective dreams. 

…. 

It is perhaps not surprising that a critic like Kracauer — so concerned with the nature of 

film and history, the shadowy interface between memory, the past and its material 

remnants — would find himself in such intimate proximity to the quintessentially modern 

labyrinthine space of the film archive with its promise of limitless visual portals to the 

past and the present. Kracauer’s role in shaping these spaces is an under-acknowledged 

one. Both implicitly and explicitly, Kracauer was in dialogue with and worked to shape 

these emergent institutions of cinematic knowledge — through his writing, his method 

and his search for employment. His relationship to the Rockefeller Foundation provides 

an example of unforeseen affiliations often attendant upon generative moments in history. 
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In this case, a generative moment in film study where old films took on new relevance as 

complex and contested objects of critical, institutional and historical discourse itself. 

The 1930s marks the point at which studying films began to benefit from material 

and institutional infrastructures. Nevertheless, Kracauer’s extra-territoriality mirrors in 

many ways the extraterritoriality of establishing a form of film study independent of 

industry and state endorsement. Subsisting in an ad-hoc fashion, depending on scattered 

philanthropic support, sometimes challenged to establish the basic means of subsistence, 

and fuelled by a range of debates from many fields – university based and not.23  As a 

final comment, this seemingly odd confluence of forces — Kracauer, the Rockefeller 

Foundation, wartime film projects and the Museum of Modern Art — point not only to 

the material and ideological complexities inherent in the history of the film archive (as 

national monument, film exhibitor and institution of knowledge) but to the material and 

ideological complexities of film scholarship as well – in this instance also fully enmeshed 

with its other or castigated discipline of communication studies. Its successful as well as 

its failed projects serve to cast such institutions, projects and trends in new and important 

light, lending an over-looked perspective to the history of film, as well the history of our 

discipline.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1 See Martin Jay Permanent Exiles. Horkheimer also played a role here. As early as 1937, Horkheimer 
wrote to Kracauer who had been living in Paris since March 1933, tried to entice Kracauer to the US in part 
by alerting him to the “virtually complete collection of silent films dating from the beginning of the film 
industry…and an almost complete collection of films produced in Germany.” A lure that is nothing less 
than an outright lie. Qtd in Quaresima, xix. 
2 See  Iris Barry ““Brief Report on Work by the Museum of Modern Art Film Library on Contract OEMcr-
112 for the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs” (January 4, 1943) NAR RG 4, subseries 
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42 Box 139, folder 1367 10 pages. This report outlines work to date and in particular addresses the 
difficulty of procuring films for the purposes of such study. 
 
3 This story is recounted in Iris Barry’s autobiographical notes held in the Special Collections, FSC-DFM-
MoMA. 
4 Kracauer was born in 1889 and died in 1966. After his wife passed in 1971, a wealth of material was 
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5 Tom Levin “Introduction” The Mass Ornament 
6 Leonardo Quaresima suggests that the appeal of Kracauer’s German writing has eclipsed further 
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the book. XVII in “Introduction to the 2004 Edition” vx-lii Caligari to Hitler (Princeton) rpt 2004 
7 See Theodor Adorno  trans. Donld Fleming “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America” in 
The Intellectual Migration (Belnap Press, 1968) 338-370. 
8 (MoMA’s other interventions into film study: Columbia Course, Film Notes, supply of 
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encouragement of Film Societies and Study Groups; link to BFI)  

See Jay Leyda, “Have you Any books about the Movies?” rpt. Film History 10 pp 448-452 (1998) orig. 
Publishers Weekly (Sept. 1937); frequent mentions of books, production info., periodicals 
9 Whitney, qtd in Lynes Good Old Modern 233 
10 (Lynes, cite) 
11 (Dr. Lasswell, Chief of the Library of Congress Experimental Division for the Study of War Time 
Communications, published this report for the Division, Document 50). 
12 Bill Buxton “Reaching Human Minds: Rockefeller Philanthropy and the Social Sciences, 1935-39” The 
Development of the Social Sciences in the United States and Canada: The Role of Philanthropy (eds. 
Theresa Richardson and Donald Fisher, Ablex Publishing Co.: Stamford Connecticut, 1999) 177-192. 
13 Also encouraged was exploration of such media in relation to their ability to contribute 
to democratic models for education and by “promoting a culture of the general mind.” 
(qtd in Buxton, 180) This included public institutions, libraries, museums, individual 
research projects and community groups. For film, this meant considerable funding for 
what has been loosely termed ‘the film education movement’ (Jacobs/Acland), and it was 
the John Marshall’s interest in fostering new models for publicly-minded educational 
media that influenced the shape taken by the Film Library and the kinds of scholarship 
conducted with its resources. 
14 There were of course influential Griersonian precedents already set in London (GPO / 
BFI), and in Ottawa (NFB). Marshall himself was keenly interested in crafting an 
American Film Centre in the Griersonian style in New York. Further to this, MoMA was 
consistently encouraged by Marshall to forge links with other educational organizations 
and institutions. He was less interested in film art per se and more interested in film’s 
civic place within projects to elevate cultural standards. This conception of film included 
educating with film and about film. Crucially, it also involved developing models to 
nurture a particular conception of film that placed it  alongside other mass media as a 
player in the emerging models of mind emanating from mass communication research. 
While it is clear that several individuals influenced the plan to place Kracauer at MoMA 
in the first place, 
15 JM Diary/Interview July 7, 1941 re: Miss Iris Barry and Mr. Krakauer (sic) 
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16 JM Diary/Interview January 28, 1942 re: S. Kracauer 
17  (interview, John Marshall July 19, 1946) 
18 (letter, JM to IB, June 25, 1942) 
19 (Culbert) 
20 (critical theory and its assumption that a whole social totality must be brought to bear 
on any one aspect; dialectical in nature; preservation of negations of dominant order (art, 
philosopher, theory).   For Adorno’s personal view of his time in American and his relationship to 
American scholarship see: “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America”  The Intellectual 
Migration eds. Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 
1969) 338-370. The Frankfurt School was essentially relocated to Columbia where Horkheimer had 
relocated. Adorno ended up working partly for the Columbia-Frankfurt school and partly for the Princeton 
Radio Project. His relocation to New York from London was expedited because he agreed to work on the 
radio project. 
21 The OWI had a specific office called the Bureau of Motion Pictures which acted as the intermediary 
between federal agencies and the radio and motion picture industry. THE BMP issued a manual in 1942 
providing directives to film producers that assisted in furthering OWI goals. This manual was updated 
weekly. In general, the manual encouraged filmmakers to make films that promulgated general principles 
about the goodness of American democracy and the determination of the American spirit. More specific 
goals were also named such as the need to recruit more female nurses, thus the need to portray nurses as 
heroes of the war akin to soldiers. (Clayton Koppes and Greg Black “What to Show the World: The Office 
of War Information and Hollywood: 1942-1945” in The Journal of American History 64.1 (June 1977).  
 
22 Janna Jones “The Library of Congress Film Project: Film Collecting and a United State(s) of Mind” in 
The Moving Image 6.2 (2006) 30-51’ Barbara Deming “The Library of Congress Film Project: Exposition 
of a Method” The Library of Congress Quarterly  Journal of Current Acquisitions 2.1 (July-September 
1944): 5. 
  
23 (as distinct from the now-familiar attempt to legitimate film as an art by appeals to its aesthetic 
uniqueness or accomplishment. 


