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Abstract: This essay provides an in-
troduction to the discipline of “orphan 
cinema” as an outgrowth of the work 
of moving image achivists, ideological 
film analysis, and experimental film-
makers. The contradictory relationship 
between nontheatrical film, academic 
film scholarship, and Hollywood film 
production is briefly reviewed. Finally, 
the article introduces the “institutional 
film” as a central theme in the nontheat-
rical film genre analyzed throughout the 
special “Orphans No More” issue of the 
Journal of Popular Film and Television.
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Introduction: Orphan Definitions

The “Orphans No More: Ephemeral 
Films and American Culture” spe-

cial issue of the Journal of Popular Film 
and Television (JPF&T) is a response 
to a confluence of developments in the 
subgenre of “orphan cinema.” The edi-
tors of this special JPF&T issue were 
brought together when our own research 
into industrial films found us on one of 
many industrial/corporate/educational 
panels organized by Faye Riley at the 
Documentary Tradition, a themed con-
ference of the Film and History League 
Conference, in Dallas/Fort Worth, 2006, 
leading us to conclude that our relatively 
neglected field was beginning to receive 
attention. It seemed apparent to us in 
2006, and current publishing trends 
bear this out, that the field of orphan 
cinema is beginning to develop a legiti-
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Definitions, Disciplines, and Institutions

Orphan film: 
“it’s a motion picture  
abandoned by its owner . . .  
all manner of films outside of 
the commercial mainstream  
. . . and sundry other  
ephemeral pieces of celluloid 
(or paper or glass or tape  
or . . .” (Definition from the 
byline of The Orphan Film 
Symposium) 
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mate foothold in the broad realm of film 
studies. This issue brings writing from 
a range of different historical perspec-
tives and film analysis together in order 
to further this discussion.

The field has developed through the 
success of the Orphan Film Sympo-
sium, an annual event organized by 
Dan Streible since 1999. This unique 
conference has brought research on 
“orphaned” films and archival pres-
ervation film materials into the main-
stream of film studies. Additionally, 
the field has been popularized through 
Rick Prelinger’s collection of ephem-
eral films. His inclusion of digitized 
parts of the Prelinger collection in the 
Internet Archive (www.archive.org) and 
the donation of the large majority of the 
Prelinger collection to the Library of 
Congress have helped to make ephem-
eral and orphan films available for 
study. In the last ten years, the discipline 
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of film studies has begun to take notice 
of orphan and ephemeral film, including 
a regular presence of panels addressing 
nontheatrical film topics at the Society 
for Cinema and Media Studies (SCMS) 
and the International Communication 
Association (ICA). The contributions 
from The Moving Image: The Journal 
of the Association of Moving Image 
Archivists have also been enormously 
influential for establishing the study of 
orphan films as a field of study; addi-
tionally, two collections of nontheatrical 
film writing are forthcoming.

Much of the establishment of orphan 
cinema as a field of research—which 
includes films described as ephem-
eral, nontheatrical, educational, in-
dustrial, governmental, amateur, and 
sponsored—has come from work done 
by film archivists, amateur and profes-
sional collectors, and filmmakers. In 
1999, at the first orphan symposium, 
Gregory Lukow of the UCLA Film and 
Television Archive provided an account 
of how the term orphan film came into 
popular parlance through the passage 
of the National Film Preservation Act 

of 1992, and the subsequent Report on 
Film Preservation in 1993. These acts 
of Congress delineated the term as a 
“reified . . . new public policy meta-
phor” (Lukow), allowing preservation-
ists to navigate the murky waters of 
public funding for films with indefinite 
provenance. The orphan genre as a des-
ignator also tends to indicate that these 
were films that had been deemed, at one 
time or another, less valuable and dis-
posable—ephemera in the timeline of 
culture. The orphan cinema movement 
has encouraged scholars to examine 
these films as cultural artifacts whose 
production, distribution, and exhibi-
tion—as well as the texts themselves—
can tell stories about communities, in-
stitutions, governmental initiatives, and 
educational and social movements. This 
approach to film analysis, in turn, con-
tributes to the expansion of the scope of 
the field of film studies from analysis of 
representational objects to ideological 
analysis of lived and material culture.

In the last ten years, the discipline of 
film studies has begun to take notice  
of orphan and ephemeral films.

From Kinder, “The Motion Picture (Continued),” in Audio-Visual Materials and Techniques, p. 250.



 Orphans No More: Definitions, Disciplines, and Institutions 101

The title “Orphans No More” was 
meant as a nod to film archivists’ enor-
mous contribution to the development 
of this field in preserving these lesser 
films, while also extending the term to 
a newly emerging academic subgenre 
within film and media studies, broadly 
defined. In fields in which orphan re-
search is receiving interest—including 
film and video studies, communica-
tion, cultural studies, and American 
studies—there is newfound legitimacy 
to the work. As scholars, this accep-
tance has meant that we are no longer 
orphans; rather, we are able to see the 
larger patterns of theory and method in a 
community of other film and communi-
cation scholars who research obscure or 
devalued media products. New develop-
ments in these disciplines have begun to 
examine noncanonical areas of the his-
torical film record preserved in a wide 
range of nontraditional, as well as tra-
ditional, archives and collections. As ar-
chivists must ask and answer questions 
regarding which films are of value for 
preservation, scholars must address par-
allel questions of method and scholarly 
value when we study films not necessar-
ily considered of traditional aesthetic or 
economic value, either by Hollywood 
industry or formal artistic standards.

Disciplines and Orphans
In the development of the subgenre of 

orphan cinema there remains a story to 
be told—probably numerous stories—
of how specific genres of commonly 
orphaned film became orphaned by the 
academy. The forgetting of many large 
genres of nontheatrical film serves as 
the inverse history of film studies as a 
discipline; the research, study, and anal-
ysis of the medium of film began to be 
established as a discipline in the 1950s 
and ’60s. In this period, much of this 
study was based upon the argument that 
film was an art form, best understood 
as a language that produced meaning 
through formal cinematic conventions. 
In 1961, Robert Gessner introduced the 
first issue of the Journal of the Society 
of Cinematologists with a treatise on 
film in the humanities, calling for the 
establishment of film research grounded 

by the institutions in which they were 
once housed—eventually to be deac-
cessioned, discarded, and dispossessed 
from the physical locations of university 
and extension libraries.

Fundamental principles of the disci-
pline of film studies have valued film 
based on innovative cinematic lan-
guage—mimicking literary schools of 
new criticism in order to establish dis-
ciplinary legitimacy. Early film studies 
programs tended to elevate the cinema 
to an art form by valorizing the inde-
pendent creative director to artist or 
auteur and ignoring films produced as 
institutional discourse, rather than as 
individual expression. Of course, there 
have been challenges to the auteurist ap-
proach to film history in the discipline 

in a formal film language. In these early 
years, efforts to legitimate film study 
in higher education—housed in Eng-
lish departments—were equated with 
establishing film as a language with a 
set of pure, formal criteria. A few years 
later, in the same foundational journal, 
Jack Ellis would disdain much of the 
educational film genre for lacking con-
ventions of meaningful film grammar—
implying that a majority of the educa-
tional and sponsored films essentially 
were not film in this formal sense—and 
thus not valuable in the scholarly sense. 
Observed Ellis, “As long as educa-
tional filmmakers contribute only the 
technical competence of a writer in a 
Sears-Roebuck catalogue description 
their work will lack importance.” As a 
result of these early aesthetic standards, 
a large swath of the nontheatrical film 
field—outside of the avant-garde—was 
essentially excluded from legitimate 
film study.

Despite this exclusion, during the 
1950s and ’60s much of the production, 
distribution, and exhibition of nontheat-
rical films filtered through the libraries 
of extension schools and public univer-
sities—in the same period and often at 
the same institutions in which “cinema-
tology” and later “film studies” were be-
ing developed as an academic discipline 
(Butterbaugh; Weintraub; Loy; Pre-
linger). As early as 1945, Walt Disney 
had written the following in the Public 
Opinion Quarterly: “There are now 
48 state universities that conduct film-
lending libraries, and dozens of film ex-
changes supply individual schools with 
rented films” (119). (In fact, Disney’s 
commercial investments in educational 
film probably did little to ingratiate aca-
demic film scholars to the educational 
film genre.) Nonetheless, with this 
confluence of the nontheatrical and the 
development of film research, it might 
seem natural that the historical analysis 
of the sponsored educational and gov-
ernmental films produced and distrib-
uted by educational institutions would 
form some part of the core materials and 
practices of the discipline of film stud-
ies. This did not happen. It seems likely 
that this lack of scholarly attention has 
influenced a corresponding lack of care 

Films 
once used  

and  
produced by  

governments, 
schools, and  
corporations  
became the  
raw material  

for a  
broad range of  
nontraditional 

filmmakers who 
embraced this 

footage and 
used it to  

critical effect.
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since its inception. In 1979, Gomery and 
Allen introduced a contra-distinction to 
auteurism: “this ‘great works’ approach 
to film history substitutes transcendent 
values for historical causality, it is, we 
think, fundamentally ahistorical, if not 
anti-historical. Today a climate more 
favorable to the writing and researching 
of the history of film industry prevails 
because of renewed interest in ideo-
logical analysis of cinema.” A critical 
shift away from the early formal and 
auteurist bent of film studies ushered in 
ideological film analysis in the 1970s 
and ’80s, including a much needed ad-
dition of historical, industrial, and au-
dience analysis to the field, expanding 
film research to a broader media studies 
framework.

It is ironic to note that while formal, 
auteurist notions of film value often led 
scholars to ignore sponsored and educa-
tional film as valuable objects of study, 
underground film collectors and experi-
mental filmmakers as early as the 1980s 
began to renovate nontheatrical film 
genres for film studies. Cineastes found 
in these discarded films raw material for 
low-budget, experimental film projects, 
popularizing the films themselves with 
archival screening series and subversive 
film deconstructions. Films once used 
and produced by governments, schools, 
and corporations became the raw mate-
rial for a broad range of nontraditional 
filmmakers who embraced this footage 
and used it to critical effect. Experi-
mental filmmakers used found footage 
to tell the alternative and reconstruc-
tive histories of Western capitalist so-
ciety in the twentieth century (James; 
Mielke; Wees). A few of the classics 
of the found-footage experimental cin-
ema genre include the documentary The 
Atomic Café (1980); Craig Baldwin’s 
frenetic, experimental montage mania 
in Tribulation 99: Alien Anomalies un-
der America (1991); and the contempo-
rary experimental work of Bill Morri-
son and Gregorio Rocha (Cohen 2004). 
In the 1990s, orphan film screenings 
from innovators Rick Prelinger, Skip 
Elsinor, and others invoked a fascina-
tion for these often absurdist images of 
industrial America in a subculture of 
experimental film and study. In large 

part, it has been through these experi-
mental films and eclectic collectors that 
scholarly film research has come to ap-
preciate low-prestige institutional films 
as complex and conflicted ideological 
practices.

How can academic study of orphan 
cinema contribute to an expanded ideo-
logical framework of film study? The 
answer lies somewhere in the films’ de-
valued characteristics—the orphan film 
movement fits well into a historical film 
studies project that has refigured itself 
in the last thirty years away from stories 
told through “great works” and toward 
analysis of ideology and culture. Fol-
lowing this trend, orphan film analysis 
embraces the new cultural histories that 
include the stories of ordinary people 
and popular and commercial culture in 
historical, anthropological, and socio-
logical research (Schudson and Mukerji 
1–61). This issue of the JPF&T looks 
at the creation of institutional films for 
different publics. We discovered an in-
delible intersection between process, 
context, and distribution, in conjunc-
tion with the formal elements of film, in 
order to tell material histories of ideo-
logical circulation. The rewriting of film 
history to include the circulation of the 
films made by institutions for the pur-
poses of communicating with a public 
challenges the valorization of form over 
content, as well as some core hierarchies 
and research strategies in the field.

Institutional Films and the  
Public Sphere

There currently exist a few general 
overviews of the historical conditions of 
the nontheatrical film. In this “Orphans 
No More” collection, we have empha-
sized writing about films produced in 
institutional settings with institutional 
funding that support the ideological 
frameworks of the state, corporations, 
and the university, including both spon-
sored and amateur films as the material 
culture of institutional film projects. 
Each article in this collection concen-
trates on films produced by virtue of 
institutional funding mechanisms in 
collaboration with private and govern-
mental interests. These institutions use 
these films to communicate with partic-

ular audiences for the purposes of both 
political and social influence. In these 
studies, authors lay out some of the 
ideological conditions for film as a form 
of institutional dialogue with publics in 
the twentieth century, a role somewhat 
distinct from its uses as either art or 
entertainment.

These films were produced, dis-
tributed, or exhibited outside of Hol-
lywood’s traditional networks. Institu-
tions and producers involved included 
the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) film service; Southern black 
agricultural colleges supporting Booker 
T. Washington’s uplift movements; 
President Lyndon Johnson’s War on 
Poverty programs and the establishment 
of Appalshop [through both the Ameri-
can Film Institute (AFI) and the Office 
of Economic Opportunity (OEO); and 
General Motors’ and the Sloan Founda-
tion’s free enterprise economic educa-
tion agenda. Each institution, backer, 
and producer hoped to influence view-
ers using the films as more than simply 
entertainment—each saw film as an op-
portunity to educate, propagandize, and 
enlighten. Still, none of these institu-
tions or institutional discourses existed 
entirely outside of Hollywood. They op-
erated in dialogue, if not collaboration, 
with mainstream industry production 
cultures, narratives, funding sources, 
distribution networks, and exhibition 
strategies.

The four articles included in this is-
sue address specific, deeply researched 
institutional film practices developed 
through nontraditional and extra-Hol-
lywood means. The orphan film move-
ment is mischaracterized as simply a 
field of archival collection or idiosyn-
cratic film products, as newcomers to 
the field may infer. Some film orphans 
discussed in this issue have many simi-
larities of production, narrative, and 
even audience to that of Hollywood 
productions. Others are the product of 
individual and recognized artists. How 
the films discussed here differ from a 
mainstream Hollywood production is 
in their explicit goal to shape a public. 
In each case, the use of film was a part 
of larger institutional discourses that ne-
gotiated between public and private in 
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American life in the hopes of defining 
citizens, workers, and democracy.

In “John Henry Goes to Carnegie 
Hall: Motion Picture Production at 
Southern Black Agricultural and Indus-
trial Institutes (1909–13),” Allyson Na-
dia Field shows how Hampton College 
used a film narrative about John Henry 
in order to contrast a heroic folk hero to 
mainstream racist film images of Afri-
can Americans and Civil War history. 
The story of “uplift films” produced 
by Hampton illustrates both the ways 
that film was “of the people” and yet in 
dialogue with the mainstream. Through 
archival materials, Field re-
constructs the conversations, 
scripts, and production of 
films made by African Ameri-
can institutions of agricultural 
and industrial education, in 
the context of political debates 
between Booker T. Washing-
ton and white philanthropists 
over how best to accomplish 
the “uplift” of African Ameri-
can people. Field’s work 
highlights archival research 
as a tool for the reconstruc-
tion of films that no longer 
exist, recounting the public-
ity and public dialogue over 
representation, film, and other 
materials available through 
the Tuskegee Institute. With-
out the surviving literature 
and papers, these films do not exist, 
and we lose an insight into the oppos-
ing discussions and responses to Birth of 
a Nation (1915), a film that still incites 
our national rage and confusion about 
race. Field’s historical discussion of the 
filmmaking practices serves as a link to 
Stephen Charbonneau’s discussion of a 
much later period of rural, alternative 
filmmaking, while localizing an agricul-
tural college’s film project incarnates of 
the study of agricultural film invoked by 
Noah Zweig

Noah Zweig’s “Foregrounding Pub-
lic Cinema and Rural Audiences: The 
USDA Motion Picture Service as Cin-
ematic Modernism, 1908–38” is an ar-
gument for an expansion of some core 
notions of what constitutes early mod-
ern cinema, through the inclusion of the 

large body of agricultural film produced 
through the USDA. Expanding the his-
tory of both modernism and film with 
these less glamorous instructional films, 
also expands some foundational notions 
of modern genres, audiences, and what 
has been argued as “modern perceptual 
modes” invoked by the nature of film it-
self. Zweig discusses agricultural films’ 
differing exhibition practices, large Af-
rican American audiences, and how the 
films circulated from barn and grange 
screenings to the classrooms of urban 
immigrant school children—illustrating 
a significant point from Marx’s “Ger-

man Ideology” the dialectic relationship 
of rural and urban in the development 
of modern capitalism. The introduction 
of this very large and influential body of 
film, which shaped notions of modern 
film production in the first four decades 
of the twentieth century, in itself shows 
the value of the “adoption” of orphan 
film analysis. Closer attention to these 
films, Zweig argues, might find cultures 
of rural experience that a notion of mod-
ern film located entirely in the urban 
“cinema of attractions” fails to show.

Elizabeth Heffelfinger’s “Home 
Town Story: General Motors, Marilyn 
Monroe, and the Production of Eco-
nomic Citizenship” links us to a more 
traditional Hollywood genre orphaned 
because of its entirely conventional, as 
well as limited, aesthetic qualities. The 

B-movie Home Town Story (1951) fol-
lows a traditionally mainstream narra-
tive feature format, and Heffelfinger 
provides us with a careful description 
of the film’s narrative, production, ac-
tors, and audience. The example is im-
portant because it shows how these al-
ternative institutional productions were 
often looking for ways to break into 
Hollywood, or at very least harness the 
power of the Hollywood narrative for 
explicitly ideological purposes. The pe-
riod of economic education is also im-
portant for understanding the industrial 
film in the immediate postwar era. The 

story of economic education 
is particularly relevant in to-
day’s economic moment as 
it provides a history of how 
we, as a nation, have come 
to believe what we believe 
about the economy, natural-
ized through the narratives 
of Hollywood, public school, 
and effects research and all 
funded through the “philan-
thropic” ambitions of mid-
century corporate interests. In 
many ways, this is a core and 
underrepresented arena of or-
phan film research, rejected 
by film scholars of the period 
for its “commercial debauch-
ery” (Callenbach, p. 374) in 
favor of a film research proj-
ect that sought to emphasize 

the cinema as an aesthetic project rather 
then the many more ideological projects 
reflective of the period.

Stephen Charbonneau’s “Branch-
ing Out: Young Appalachian Selves, 
Auto-Ethnographic Aesthetics, and the 
Founding of Appalshop” frames how 
very different orphan films projects are 
linked by institutional discourses of lib-
eralism. As the Hollywood faux-feature 
produced by General Motors creates 
a dominant class discourse, Charbon-
neau points to how this intersects with 
the discourses of class negated by the 
notion of local and community artist—
the authors’ reading of this theme in the 
films of Appalshop reflects an aestheti-
cized film studies project and its ideo-
logical engagements with Hollywood. 
By analyzing the local community  

Each of the articles in 
this collection  

addresses the ways that 
institutions represent 

relationships of power—
including class, race,  
and rural identities— 

to a public.
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media in the Appalachian media center, 
Charbonneau reveals the institutional 
discourses of governmental poverty pro-
grams and the conflicted vocational and 
communitarian models of production. 
The article expands on traditional film 
studies method and speaks to a larger 
political economy of public and private 
institutions creating discourses of class 
through film production as well as film 
texts. Charbonneau’s analysis of the 
discourses of the Office of Equal Op-
portunity (OEO) and his close reading 
of the process and narratives of the film 
In Ya Blood (1971) bring policy studies 
and film studies together in a reading of 
class and local media production. The 
article provides a nuanced reading of 
the ways that government policy and lo-
cal media-communities collaborate and 
collude in the erasure of class and labor 
in favor of liberal individualist identifi-
cations—a discourse found throughout 
all four articles.

As Zweig argues, rural film exhibition 
strategies operated in a dialectical rela-
tion to modern urban film exhibition, 
while Field discusses how Hampton 
College planned and produced film in 
response to the racism of the Hollywood 
blockbuster Birth of a Nation. Similarly, 
the mainstream narrative feature of 
Home Town Story traveled varied routes 
to the nontheatrical educational realm 
of distribution and effects research, just 
as the rural youth of Appalachia were 
trained through Appalshop to travel a 
vocational training path toward Hol-
lywood film technician or community 
auteur. In many ways, these intersec-
tions tells us something intriguing about 
both orphan film and film itself: as an 
object of research, film can at times pro-
vide very material incarnations of how  
ideology circulates through groups and 
institutions in society at large—from 
“great works” to “little people” and 
back again.

These four articles complicate the 
significance of these orphans—they are 
not simply the equivalent of historical 
narratives of common or popular folk 
culture. These less mainstream films 
tell us a great deal about the ways that 
mainstream discourses of power circu-
late through contemporary culture. In 
the instance of powerful class narra-
tives discussed in the articles, we see 
the use of theatrical release and feature 
film formats as a means to popularize 
the closely aligned ideologies of Gen-
eral Motors’ and the Sloan Foundation’s 
economic education projects. However, 
one can also see how class narratives 
circulate through the alternative, even 
critical, discourses of the AFI’s support 
for community organizations of youth 
film producers, who learn to tell their 
stories through expressions of commu-
nal identification rather then class an-
tagonism. Both of these articles address 
distinctly different invocations of class 

From Kinder, “Physical Equipment for Motion-Picture Projection,” in Audio-Visual Materials and Techniques, p. 279.
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and types of orphan film, yet they are 
interrelated through the circulation of 
funding, formal conventions, and labor 
from Hollywood.

Each of the articles in this collection 
addresses the ways that institutions rep-
resent relationships of power—includ-
ing class, race, and rural identities—to 
a public. The power of film as a mecha-
nism for storytelling provides us insight 
into not just the ideological narratives, 
but the economic investments, the pub-
lic reactions, and the ways these nar-
ratives did or did not circulate. These 
become microcosms of how beliefs, 
embedded in material objects, circulate 
in cultural, economic, and lived condi-
tions. Field’s work shows black colleges 
and a black middle class who borrow 
from the power of African American 
folk narrative in their efforts to resist 
and critique Birth of a Nation. Field’s 
recreation of the production of these 
films makes explicit the resistance to the 
racist mainstream film messages such as 
the pernicious narrative of Birth of a Na-
tion by the black uplift movement. The 
story of Hampton College’s film pro-
duction is complicated as are all of these 
film stories. These film productions also 
illustrate inherently conservative mes-
sages in the uplift movement and the 
invocation of folk culture. Zweig’s ar-
ticle similarly shows the reinforcement 
of narratives of race produced by the 
federal government in agricultural edu-
cation films of the same period. These 
articles expand our notion of how film 
in this era operated to circulate racial 
and class meaning both from the white 
mainstream and the government and 
from an African American middle class 
to the white, rural, working class.

Conclusion
The films discussed in this issue (with 

the exception of In Ya Blood) are for the 
most part not reflective of individual 
creative accomplishments but of cultural 
discourse, and their value lies in their 
commonness: they reflect particular 
intersections between institutions and 
audiences, rather than the uniqueness of 
individual authors or films. Orphan cin-
ema is far too large a category to cover 
inclusively, and there are certainly many 
instances of orphan cinema as reassess-

ments of lost great works or individual 
filmmakers. The films we have chosen 
here address the interests of Elizabeth 
Heffelfinger and myself. As scholars 
of the industrial genre, we found our-
selves drawn to work that contributed to 
an ideological analysis of the orphaned 
cinema category, which we dub for this 
issue “The Institutional Film.” In par-
ticular, these films frame a wide range 
of institutional discourses that negotiate 
private institutions, state institutions, 
and the public, such as the university 
and the public, the state and the commu-
nity, private foundations and the public, 
and the community and the state. Each 
of these discourses can be seen to ad-
dress questions of how institutions of a 
modern liberal democracy produce film 
for a variety of the publics in American 
culture.
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