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Introduction

Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau

Reminiscing about his days as a union organizer, David McDonald, the former
president of the United Steel Workers of America, relates the following anec-
dote. According to McDonald, in order to get steel workers to join the union,
the union organizers used a technique

which we called ... visual education, which was a high-sounding label for a practice
much more accurately described as dues picketing. It worked very simply. A group of
dues-paying members selected by the district director (usually more for their size
than their tact) would stand at the plant gate with pick handles or baseball bats and
confront each worker as he arrived for his shift."

“Visual education” here serves as a euphemism for the ostentatious threat of
physical violence against workers unwilling to join the union. What is more,
“visual education” is put on display at the factory gate, which is, of course, a
key site of industrial culture, but also of film history. Workers leaving the fac-
tory have been a staple of industrial photography since its introduction in the
second half of the 1g9th century, and workers leaving the factory, plus a dog,
were the subject of the first Lumiere film. However, the anecdote deals with
workers arriving at the factory rather than leaving; apparently, changing the
direction of the worker’s physical movement and moving the time of the obser-
vation to the beginning of the shift rather than its end reveals something that is
not quite as obvious in either the photographs of workers leaving the factory or
the Lumieére film.

The story highlights a relationship between visuality, power, and industrial
organization that in one form or another may well have run through a good
part of the history of modern industrial societies. Unions, for one, became a fact
of life throughout these societies in the second half of the 19th century, which
coincidentally is about the same time that the workers leaving the factory
started appearing in photographs. Certainly, the story does not involve the use
of film but rather another visual medium, the tableau vivant, albeit one formed
by a troupe of thugs armed with bats and pick handles rather than a group of
ladies and gentlemen styled in the fashion of old paintings. Moreover, its pur-
pose is not primarily aesthetic in nature. The visuality of the display, however, is
still indispensable to its effect, which, together with its organizational purpose,
makes it relevant to the present undertaking. Tracing and analyzing films in
and on industrial organizations is the main concern of this volume.
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In terms of output, industrial and commissioned films are definitely among
the most prolific formats or genres in film history. Still, little scholarship has
been devoted to this corpus of films, and almost none of it with a view to the
field of knowledge and power evoked in McDonald’s anecdote. Most studies on
industrial films come from social historians and historians of technology, who
tend to value moving images as source material rather than objects worthy of
interest on their own. In cinema studies, the criteria employed for selecting
worthy objects of study seem to preclude any prolonged engagement with uti-
lity films, with the exception of the early films of canonical directors such as
Alain Resnais or Jean-Luc Godard. However, relative to the wealth of material
in industrial film archives that apparently lacks artistic distinction, such speci-
mens are in short supply. Accordingly, any attempt to use the holdings of the
industrial film archive as raw material for the production of academic auteur
criticism will lead to a trickle rather than a stream of exciting scholarship.* As-
suming, as this volume does, that films made by and for the purposes of indus-
trial and social organizations constitute the next big chunk of uncharted terri-
tory in cinema studies,® one cannot but agree with collector-archivist Rick
Prelinger, a pioneer in the field of industrial-film research, when he states that
“it would be a great leap forward for cinema studies if we were able to avoid
the auteur theory this time.”*

But how, indeed, if not through the auteurist lens, should the film scholar
approach such films? What, if anything, can film scholarship contribute to an
understanding of this material? What kinds of questions that images of and for
industry pose can cinema studies help to answer with its particular set of analy-
tical tools? And if the purpose of industrial and other utility films is not to pro-
vide, first and foremost, an aesthetic experience of the artistic kind, which theo-
retical models and frameworks should be employed in examining these films in
order to explain why they look the way they do and better understand their
purpose?

In various ways, these are the questions that the contributions in this volume
address. If there is one common answer to be found in the essays that follow, it
is the assumption that the films discussed here cannot be divorced from the
conditions of their production and the contexts of their use. Far from constitut-
ing self-sufficient entities for aesthetic analysis, industrial and utility films have
to be understood in terms of their specific, usually organizational, purpose, and
in the very context of power and organizational practice in which they appear.
As Thomas Elsaesser points out in his contribution (as well as in his other work
on industrial films), all industrial films have an occasion, a purpose, and an
addressee, or an Auftrag, Anlass, and Adressat, rather than an auteur. Further-
more, as the editors of this volume propose in their joint contribution, there are
the “three Rs” or areas of purpose that media in general and films in particular
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can serve in industrial organizations: record (institutional memory), rhetoric
(governance) and rationalization (optimizing process).

A good part of the film scholar’s work when addressing industrial films, one
might argue, lies in the search for the three As and the three Rs to complement
the actual film. As found in the archive, the films constitute traces of the forms
of social and industrial organization which they once served, and, more often
than not, their intelligibility depends on the degree to which a reconstruction of
these frames of organization is possible. Of necessity, then, as objects of knowl-
edge, industrial films transcend the boundaries of the material object of film
found in the archive and refer to a dispositif, a complex constellation of media,
technology, forms of knowledge, discourse, and social organization.”

But, if production histories have long been part and parcel of film analysis,
particularly for approaches such as the Bordwellian “historical poetics” of film,
industrial films call for a different kind of approach. Production histories of fic-
tion films reveal the situations that produced the films. What is at stake in in-
dustrial and utility film research is not just the institutional framework in which
the film was produced, but also, and perhaps first and foremost, the situation or
constellation that the film produces. Assuming that films, like other media at
work in social and industrial organization, from writing and graphics to the
telephone and the computer, provide the condition sine qua non for the emer-
gence of certain types of social practice such as large-scale industrial production
and globalized financial markets,® industrial films are perhaps best understood
as interfaces between discourses and forms of social and industrial organization.

Industrial organizations, like all forms of organization, are based on knowl-
edge and its transferability. Some kinds of knowledge, such as an experienced
worker’s specific skills, remain implicit and are not transferable.” Technical and
administrative knowledge, however, is eminently transferable and allows for
the emergence of functional hierarchies and the differentiation of professional
roles and the division of labor. Furthermore, control in organizations, and parti-
cularly large organizations in competitive markets, depends on knowledge in
the sense of informational feedback about specific operations and their success.
If we thus understand organizations as systems of knowledge and knowledge
transfer aimed at creating certain kinds of outputs, their emergence in turn de-
pends on the availability of technical media that store and transmit information
and thus allow for the transfer of knowledge, such as the telephone, the compu-
ter, or film.

More often than not, industrial films are supposed to directly translate dis-
course into social practice, which is particularly obvious in training and educa-
tional films, such as the management films discussed by Ramén Reichert in his
contribution to this volume, but also in the union films discussed by Stefan Moi-
tra, whose visual strategies provide guidelines for political action. At the same
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time, industrial films, like other media, document social practice and create
feedback for social and industrial organizations, thus facilitating their operation
and their adaptation to changing environments. What is at stake in industrial
film research, then, is the complex interrelationship of visuality, power, and or-
ganization, and specifically how film as a medium creates the preconditions for
forms of knowledge and social practice.

In that sense, industrial film research might best be understood as part of an
epistemology of media in a broader sense, a project guided by a set of questions
that have thus far been most prominent in certain areas of the history of science.
At the same time, industrial film research points to a domain circumscribed by
Foucault’s concept of governmentality, i.e., the dependence of modern forms of
governance on certain types of knowledge, particularly statistical knowledge
concerning entire populations. If the contributions in this volume provide a sur-
vey of relevant topics in industrial film research and, through what they discuss
as much as through what they omit, create a map of possible topics for future
research, they also provide the outlines of a field of research in which epistemo-
logical questions related to media and political questions concerning govern-
ance, knowledge, and power can be brought together in a new form of inquiry
with a potential to impact both film and media studies and political and social
science. For, if epistemological inquiries into the role of media in science tend to
neglect the social realm beyond the space of the lab and the scientific commu-
nity, governmentality studies, closely following the lead of Foucault himself, are
generally oblivious to the role that media, and particularly technical media,
play in constituting the power relationships that they analyze and discuss.

In that sense, the essays in this volume may also be read as contributions
towards the project of a historical epistemology of media in social and industrial or-
ganizations that translates specific historical findings into a systematic frame-
work that helps us better understand how social practice emerges from certain
forms of knowledge and their configuration with (technical) media.® If film
scholars tend to be sensitive to ideology in representations but rarely say much
about social practice beyond the screen, sociologists and political scientists care
only about social practice and tend to neglect how much of it is mediated, not
least through the cinema screen. Industrial film research, this volume would
like to show, provides a chance for both to overcome the specific limitations of
their methodologies and mindsets. It may help the social scientist understand
just how carefully chosen a euphemism “visual education” is in our introduc-
tory anecdote, and it may help the film scholar better comprehend the impact of
visual displays, even when there is not a single frame of film in sight.

The contributions in this volume are divided into six sections. Section I, “Na-
vigating the Archive,” brings together three contributions of a methodological
nature. In “Archives and Archaeologies: The Place of Non-Fiction Film in Con-
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temporary Media” Thomas Elsaesser situates industrial films within a broader
research agenda concerned with non-fiction film and provides a series of theo-
retical handles that may prove useful in future research. In “Record, Rhetoric,
Rationalization: Industrial Organization and Film” Vinzenz Hediger and Pa-
trick Vonderau propose a framework of analysis that differentiates between the
film medium’s specific organizational functions. And finally, in “Vernacular Ar-
chiving,” a conversation with Patrick Vonderau, Rick Prelinger discusses some
of the issues involved in the archiving of industrial and other “ephemeral”
films, as he proposes to call them.

Section II, “Visuality and Efficiency,” brings together a series of case studies
that discuss issues of knowledge, visuality, and efficient industrial organization,
with most of the six contributions focusing on early cinema and paracinematic
visual practices such as the slide show. In “Early Industrial Moving Pictures in
Germany,” film historian Martin Loiperdinger provides a survey of the repre-
sentation of industrial production in early German cinema. In “Layers of
Cheese: Generic Overlap in Early Non-Fiction Films on Production Processes,”
Frank Kessler and Eef Masson discuss process films in terms of their strategies
of address and visual representation, demonstrating the extent to which the vi-
sual vernacular of the industrial film was formed outside organizational dis-
course in popular film forms, only to be imported into the rhetoric of industrial
organization later on. Scott Curtis proposes a new perspective on the work-
study films of Frank Gilbreth in “Images of Efficiency,” highlighting their for-
mal strategies as part of the discourses of contemporary management theory
rather than taking the films and their claims of improved efficiency at face val-
ue. In “ “What Hollywood Is to America, the Corporate Film Is to Switzerland’:
Remarks on Industrial Film as Utility Film,” Yvonne Zimmermann proposes a
post-auteurist approach to industrial films, arguing from the wealth of such
material in Swiss film archives. Gérard Leblanc discusses the complex web of
relationships that condition the work of the industrial filmmaker in “Pous-
sIERES: Writing the Real vs. the Documentary Real,” taking a film by Georges
Franju on the prevention of health hazards in postwar France as his example. In
“Thermodynamic Kitsch: Visuality, Computing, and Industrial Organization in
German Industrial Films, 1928/1963,” Vinzenz Hediger discusses the introduc-
tion of computing technology in German industrial production and its repre-
sentation in industrial films, arguing that computing technologies induce a spe-
cific crisis of visibility in the representational strategies of industrial films.

Section III, “Films and Factories,” comprises case studies of the use of film in
specific corporations. In “Touring as a Cultural Technique: Visitor Films and
Autostadt Wolfsburg,” Patrick Vonderau discusses film and the visual strate-
gies of the guided tour of Volkswagen’s main factory in Wolfsburg, Germany,
and proposes an analysis of the factory visit as a specifically modern “cultural
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technique,” i.e., a technique that transforms unproductive resources into pro-
ductive ones. In “Corporate Films of Industrial Work: Renault (1916-1939),”
Alain P. Michel traces the uses of photography and film at the Renault car fac-
tory, while Michel and his co-authors Nicolas Hatzfeld and Gwenaéle Rot pro-
vide a companion piece to cover the rest of Renault’s company history in “Film-
ing Work in the Name of the Automobile Firm: The Renault Case (1950-2002).”
Together, these two essays represent one of the very first comprehensive com-
pany histories with regard to the use of photography or film available to date.
In “Eccentricity, Education, and the Evolution of Corporate Speech: Jam Handy
and His Organization,” Rick Prelinger traces the company history of one of the
most prolific North American producers of industrial films, while Faye Riley’s
“Centron, an Industrial/Educational-Film Studio, 1947-1981: A Microhistory”
provides another company history of a particularly tenacious provider of indus-
trial-film services based on first-hand accounts and archival research. And final-
ly, in “Films from Beyond the Well: A Historical Overview of Shell Films” Rud-
mer Canjels studies the relationship between film work and company policies of
the Royal Dutch Shell corporation, one of the main energy corporations in the
world, in a historical perspective.

Section 1V, “See, Learn, Control,” brings together five contributions that focus
on aspects of film and governance. In “The Personnel Is Political: Voice and
Citizenship in Affirmative-Action Videos in the Bell System, 1970-1984” Heide
Solbrig analyzes the strategies of address employed by the educational films a
major American telecommunications company produced with regard to a key
policy issue of the past few decades, affirmative action. Ramon Reichert’s essay,
“Behaviorism, Animation, and Effective Cinema: The McGraw-Hill INDUSTRIAL
MANAGEMENT Film Series and the Visual Culture of Management,” discusses
the visual strategies of postwar US management-education films in light of
ideologies of governance and control. In “Technologies of Organizational
Learning: Uses of Industrial Films in Sweden during the 1950s” Mats Bjorkin
shows how industrial lobby organizations used film to attune Swedish corpora-
tions to the new teachings of cybernetic management theory, while Valérie Vig-
naux traces the work of an industrial-education cinématheque in France in “The
Central Film Library of Vocational Education: An Archeology of Industrial Film
in France between the Wars.” Stefan Moitra dissects an important corpus of the
film work of West German labor unions, a major factor in the Germany’s post-
war “economic miracle,” in “ ‘Reality Is There, But It's Manipulated.” West Ger-
man Labor Unions and Film after 1945.”

Section V, “Urbanity, Industry, Film,” contains three essays that explore the
relationship between film, urban planning, and industrial development. In his
contribution on the city of Zlin and the Bat’a shoe factory in the Czech Republic
Petr Szczepanik demonstrates how city planning, industrial organization, and
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media use, from telephone to film, were intricately intertwined in this model
city built in the Moravian countryside in the 1920s. In “A Modern Medium for a
Modern Message: Norsk Jernverk, 1946-1974, Through the Camera Lens,” Bjorn
Serenssen discusses the Norwegian mining and steel town Mo i Rana, a key
example of state planning in the postwar era and a prestige project whose
changing fortunes can be traced through the film work devoted to the project.
And finally, in “Harbor, Architecture, Film: Rotterdam, 1925-1935,” a study of
an early case of city branding, Floris Paalman shows how film played a major
role in providing the port city of Rotterdam with a modernist self-image and
implementation of the relevant architectural policies. Concluding the volume,
the last section of our book combines an essay by historian and archivist Ralf
Stremmel on potential future avenues of industrial film research with an anno-
tated international bibliography of industrial film scholarship by Anna Heymer
and Patrick Vonderau.

Finally, one omission in this volume needs to be addressed: The collection
does not include an essay on Sovjet industrial films or from a socialist country.
Being at the stage that it is, this area has as yet to be addressed in industrial film
research. While we purposely wanted to avoid an auteurist approach to indus-
trial rhetoric in classical Sovjet cinema, few if any scholars at this point have
developed a sustained interest in the archival holdings of industrial films in the
former Sovijet republics and former socialist countries of central Europe beyond
the auteurist canon. At least judging from the case of the National Film Archive
in Prague, these holdings are considerable and promise to be rewarding for fu-
ture research.

For the English translations and revisions of the manuscript, our gratitude
goes to David Hendrickson and especially to Steve Wilder for his many helpful
suggestions.

Translations were made possible through a generous grant from the Alfried
Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach foundation.

Notes

1.  Quoted in Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagfla-
tion, and Social Rigidities (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1982),
p. 21.

2. But how exciting such scholarship can be. See, for instance, Edward Dimendberg’s
detailed analysis of Alain Resnais’ LE CHANT DU STYRENE, which, for reasons of
space, could not be reprinted here but should be consulted by the interested reader.
Edward Dimendberg, ““These Are Not Exercises in Style’: Le Chant du Styréne,” Oc-
tober, 112 (Spring 2005), pp. 63-88.
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“Uncharted Territory” was, of course, the title of a pioneering workshop organized
by Daan Hertogs and Nico de Klerk at the Nederlands Filmmuseum in 1996 which
set the pace and the agenda for the study of early non-fiction film. See Daan Her-
togs, Nico de Klerk, Uncharted Territory: Essays on Early Non-Fiction Film (Amster-
dam: Stichting Nederlands Filmmuseum, 1997).

See the conversation between Patrick Vonderau and Rick Prelinger in this volume.
We are referring to the notion of dispositif proposed by Michel Foucault rather than
the dispositif of 1970s film theory, which refers to the material and technological con-
ditions of film screenings and aims at a critique of the ideological implications of the
screening.

For a detailed discussion of media as a prerequisite for the emergence of large-scale
industrial production from the 1g9th century onward, see JoAnne Yates, Control
Through Communication: The Rise of System in American Management (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).

For the concept of implicit knowledge see Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: To-
wards a Post-Critical Philosophy (New York: Harper, 1962).

The term “historical epistemology” is borrowed from Georges Canguilhem.
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Archives and Archaeologies

The Place of Non-Fiction Film in Contemporary Media
Thomas Elsaesser

I am not a specialist on industrial film. However, I decided to accept the invita-
tion to make this contribution because I realized that there are at least three,
possibly even four distinct areas of work that I am currently engaged in that
touch upon - and indeed intersect with — the Gebrauchsfilm or utility film, of
which the industrial film forms such an important corpus. My motto in this
respect is that “there are many histories of the moving image, only some of
which belong to the movies.””

Media archaeology

First of all, there is a broad historiographic project I have been involved with. Its
aim is to try to identify the different genealogies that make up the histories of
the moving image in order to come to a fuller understanding of the different
cultural logics and technological dynamics that both unite and separate film,
television, video-installation work, and the digital media. Under the general ti-
tle of Film History as Media Archaeology, I have been especially focused on isolat-
ing particular moments of media transfer and media convergence. The key ones
we eventually selected are the period of early cinema from the 1890s to 1910, the
coming of sound in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the emergence of television
and video in the 1950s and early 1960s, and finally, the transfer from photo-
graphic to digital images in the 1980s and 199os.

In each case — whether generically identified as actuality or travel film, cur-
rent-events film or documentary, or still oscillating around more unstable classi-
fications such as avant-garde, advertising, experimental, educational, propa-
ganda, public-service film, or promo spot — the non-fiction film seems to have
played either the role of intermedia, as appetizer, trial balloon, and lightning
fuse, or it has existed as a legitimate but parallel cinematic universe — sometimes
also called “Expanded Cinema,” about which film history so far has been lar-
gely ignorant or deliberately silent.”

Another way of approaching this truly vast and uncharted corpus, to which
the industrial film centrally belongs, would be to speak about the non-entertain-
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ment uses of the cinematic apparatus over the past hundred years. The Amster-
dam project has been inventorying some of these non-entertainment histories of
the moving image under what I have called the three S/M practices of the cin-
ematic machine: surveillance and military applications, surgery and medicine, and
sensoring and monitoring. I recently edited a book on Harun Farocki, where nota-
bly the first 5/M practice, i.e., surveillance and military uses, is being extensively
thematized.? Farocki, an increasingly well-known German media artist and the-
orist, has — in addition to his recent installations relating to the notion of surveil-
lance (Ich glaubte, Gefangene zu sehen, Die Schopfer der Einkaufswelten) — a long
and exemplary filmography dealing with industrial films, training films, proce-
durals, test films, and aerial reconnaissance photography.* A colleague of mine,
Jose van Dijck, has written on surgery and medicine, in a study called The Trans-
parent Body (2005).”> Together with Lev Manovich I am also working on a project
dealing with Augmented Space and Intelligent Surfaces, which will look at em-
bedded information in our built urban and domestic environment, that is, the
increasing presence of sensors and interactive devices which passively register
our presence or provide information when actively accessed.® Although none of
these media archaeologies or S/M practices is specifically focused on the indus-
trial film, I see our endeavor in this direction to offer potentially interesting in-
sights and fruitful cross-referencing with scholars and archivists working on the
industrial film.

Cinema Europe

Another line of inquiry that has already obliged me to engage with the indus-
trial film proper comes out of a four-year funded doctoral research project I set
up for some 12 Ph.D. candidates, called Cinema Europe. Of the various sub-
projects, at least three are directly relevant to our topic. One is concerned with
Architecture, Urbanism and Cinematic City in Europe. Floris Paalman’s doctoral
thesis is centered on the mediatization of Rotterdam over the past 60 to 8o years.
Here, hitherto barely identified and virtually anonymous creators of the photo-
graphic and cinematic iconography of the city such as Andor von Barsy are
given their due, e.g., for industrial films featuring the harbor, bridges across the
Maas, and other public works. However, the point is not to unearth forgotten
“auteurs” of the art of cinema, but to make a city the central reference point,
indeed the veritable “auteur” of a body of work that crosses the media (film,
photography, audio records) and genres (documentary, fiction, training, indus-
trial, advertising), while providing something like a living memory and neural
network for a major European city’s changing self-image and media self-presen-
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tation. A second sub-project concerns the intersection of industry, technology
and the cinematic avant-garde during the period of the coming of sound. On
this topic, Malte Hagener has completed a comprehensive re-examination of
the leading avant-garde filmmakers’ involvement with, among other things,
commissioned films for large-scale engineering projects; political parties; com-
panies in steel production, electrical appliances, shipping, tourism, radio, and
other consumer goods and services.

The third project was a study that I myself conducted — in connection with the
DEFG research project Geschichte des Dokumentarfilms in Deutschland — of the non-
fiction films made in connection with modern architecture in the 1920s, notably
films associated with Das Neue Bauen and in particular, Das Neue Frankfurt.”
Again, the chief aim was to put a strategically located city — known for ship-
ping, aviation, architecture, and finance — at the center of audiovisual produc-
tion during a specific period of rapid growth and urban renewal. The somewhat
surprising realization I came to was that conventional wisdom, namely that the
architectural avant-garde and the cinematic avant-garde were natural allies and
made for each other, turned out to be in need of some historical revision. When
I looked at the (rather meager) result of this alliance, and began to speculate on
the reasons for it, I realized that two assumptions were mistaken. One was that
architects saw film as the most avant-garde and most appropriate medium to
promote and propagate their ideas and work. It turned out that they invariably
seemed to prefer still photography, well-designed books and pamphlets with
modern typography, industrial catalogues and trade publications over cinema
films. Even postcards seemed to have been a more congenial and certainly more
popular advertising medium for modern architecture than film.®

The other assumption I had to question was that, if architects looked to the
cinema as a medium, they would naturally prefer avant-garde film forms, such
as Russian montage cinema or Dada collage films to the sober and conventional
formats of the documentary or educational film. However, many of the films
made about Das Neue Bauen fit much better into the then prevalent formats of
the industrial film, the training film or possibly the Ufa Kulturfilm than the
avant-garde or experimental film, with the exception perhaps of a film by Hans
Richter, DiIe NEUE WOHNUNG (1930). However, one of the films, DIE STADT vON
MORGEN, an internationally very well-known film made in 1929/1930 and
usually credited to one Dr. Max von Goldeck, turns out, on closer inspection, to
owe its fame more to the animation work of the once more well-known though
also notorious Svend Noldan than to the direction of the otherwise totally un-
known Goldeck.

The case of Noldan, a brilliant animator of maps and graphics and a key fig-
ure in the history of the industrial film, the newsreel, and the propaganda film
(who threw in his lot with the Nazi Party before continuing his career after the
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war with BASF, the successor of IG Farben), somewhat recalls the situation of
both Walter Ruttmann and of Andor von Barsy. But he also reminds me of an-
other figure, featured in a study done some years back by Martin Loiperdinger,
around a symptomatic misunderstanding between an avant-garde filmmaker
and his corporate client. The filmmaker was Willy Zielke, the client the
Deutsche Reichsbahn, and the film was DAs STAHLTIER (1934). The direction of
the Reichsbahn in Munich had wanted a film that celebrated the centenary of
the German railway’s achievements and advertised the amenities and comforts
of modern rail travel. Zielke, a former cameraman with Leni Riefenstahl, on the
other hand, saw it as his chance to make an avant-garde masterpiece, in the
tradition of the Russian masters Eisenstein and Vertov, or inspired by the Bol-
shevik agit-prop trains that had pioneered new concepts of film projection, edu-
cation, and display. The film, not surprisingly, was refused by the Reichsbahn,
and for many decades all but disappeared. However, rather than the misunder-
standing being one of politics — here the National Socialist Reichsbahn, there a
crypto-Bolshevik filmmaker — I tend to think the clash was one of culture, be-
tween two kinds of modernism: between an avant-garde high-art modernism,
of revolt and revolution, and an avant-garde of industrial modernism or com-
mercial modernization, of advertising and design, serviced more by filmic
modes modeled on industrial films than experimental style and formally inno-
vative technique.

The conclusion I drew from my study of Bauen und Wohnen films was that, in
examining a particular corpus of non-fiction films, it is perhaps advisable to
suspend all pre-existing categorizations, such as they have evolved in film his-
tory around “documentary,” “avant-garde,” or “experimental,” just as much as
“advertising film,” “fascist propaganda film,” or “politically progressive” film-
making. Rather, it is better to assume, in the first instance, that non-fiction film-
making (but many fiction films as well), especially during the 1920s and 1930s,
but possibly at other times as well, functioned as part of a Medienverbund. By
Medienverbund 1 mean, in the first instance, a network of competing, but also
mutually interdependent and complementary media or media practices, fo-
cused on a specific location, a professional association, or even a national or
state initiative. In my case, the location for such a Medienverbund was the city of
Frankfurt (or, in Floris Paalman’s project, Rotterdam), but the Bauhaus can also
best be understood as a Medienverbund, as can the agit-prop initiatives of the
Russian Revolution. In the 1930s, the German Propaganda Ministry was an ex-
ample of a state-controlled Medienverbund, since Goebbels had clearly studied
the principles of the earlier (left-wing) media networks.

In other words, if today the political labels left and right have become ques-
tionable, so has the traditional avant-garde argument around media-specificity.
Both seem unhelpful at best, if they are not revised in the direction of factoring
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in the question of technological constraints and possibilities on the one hand,
and the issue of institutions — industrial, party political, or governmental — act-
ing as funding bodies on the other, in broadly conceived media offensives,
aimed at influencing the newly mediatized public spheres. Networks of artists
are, of course, familiar from avant-garde movements, such as Futurism, Expres-
sionism, Dadaism, Surrealism. Its members often not only had close personal
ties with each other (shared schools, shared wars, shared women), but espe-
cially in Europe, they tended to congregate or converge in nodal cities, notably
Paris, Zurich, and Berlin, with the possible addition of Rotterdam, Frankfurt,
Stuttgart, Dessau, and Vienna in the case of architects and designers. But what I
understand by network and node in the concept of the Medienverbund would
also include the creative energies bundled in company towns such as Eindho-
ven (headquarters of Philips), Jena (Zeiss), Zlin (Bata works) and no doubt Es-
sen, Bochum, and Wuppertal as well. There, filmmakers often found work in
the areas of research and development, as well as in the design and advertising
departments. Avant-garde directors like Walter Ruttmann, Joris Ivens, George
Pal, Alexander Hackenschmidt were able — through company commissions — to
make use of the latest technical equipment and the resources, and to develop
new film forms, for instance, in the fields of animation, the combination of live
action and trick photography, or special effects. In addition, once one adds some
of the other S/M practices I mentioned, such as the use of film/moving images
for recording processes and documenting phenomena of the natural sciences,
such as biology and zoology, then other networks and nodes become visible.
For instance, once one locates some of the films made at the intersection of
science, entertainment, and education (as represented in Germany by the Ufa
Kulturfilm), then filmmakers such as Jean Painlevé in France, ]J.C. Mol in the
Netherlands, Martin Rikkli, and Svend Noldan in Germany emerge as auteurs,
part of another avant-garde in their crucial role as formal innovators, but also as
pioneers in extending the uses and applications of the cinematic apparatus.

In this more historio-pragmatic, as opposed to essentialist, perspective I tried
to summarize in the rule of the three A’s that need to be applied to a non-fiction
film when trying to classify it, but also when attempting to read and interpret it.
These A’s are “wer war der Auftraggeber” (who commissioned the film), “was
war der Anlass” (what was the occasion for which it was made), and “was war
die Anwendung oder der Adressat” (to what use was it put or to whom was it
addressed). These are, you will have realized, precisely the questions avant-
garde artists or documentary filmmakers do not wish to be asked or routinely
refuse to answer, since they fear it compromises their standing as auteurs and
artists. Histories of the documentary film have often in the past been motivated
by a desire to carefully write out of their accounts of auteurs, of styles and
movements, any evidence of the industrial or commercial sponsorship, institu-
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tional or governmental funding, even though these commissions were largely
responsible for making the work of these auteurs possible.

For the scholar or student, however, the three A’s are the first line of inquiry.
They are not always easy to identify, and often require extensive research in film
archives, government agency records, and also company files, publicity materi-
al of trade fairs, Werkbund exhibitions, or professional conferences. I remember
a student of mine a few years back, whom I had shown a Messter film from
1916, called DAS STAHLWERK DER POLDIHUTTE WAHREND DES WELTKRIEGS (The
Steel Foundries of Poldihiitte During the Great War), of which, at that time, the
Netherlands Filmmuseum possessed the only copy. She became so fascinated
by the film that she undertook a six-month, ruinously expensive research tour,
which finally led her to a small mining town in Silesia and extensive studies of
the Wittgenstein family archives in Vienna.® Even so, she only scratched the sur-
face. We know next to nothing about what the film was used for: to advertise
the precision ordinance produced there, as propaganda intended to impress the
enemy, or as birthday present to Leopoldine Wittgenstein, after whom the steel-
works were named. Thus, there is much about this extraordinary industrial film
focusing on the steel production of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and its
temporary conversion into a munitions plant during World War I that still
awaits clarification, before we can do more than note that the narrative follows
the standard trajectory or process-as-progress, from raw material to finished
product, with the intended irony that the finished products are mortar shells
and grenades, rather than kitchen utensils or machine tools.

Similarly, a barely nine-minute film about the famous Frankfurter Kiiche
from 1927 not only led me to a little-known film company in Berlin, the Hum-
boldt Film AG, which specializes in the compilation of industrial films or de-
monstration films of new building materials or techniques into feature-length
programs, for distribution to specialized exhibition venues, it also made me re-
view the relation between the media hype of this particular prototype and its
actual success or failure on site and in use. Again, I realized that while the film
— commissioned by the then chief city architect Ernst May to promote Das Neue
Frankfurt — was hardly seen or distributed other than as part of a traveling ex-
hibition, following a screening at a CIAM conference held in Frankfurt for inter-
national architects, urbanists, and town planners, a particular photo of the
Frankfurt Kiiche appeared in every architectural journal. The photo, not the
film, is now immortalized in scores of architectural histories — so much so that
museums all over the world have begun to feature replicas of the Frankfurt
kitchen, as if it was a Duchamp ready-made or had always been intended
mainly as a piece of installation art.™®
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Preservation and presentation of the moving image

The third Amsterdam project through which I encountered the industrial film is
a new graduate program I initiated in 2003, called the Professional Master in
Preservation and Presentation of the Moving Image, which is taught at the Uni-
versity in conjunction with the Nederlands Filmmuseum, the Hilversum Televi-
sion Archive, and the Rotterdam International Film Festival (as well as invol-
ving professional placements or internships at six to eight other museums,
archives, and festivals in the Amsterdam-Utrecht-Rotterdam region).

Without wishing to blow our own trumpet, it should be pointed out just how
unusual such an academic program still is in Europe, and how difficult it has
been to initiate active cooperation between professional archives and universi-
ties. For me, it symbolically signals an end — at least at the local level of Amster-
dam — to some 60 years of suspicion, distrust, and downright hostility that ex-
isted between archivists and academics. Legion and legendary are the stories of
scholars being refused access even to official film archives, funded by taxpayer
money, presided over by archivists who guard their treasures with a compul-
sive obsession worthy of Alberich of the Nibelungen and who surround their
holdings with the secrecy worthy of the KGB. Two factors have begun to
change this situation. One is that, since the mid-1970s, archives have realized
that, faced with the increasingly desperate situation around their nitrate hold-
ings and the lack of funds for preserving them adequately on safety stock, they
are in need of wider public support. One source of such support was the new
generation of film historians, interested especially in early cinema and the ori-
gins of the medium, which I have already referred to. The so-called New Film
History not only brought into the archives experts that could help identify, clas-
sify, and catalogue hitherto anonymous or fragmentary material, it also — via the
scholars and students becoming actively engaged in this filmic heritage through
annual festivals such as those at Pordenone and Bologna — brought the archives
new audiences, new users, and new international prestige, themselves factors
vital for increasing their state subsidies or generating special task operational
funds.

The other key factor in opening up the archives, not only to individual scho-
lars, but to structural cooperation with institutions such as universities, was the
fact that, during the 1980s, a new generation of archivists had assumed posi-
tions of leadership and influence. Many of these Young Turks had graduated
from university film courses or had been involved in independent filmmaking,
film festivals, or the avant-garde. The climate since the 1990s was thus more
favorable for new types of cooperation between archives and the academy. And
yet, the course I was eventually able to set up in Amsterdam was itself the result
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of a failed initiative to establish a Europe-wide Masters Degree in Archiving
and Curatorship on the part of Archimedia, a subdivision of the European Un-
ion Media Programme in Brussels. I participated in Archimedia for six years,
until it, for all intents and purposes, came to an end in 2002. But for the last two
years of its existence — together with Leonardo Quaresima, from the University
of Udine — I was charged with working out a plan for such a master’s program.
Archimedia’s loss was Amsterdam’s gain, and since 2003, the Professional Mas-
ter’s course P&P is now admitting up to 15 students per year, for a three-seme-
ster program, of which the last is an internship or placement.

When setting up the curriculum and thinking about the individual modules, I
had to consider not only the mix of academic and professional courses, but also
what kind of academic work could prepare students for their future professions
as curators, archivists, or programmers of the moving image. Especially tricky
were traditional subjects such as film history and film theory, for which I felt a
new approach was necessary. For instance, I was confronted with the fact that
most film archives, and even the most prestigious ones, have vast amounts of
material among their holdings that has no canonical status whatsoever, and are
made up of films from the most diverse sources and provenance, the so-called
“bits and pieces,” sometimes also known as “orphan films.”"* What then is the
point of talking about Eisenstein’s BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN (1925) or Renoir’s La
REGLE DU JEU (1939) to students faced with the task of identifying 50 feet of a
Western drama from the late teens or a home movie made by a Dutch colonial
officer as he left Jakarta/Batavia in 1947?

This embarrassment of riches of the un-canonized, the inconsequential, and
the overlooked was a particular burden for the Netherlands Filmmuseum,
which in the 1970s and 1980s became vulnerable to government cuts because
its holdings consisted mainly of discarded prints of commercial films that had
been distributed in the Netherlands, along with huge amounts of non-fiction
material, shot when the Dutch still had overseas colonies and dominions, as
well as much early fiction and non-fiction material from the Desmet collection.”*
The core task of most other national archives, i.e., the preservation of domestic
film production in the form of safeguarding the national cinematic patrimony,
played a comparatively minor role, seeing how the Netherlands could not boast
of a particularly vibrant or internationally recognized filmmaking tradition,
even compared with other smaller European countries, such as Denmark or
Sweden, Poland or the Czech Republic.

However, it was precisely through the rediscovery of early cinema and the
professional interest in the non-canonized, broad spectrum of international
filmmaking from the first decades of cinema, sparked off by the New Film His-
tory and the Italian Silent Cinema festivals, that the holdings of the Nederlands
Filmmuseum suddenly acquired worldwide fame and status. It thereby at-
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tracted fresh government funds, but also brought to Amsterdam scores of inter-
national scholars working on early French, German, Danish, or Russian cinema,
on the early Western or slapstick comedy, on Oskar Messter or Asta Nielsen, on
Italian diva films, as well as on early non-fiction film, on color in early cinema,
on colonial film, or the history of early cinema programming. (Heide Schluep-
mann, Martin Loiperdinger, Richard Abel, Yuri Tsivian, Caspar Tybjerg, Tom
Gunning, Angela della Vacche, Charles Musser, Antonia Lant — to name only a
few whom I know personally).

Thus, in order to prevent the cooperation between the University of Amster-
dam and the Netherlands Filmmuseum from becoming a one-way street, and
ensure that it was based instead on a recognition of mutual interests, I tried to
address in my academic courses what I perceived to be one of the needs of the
archives in general, and the Amsterdam Filmmuseum in particular. The princi-
ple I tried to reflect as much as possible was that of valorization, of how the core
activity of the university — research, teaching, and the generation of discourses —
could add specific kinds of value to an archive or a collection. What I mean by
this concept of valorization is that the University should not simply endorse as
educational and validate academically some of the specialized work done in an
archive, such as cataloguing or conducting historical research on programming,
exhibition, and audience reception via their paper and non-filmic documents.

Given that, besides transmitting historical scholarship and philological meth-
ods, the University also has a key role to play in formulating new research para-
digms and circulating new discourses relating to specific disciplines as well as
to public debates, it must also seek — with courses such as those I was involved
in creating — new ways to help archives highlight the cultural significance or
contemporary uses of their holdings in innovative and productive contexts. In
other words, rather than simply combining graduate courses on film aesthetics
or media history (“theory”) with courses on film registration and identification,
conservation and restoration, accessibility and public presentation (“practice”),
the two sides of the course had to be brought into some sort of dialogue. For
instance, by tapping into the broad general discussion around cultural memory
and the specific controversies regarding the media representations of particular
moments of the national past, the course can generate specific projects and al-
low its students to work with specific institutions, such as the National Centre
for War Studies (NIOD), or the Amsterdam Historical Museum. General de-
bates about the national heritage are usually sparked by historical compilation
programs on television (in Germany Guido Knopp’s programs for ZDF, in the
Netherlands a program called Andere tijden), but they can also be part of the
“fall-out” of controversial feature films on historical figures and events
(SCHINDLER’s L1sT, 1993; DER UNTERGANG, 2004). Specific scholarly tasks can
arise from the work of the International Court of Justice at The Hague, or the
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use of video and photography at sites of public commemoration, national days
of remembrance, anniversary exhibitions, or centenaries.

But cultural memory restricted to World War 11, Hitler, and the Holocaust is
itself a somewhat slender basis on which to build a reorientation or revaloriza-
tion of a moving-image heritage that now spans a hundred years. It brings me
back to the special historiographical project with which I began: the course on
Media Archaeology. As indicated, its main aim is to also make the insights and
methods derived over the past 20 years from the study of the so-called “origins
of the cinema” (Early Cinema, le cinema des premiers temps, cinema muto) fruitful
for the history of television and the digital media, and to indicate how closely
linked but also how complexly differentiated the technical developments, cul-
tural histories, and mutual interferences of these media are, once one studies
them from an “archaeological,” as opposed to a single-strand, linear, chronolo-
gical perspective. Topics include the archaeology of projection, the archaeology
of the camera, the archaeology of the screen, the archaeology of recorded sound.
Cultural practices range from the so-called prehistory of the cinema (phantas-
magorias, dioramas, stereoscopy, optical toys), to the contemporary use of the
moving image in galleries, museums and as installation art. They include the
medical uses of the cinematographic apparatus, the importance of military vi-
sion machines, as well as the various dispositifs of surveillance, from Jeremy
Bentham’s panopticon to closed-circuit television in shopping malls at traffic
intersections. Attention is also given to the history of popular (literary and fil-
mic) fantasies around these various deployments (“the history of futures past”:
different kinds of futurisms, man-machine scenarios, the history of failed and
successful inventions, and urbanist imaginaries), and the formation of a media
memory in the realms of public history (the already mentioned television series
on the First or Second World War) as well as private histories (home movies,
autobiography, video diaries, and weblogs).

At the graduate level, this approach has a distinct advantage for all students
over more conventional film histories, but seems especially suitable for those
who in their careers may want to compile or curate programs that are alterna-
tives to the traditional mainstream programming according to stars, national
cinemas, genres, or recognized masterpieces of the auteur or avant-garde cin-
ema. Media Archaeology also helps them to think about the audiovisual media
“laterally,” that is, thematically and by fopoi, i.e., not only as a chronological
succession of movements and new waves, but as parallel or parallax histories,
or co-extensive practices that form recurring kinds of cultural genealogies,
linked by network structures as well as the clustering of clichés, around certain
nodes. Thus, the work of Harun Farocki on certain filmic tropes, such as “work-
ers leaving the factory,” “the expression of hands,” and “prison surveillance,” as
well as Wolfgang Ernst’s work on the development of pictorial search algo-
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rithms for accessing and retrieving digitally stored still- and moving-image ar-
chives would also be of central relevance to such an approach to film history
from a media-archaeological perspective.” It goes without saying that material
relating to industrial films would have a central place in a project involving a
transversal history of the moving image and its cultural contents, recontextua-
lizing it and thereby also revalorizing its significance in the history of film.

Most archives are confronted with often stark alternatives, either taking over
existing classifications of what is considered culturally important and aestheti-
cally canonized, or — realizing the mutability of these criteria of value — trying to
preserve everything, however haphazardly and unsystematically it had found
its way into the archive in the first place. If, in order to protect themselves from
the anger and contempt of future generations, they choose the latter path, label-
ing everything culturally valuable and part of the national patrimony, they of
course risk drowning in the sheer amount of material, or quickly running out of
the resources required to maintain this material at even the minimal level of
physical survival.

The dilemma reminds us of the fact that the film archive was itself born of
contradictory impulses. The major film archives — the Cinématheque in Paris,
the British Film Institute, the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the
Reichsfilmarchiv Berlin — owe their existence to the fact that, with the coming of
sound, a whole world of cinema was going to disappear, but also the gradual
realization of what an extraordinary treasure of factual, historical, social, and
material information lay buried in the moving image.

Henri Langlois of the Cinématheque Frangaise and his mania for collecting
everything is perhaps the best example of this double impulse of the archive: to
protect the cinema as an art form, and to discover it as the richest source of
information about material culture: As is well-known, not André Bazin or Fran-
cois Truffaut, but Langlois, with his retrospectives, is the real father of auteur
theory, which was so crucial in revalorizing the American cinema in the 1950s
and 60s. However, as is becoming increasingly evident, Langlois was also the
father of all the specialized archives that now collect films on different subjects,
such as the University of Nebraska archives, for instance, on American porno-
graphic films, which was apparently established in order to study the history of
middle-class domestic furniture and interior design, or the somewhat better-
known archive of ephemeral films, put together by Rick Prelinger.™*

How can an archive intervene in the cycle that affects all commodities — going
from commercial uselessness, via their non-status as junk, to a new life as cult
objects, as collectible and once more valuable antiques (or classics) — and how
can such processes of cultural capital be adapted to the life and value cycles of
the commodity film? If the idea of a Media Archaeology at present does not yet
constitute by and of itself sufficient ground for determining an archive’s criteria
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for selection and de-selection, there is no reason why such exercises in classifica-
tion and categorization, necessary in the age of ubiquity and the myth of total
availability, should not be able to set out some of the terms of the debate, some
of the parameters of curatorial practice, and the historical conditions of discur-
sive (re-)valorization, on the strength of which archivists can make informed
decisions about the presentation of their holdings.

It is here that I see a particular opportunity for a university-based course, as a
site that analyzes, debates, and also launches new discourses, by adapting exist-
ing ones from within the field, or by initiating a dialogue with adjacent disci-
plines. For instance, what is emerging among several of my colleagues is an
intensified reflection — surely not unrelated to such practices as zapping, sam-
pling, or web-surfing — about a new poetics of the fragment and the different
“evidentiary fictions of the real,” about the status of the found object, and about
the aesthetics of repetition and seriality, of the migration of motifs and the trans-
fer of tropes. Of course, this is not in itself very new: these topics have preoccu-
pied various disciplines in the humanities for at least the last two decades, and
within film history they have led to seminars on the “essay film,” reflecting a
new interest in documentary genres, in family films and home movies, but also
leading to an interest among students in the pragmatics and poetics of the film
material we are concerned with here: the utility film (Gebrauchsfilm) in all its
genres, sub-genres, and variants.

What is relatively new is an alliance of sorts that seems to have emerged be-
tween the archive and the filmic avant-garde, as well as between the cinema
library and installation artists. Besides Harun Farocki, who makes frequent trips
to film museums and more specialized archives, there are filmmakers such as
Peter Delpeut (who for a decade worked as deputy director of the Nederlands
Filmmuseum) who have used found footage (LyRicaL NITRATE, 1991; D1va Do-
LOROSA, 1999), and Peter Forgacs from Hungary (who specialized in working
with home movies, e.g., THE MAELSTROM, 1997; THE DANUBE Exopus, 1998) or
Gustav Deutsch from Austria (FILM 1T, 2002). They and many others have also
begun to show to a wider public what this kind of collaboration between the
archive and the practicing filmmaker can yield. Other filmmakers one could
name are Mark Rappaport, Martin Arnold, and Matthias Mueller, who have
recycled, re-edited, and re-worked found footage from feature films, rather
than non-fiction films. Taken together, such creative networks and curatorial
practices suggest that the history of the avant-garde film can in the future no
longer be written without reference to the history of the Gebrauchsfilm, which
appropriately mirrors and repeats their mutual involvement in the 1920s and
30s already alluded to.

However, found-footage material seems to have gradually entered the docu-
mentary mainstream as well. If one takes the recent International Documentary
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Festival in Amsterdam as a test case, one will be surprised by how “natura-
lized” this use of stock footage had become. Checking at random, I immediately
found three very different films, Werner Herzog’s THE WHITE DIAMOND (2004);
a student film from the Potsdam Film Academy, TEcHNIK DES GLUCKS (2000-
2003); and a new Danish film by Max Kestner, Max By CHANCE (2004), all work-
ing industrial films, old newsreels, and scientific films into the texture of their
respective arguments and reflection. This new status of archival footage as a
universally convertible currency of sound and image material raises questions
of access and availability, of copyright and intellectual property that have thus
far not even been near to being resolved. I noted, for instance, that two of the
three films just named had a discrete acknowledgement to the (by now partly
on-line) image databank of the already mentioned Rick Prelinger.

This last point, perhaps, also highlights another paradox: that of the asymme-
try inherent to the value generation and valorization I have been speaking
about. The images and artefacts of the audiovisual heritage are exceptionally
fragile, perishable, and even materially unstable. They need substantial re-
sources for their conservation and restoration, for the most part provided by
the shrinking budgets of state and local authorities, or private sponsors and
foundations. At the same time, the demand for pristine, well-kept and perfectly
preserved moving images of “the past” continues to increase, led by the insati-
able appetite of television, but also fed by the advertising industries and other
parts of the commercial sector.

Thus, another apparently still growing market for the use and display of non-
fiction material are the bonus packages of DVDs. Problematic as a tool of pre-
servation and maybe even research, the DVD has become a popular and profit-
able resource, whose “bundling” of added material poses challenges to the film
historian about the nature of our film culture, but it also opens up new opportu-
nities for the archivist and programmer. Altogether, moving images increas-
ingly represent commercially valuable assets. How should this gap between the
social costs of keeping these images alive and the commercial benefits that can
be drawn from them be bridged? Should archives be asked to finance them-
selves and their work by realizing these assets commercially, possibly at the ex-
pense of the archives’ cultural function and institutional autonomy? If they
price their work competitively, do they not price themselves out of other “mar-
kets,” such as that of education, as well as risk redefining what is heritage and
patrimony in direct proportion to their institutional and commercial clients’ in-
terests? Perhaps it is here that the new alliance that is being struck between the
archives and the universities will, in the long run, bear fruit as important as that
of training a new generation of professionals: maintaining an independence of
inquiry and openness of debate that makes “preservation and presentation” not
just the service provider of the experience economy, but also its conscience and
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site of critical reflection? Let me conclude with three methodological points and

a programmatic one:

— In view of current archival practices and in order to contribute to the future
valorization of archival holdings, an international research project such as
the one currently envisaged by a number of participating institutions needs
to reexamine existing classifications of non-fiction materials in order to agree
on a number of new research parameters. This will involve extending, revis-
ing, and opening up traditional categories around non-fiction, documentary,
industrial film, advertising film, training film, but also Gebrauchsfilm in its
broadest sense, including family film, amateur film, and similar practices.
One of the premises for such a reexamination must be to look at the indus-
trial film from a pragmatic premise, which is to say: within the context of my
three A’s: commissioning client, concrete occasion, and target use or target
audience.

— To facilitate this shift, a notion of film as event is preferable to the traditional
idea of film as text. The event has its own temporal and spatial coherence, but
as a process and usually tied to a site; an event is linked to a time structure
not as a continuum like narrative, but as pulsed, intermittent, and shaped by
intervals. Events as spaces tend to be centrifugal, multi-layered, and hetero-
geneous in their consistency and materiality; an event implies the notion of
programming and planning, but also of accident and coincidence. All these
associations are useful for rethinking non-fiction films in terms of an event
scenario, in which the actual film is only one piece of the evidence and resi-
due to be examined and analyzed. To think of film as an event is furthermore
to prefer a network model, in order to determine the relation of one film to
another, and to understand its place within wider histories. Event and net-
work also help to overcome traditional binaries, such as the left-right, pro-
gressive-reactionary division that has marked the history of documentary
film, notably for the interwar period, 1920-1940, and the Cold War period,
1950-1990.

— For the last decade or so, the situation presents itself as a kind of inverse
mirror to the relation between the avant-garde, industry, and technology,
which I sketched for the 1920s and 1930s, where the avant-garde artist found
in the industrial, corporate or government client the commission that per-
mitted him to experiment in form and technique, at a time when these spaces
no longer existed either in the art world or in the culture of the politicized-
polarized public spheres. Today, given an art world that has itself become a
corporate player, while liberal democracies use culture as a political tool, it
seems that design studios and architectural offices have become the spaces
where the media avant-garde finds commercial or institutional commissions,
pilot projects, and feasibility studies that allow it to push the formal envel-
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ope, use cutting-edge technology, and promote social and political scenarios.
It is this new context for invention, innovation, and acceptance that I also
want to bear in mind as my conceptual horizon, when formulating my final,
programmatic point, which is to suggest that:

We need to forge a bond between another set of A’s: the study of the indus-
trial film will find appropriate genealogies and histories, but also its platform
for reaching new audiences, I believe, when it has succeeded in making the
most of the new alliances between the archive and the academy, on one side,
and between the archive and the avant-garde on the other. All three partici-
pants can benefit from such a partnership, to create and to sustain a public
sphere for the industrial film as one of the very special resources for our
knowledge about the forces that have shaped the 20th century.
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Industrial Organization and Film

Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau

Corporate archives store the traces of corporate decision-making processes and
their consequences. They contain minutes, memos, balance sheets, and other
written and printed materials that document what has gone well and what has
gone wrong during a company’s history. Among other things, they allow the
prospective historian to write a history in the event that a company should
come to the conclusion that it needs one, which usually happens for one of two
reasons: out of a sense of pride in a tradition of excellence and success, or be-
cause a company bows to external pressure to shed light on the darker sides of
its past, which was, and still is, the case with many German firms in the 21st
century. But corporate archives are also image archives. In any given major cor-
porate archive in Germany, for instance — say in the corporate archives of Krupp
in Essen, Thyssen Steel in Duisburg, or Bayer Chemicals in Leverkusen — one
will find an average of several hundred films and a collection of photographs
that number literally in the hundreds of thousands. The photographs show fac-
tory buildings, machines, products, or employees; they document factory visits,
company reunions, shareholder meetings, fairs, or, as in the case of the Krupp
archive, cannon-shooting exercises for representatives of foreign and domestic
governments, who are among the potential buyers of the devices on display.’
The films cover similar ground: factory visits, company trips, machines and
products in action, buildings. They include process films that tell a product’s
story from the delivery of raw materials to the shipping of the finished product;
education films that train workers in new production processes; crash-test and
shooting-exercise films that record and document product characteristics; etc.

Industrial production as image production

Considering the immense amounts of technically generated images in these ar-
chives, one cannot but conclude that industrial production always also involves
the production of photographs and films. As indeed it does. Many large compa-
nies operated their own photography departments in the classic factory period,
with Krupp being one of the first companies on the continent to do so. At the
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behest of the company’s head, Alfred Krupp, it opened its own photography
department as part of the Graphische Abteilung, the printing office centrally
located on the factory lot, in 1860. As found in the archive today, however, the
images these departments produce are largely obsolete. They represent a signif-
icant investment, yet the companies that ordered and paid for them store them
without exhibiting or otherwise exploiting them. These images are not inte-
grated into digital databases or transferred to art museums either, a reliable in-
dicator of their status as surplus materials in a time in which digital image data-
bases constitute a significant source of revenue for media companies.

Perhaps more than other photographic archives, corporate archive collections
of photographs seem to confirm Hubert Damisch’s view that photographs — be-
cause they are technically produced and reproduced — are typically overabun-
dant rather than scarce and therefore are condemned to a fate of devaluation.”
Company histories are indeed one of the few places where such photographs
gain visibility. All of which suggests, among other things, that the value of in-
dustrial photographs, other than the value of recognized works of art, is limited
not only in terms of money but also, and more fundamentally, in terms of time.
In fact, rather than outlast the time of their production, industrial images are
part and parcel of the production process, which means that they are supposed
to organize time and contribute to the attainment of specific goals within a gi-
ven time period. Their use is their essence (to the extent that use can even be
considered to be a form of essence), i.e., a set of externally defined purposes for
which they are produced, but which also render them useless and superfluous
once these purposes are attained.’

Serially produced images and serial analysis

Assuming that images without viewers are as much the media historian’s con-
cern as those that do attain visibility and secure their place in what you might
call a culture’s pictorial memory, the millions of photographs and hundreds of
thousands of films in corporate archives the world over raise a challenge that
may be answered with an inquiry into the principle of their production. In deal-
ing with utility films, of which industrial films form a subcategory,* film histo-
rian Thomas Elsaesser proposes the approach of the so-called three A’s. In order
to account for any given utility film found in an archive Elsaesser argues that
the film historian and/or media archaeologist should reconstruct the occasion,
or Anlass, for which the film was produced; the Adressat or audience to which it
was destined; and the Auftraggeber or commissioning body that financed and
ordered the film’s production.” This approach is particularly apt for a microana-
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lysis of individual films, especially in cases where sufficient archive materials
survive to provide the basis for a detailed account of individual production and
distribution histories. In many corporate archives, however, few if any paper
materials pertaining to films and photographs survive. Where documenting
commissions and addressees is impossible, methods of film and image analysis
may provide clues as to the purpose and occasion of a given film or photo-
graph. Formal devices in industrial films are highly standardized and relate to
the contexts of use, making it relatively easy to identify whether a film was
made for a trade fair or a shareholder meeting. Not least because these films are
so standardized, however, it is sometimes difficult to determine for which parti-
cular fair or meeting the film was made. If the specific occasion is of interest, one
can of course always rely on the image itself and use a historian’s approach to
image materials, studying dress styles, technical gear, etc. From a media histo-
rian’s point of view, however, it is not the film’s content but the fact of the film’s
existence that is of interest. In this perspective, it is again the high degree of
standardization and the virtual seriality of industrial films that become impor-
tant. The industrial film is a format that, by its very nature, demands serial ana-
lysis as proposed by Michéle Lagny,® i.e., comparative analysis of a large corpus
of film materials.

Among other things, such an analysis can yield insight into possible stylistic
and rhetorical patterns and parameters that are used recursively, i.e., that reap-
pear regularly with only minor variations. Only through comparative analysis
of large amounts of image material can we determine whether, for instance, the
camera pan that provides a full panoramic view of a factory lot or the inside of a
factory hall is indeed a convention of the industrial film and to what extent the
same goes for the structure and argument of the before-and-after narrative that
industrial films use so often to illustrate the advantages of a new product or the
innovation of a new method of production. Serial analysis will also provide in-
sights into strategies and styles of corporate communications and their changes
over relatively long periods of time.” But while serial analysis as a method re-
mains limited to the level of film style, its results may constitute a stepping
stone for a more comprehensive understanding of the visual practices of indus-
try, i.e., they can help us understand why industrial concerns produce, and later
store, so many photographs and films in the first place. If the recursive patterns
of style that a serial analysis focuses on turn out to be conventionalized in the
sense that they occur regularly and reliably in different industries, places, and
time periods, they can then be analyzed with regard to what you might call
their organizational functionality.
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Organization as communication

In order to understand that functionality or to understand why industrial orga-
nizations produce images and what they use them for, the serial analysis of
films and photographs needs to be coupled with a theoretical understanding of
the company or corporation as an organizational entity. One such understand-
ing may be drawn from Luhmannian systems theory, which has a particular
affinity to questions of communication. According to Niklas Luhmann and his
disciple Dirk Baecker, industrial organization does not only imply communica-
tion, but actually results from communication. Organizations establish and
maintain themselves by constantly marking out the difference between inside
and outside, i.e., through a constant process of communication about who be-
longs to a given organization and to what ends, and who does not.® According
to organizational sociologists, a company is a unit of action that accomplishes a
transformation of reality on two levels. On a first level, that of basic transforma-
tion, the company transforms raw materials and other input into marketable
goods through production processes. On a second level, that of reflexive trans-
formation, the company transforms reality, and more specifically its own reality,
through recursive — i.e., regular and incessant — processes of reflecting and de-
ciding upon what to produce how for whom.?

Media communication first comes into play on the basic level. Handling input
and organizing production processes presupposes constant communication
about the availability and allocation of resources. Decisions are made on the
basis of available information and have to be communicated in order to make a
difference. More fundamentally, decisions only become possible once a survey
— one that is as complete as possible — of the available resources and the other
parameters of the production process exists. Furthermore, decisions only be-
come effective once they are converted into information, i.e., something that
will make a difference in the later development of the organization, by setting a
specific process of production into motion, for instance. But if modern industrial
organizations are based on communication, this communication is, in turn,
based on the availability of specific media technologies. As JoAnne Yates'® has
shown, the modern corporation depends on the emergence of new media such
as the telegraph, the telephone, the typewriter, and the tabulation machine, as
well as through the coordination of these media in a Medienverbund, i.e., the
coordination of several media in a media setup.
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Film and the Medienverbund of industry

Film has figured in the Medienverbund of organizational practice since the early
1910s. In 1911, Frank Bunker Gilbreth published his book Motion Study."" Gil-
breth, who refined the Taylorist concept of scientific management by using film
as a tool for the study and improvement of the worker’s physical movements on
the factory floor, had a significant impact on industrial production both in the
US and Europe, and particularly in Germany. At around the same time, major
corporations started their own in-house film production units. Thus, Krupp
opened its own film department for the production of research, training, and
advertising films in 1913 (1908 according to some accounts),”® while Ford in
Detroit followed suit in 1914. In conjunction, the various technical media pro-
vided the means for a regime of “control through communication,” to cite
JoAnne Yates’s phrase, which led to the emergence of systematic management
in industrial organizations the world over after 1850. Generally speaking, in-
dustrial organizations constantly face the double task of maintaining their own
stability and improving their structure and operations in the face of the compe-
tition. In a historical perspective, the conjunction of media and industrial orga-
nizations develops along the fault lines of any organization’s twin goals of
maintaining its stability and improving its structure.

If a new medium such as film enters the scene it will be adopted into the fold
of organizational media if and when its use promises to make specific contribu-
tions toward the attainment of those two goals. Since competing organizations
continually observe not only themselves (through media, one might add) but
also each other, they will tend to emulate competitors and integrate technolo-
gies and media that have proven to be successful elsewhere into their own op-
erations — as long as that technology is readily available and economically vi-
able. It is only through this dynamic of mutual observation, copying, and
adaptation that one can understand the quick and thorough spread of film as a
medium of industry after 1910. At the same time it is important to note that the
implementation of new media technologies relies on factors that go beyond
technological innovation. Industrial organizations took more than a decade
after the invention of film to systematically integrate the new medium into their
operations, while the “informatization of work,” i.e., the adoption of the com-
puter for industrial production and corporate logistics, only really began in the
mid 1960s and only became a fact of life in the 1970s, i.e., almost 30 years after
the “invention” of the computer as it is commonly understood. Innovation
alone, then, does not guarantee the spread and implementation of a technology.

Accordingly, in order to study and explain the complex interactions and inter-
penetrations of media and industrial organizations one has to take into account
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factors that lie outside the technological structure of the media as such.”> None-
theless, it is safe to assume, as did Karl Knies in his pioneering 1857 work on the
“Telegraph als Verkehrsmittel”*# (the telegraph as a means of communication
and economic exchange), that media, and Medienverbunde, constitute what, in
Friedrich Kittler’s sense, you might call a technological a priori, a prerequisite
for modern industrial production. If communication is key to the establishment
and governance of industrial organizations, the availability of the media tech-
nology necessary for that communication is crucial to their success.” In that
sense, then, organizational practice is always already media practice.

Record, rhetoric, rationalization

Within this field of organizational practice as media practice, three major areas
may be determined in which media — and film among them - contribute to the
establishment and governance of industrial organizations. For the sake of con-
venience, these areas could be labeled record, rhetoric, and rationalization. “Re-
cord” means that media provide industrial organizations with an institutional
memory, i.e., an archive of their operations on all levels of activity. “Rhetoric”
means that media are used to induce workers and employees to share the com-
pany’s stated goals and collaborate toward attaining those goals. And finally,
“rationalization” means that media are used not only to sustain, but also im-
prove organizational performance on all levels, from administration to product
development to production and marketing.

Record. The fact that all companies maintain some kind of corporate archive
seems to indicate that institutional memory is among the prerequisites for the
successful operation of any industrial organization. Historically speaking, writ-
ing and tabulating are the primary media of this institutional memory. Double
bookkeeping, which was based on the use of ink, paper, and handwriting,
emerged as a key innovation of early capitalism because it was a form of institu-
tional memory that delivered a survey of day-to-day operations and therefore
provided a foundation for solid short- and long-term business decisions.”
Photography and film obviously figure among the media of industry’s institu-
tional memory as well. In their major study on private uses of photography
from the 1960s, Pierre Bourdieu and his collaborators defined photography as a
“technique de féte,” as a technology of celebration — a term that aptly defines one
of the key uses of industrial photography and film as well.”” Photographs and
films and media record company events and celebrations in the “life” of a com-
pany, such as factory openings, factory visits by important guests, company
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outings, presentations of new product lines, company events at trade fairs, and
the like. As in the case of private photography, the celebration takes place in
front of and for the camera, and the camera’s presence elevates the event to its
significant status. Beyond these festive uses, photography and film also docu-
ment development and production processes. Thus, for instance, research films
provide a record of product development and testing processes, information
that later generations of engineers may turn to in order better to understand
previous development processes. Moreover, photography and film are used to
record and register workers and employees. A significant, albeit singular exam-
ple of such uses may be found in the Krupp company archive. In celebration of
the company’s 6oth anniversary the photography department set out to photo-
graph every single one of the several thousand men then employed by the com-
pany. The idea was to create a family album of sorts, to be presented to the
company head, Alfred Krupp, for the official celebration of the company’s anni-
versary.”® The project was never finished, but the company archive contains
several volumes of a work that, by taking the form of a family album, speaks
quite unmistakably of the parentage of private and industrial uses of photogra-
phy. On the other hand, the Krupp corporate family album also bears a relation
to another contemporary archive of photographically stored data, Bertillon’s im-
age archive of criminals, which was meant to provide the police with physiog-
nomic profiles of potential delinquents.” By photographing all its employees,
Krupp created an instrument of control that could potentially be used to identi-
fy unruly individuals in a time when much of the company’s policies were
aimed at keeping the workforce from joining unions or other social movements.

As the example of the company outing film shows, institutional memory has
its official and unofficial, or private, layers. Along with company-produced
photographs and films, corporate archives quite often contain private films in
Super-8 and other formats. Many of these films are intimate records of the com-
pany owner’s family life, but others were made by employees and later given to
the archives. Among other things, these films are an important source for stu-
dies in social history. Private films from the ThyssenKrupp corporate archives in
Duisburg show scenes from a company outing to Berlin in the late 1930s, where
company employees dress up as women for a late-night dance event.>® While
such films have little direct impact on or importance for the company’s perfor-
mance, it is quite clear that, by fostering cohesion among employees through a
celebration of shared experience, these films contribute to the organization’s sta-
bility and thus affect performance, however indirectly. Much like conventional
family films, which “create” the family in and through the acts of filming and
viewing the film record in the family group, such film records of company out-
ings create and reaffirm the company as a community.**
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Rhetoric. According to Kenneth Burke, rhetoric is “the use of language as a sym-
bolic means of inducing cooperation.”** Assuming that film and photography
may be used for the purposes of argument — which means accepting one of the
basic assumptions of documentary film theory since Grierson — one can easily
extend Burke’s notion of rhetoric to (audio)visual media. Companies use film
systematically to project a certain image and create what is usually known as a
corporate identity, i.e.,, a company’s internal and external symbolic and social
cohesion. Films that record and document company events and celebrations are
meant to foster the company’s cohesion and induce in their audience a spirit of
cooperation, particularly if and when they are shown at other company events
that serve that same purpose.

Again, the Krupp archive contains a striking example for this use of film.
From 1953 through 1967 — the year Alfried Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, the
last Krupp to run the 150-year-old family business that was converted into a
foundation upon his death, died - Krupp produced so-called Jahresfilme, i.e.,
films that reviewed the past year. These films, composed of short segments doc-
umenting major events in a year of the company’s “life,” were shot by outside
teams or the remaining film crew in the company’s information department.
The Jahresfilme were produced specifically for company events such as the fac-
tory Christmas celebrations. In their form, they very much resemble year-in-re-
view compilations of family films that can be found in many collections of pri-
vate and home movies. Sampling and joining short home movies is indeed a
standard way of archiving and performing family films.>> Just as in the case of
the family album mentioned above, the formal analogy of private films and the
Krupp Jahresfilm is not coincidental. Krupp was family owned when founded in
1812 and never went public. It was a family business in the most emphatic sense
imaginable, with the company head and his wife acting as “patrons,” or surro-
gate fathers and mothers to their workers, even after Krupp had emerged in the
second half of the 1g9th century as the largest producer of steel in the world and
one of the largest corporations, not only in Germany but in the world. For a
company that had always defined itself in this way, it seems perfectly fitting to
use film in a way that is reminiscent of the repertory of media techniques that
bourgeois families use to reaffirm their cohesion.

But film also serves the purpose of inducing cooperation from outside the
organization. In particular, film has been used to recruit workers and employees
since the early 1910s in Europe as well as in the United States. In 1914, an Amer-
ican trade paper reported that a tobacco company building a new factory in the
Southern United States faced recruiting problems. Rural workers in the region
where the factory was built were not interested in signing up for factory work,
which they apparently deemed noisy, dirty, and detrimental to their overall
well-being. According to the trade-paper report, the company solved the pro-
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blem by shooting a film at one of its existing factories in the northern United
States. The company took this film, which shed a favorable light on the factory’s
working conditions, to the new factory’s location and showed it to the local po-
pulation, apparently with great success:

[The film] was an entertainment and the workers thereabouts flocked to be enter-
tained. But they went away persuaded. And when the new factory opened, the films
had brought about a complete reversal of local opinion on the factory question. In-
stead of the dreaded dearth of workers, by far more workers applied for jobs than
were required and the new institution started off with flying colors, a success from
the very start.**

“They flocked to be entertained. But they went away persuaded.” Thus the en-
tertainment value of film proves to be an asset for the company’s bank, yielding
a return in terms of the workers” willingness to cooperate. A similar analysis
pertains to a film produced by Thyssen Steel and directed by veteran union
film director Robert Menegoz in 1965 with camerawork by Sacha Vierny, NUur
DER NEBEL IST GRAU (The Fog Alone Is Grey). The film, produced for the opening
of a new, ultra-modern steel factory on the Rhine, shows an elegantly utilitarian,
modernist factory building that does not look anything like the traditional steel
works so dramatically aestheticized in the photographs of Rodchenko or
Charles Sheeler taken in the 1920s. As the film shows, the factory’s interior of-
fers safe workplaces for everyone. Rather than manually handling the steel
slabs freshly cast of liquid metal, the workers operate remote-controlled ma-
chines and robots by means of joysticks in a cockpit-like setting. Striking incar-
nations of the kybernetes, the man at the helm of a complex system that gave the
modern science of cybernetics its name, the men working in the factory are tech-
nicians rather than traditional steel workers. While injury rates at traditional
steel mills were high and health problems the rule rather than the exception,
the workers shown in the Menegoz film enjoy a relatively safe and sane work-
ing environment, with the possible exception of the men working the blast fur-
nace (where high and low temperatures alternate and pose a health hazard no
matter how technologically advanced the furnace is). But then, in an act of bla-
tant disregard for the established conventions of the steel-mill process film, Me-
negoz’s film does not contain any images of the blast furnace in operation. This
is all the more remarkable because images of liquid metal spouting spectacular
rays of sparks as it is being poured into molds constitute one of the main visual
attractions available to the industrial filmmaker when shooting inside a steel
mill.*> About the workers we learn that they previously worked in other profes-
sions. One is a former baker (which meant he had to get up in the middle of the
night) while another worked in construction (which meant he was exposed to
bad weather most of the time). Now they are enjoying the advantages of civi-
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lized regular work hours inside a clean, safe factory. In addition, the film points
out that in the Germany of the “economic miracle” of the 1950s and 1960s
everyone had a job and workers were in such high demand that they could
freely chose their area of employment. The film was actually shot in color and
widescreen format with a 1:1.85 ratio, with a modernist score and visually stun-
ning traveling shots that stressed surface effects and graphic structures as
against depth of field. Clearly intended for the large screen, it was shown in
German cinemas in the Kulturfilm program, as an educational short that, by
law, preceded every commercial film running in Germany until the late 1960s.
If screened before a Hollywood spectacle of the time, it probably would have
made a discerning audience find the latter quaint and old-fashioned, wanting
in both style and execution. NUR DER NEBEL 1sST GRAU, which was produced
partly in response to an article in Der Spiegel decrying the working and living
conditions in West Germany’s key industrial area, the Ruhr Valley, the seat of
both Krupp and Thyssen, not only emblematizes the company’s innovative
business strategy through its advanced — and visibly expensive — (audio)visual
style, it also serves up a rather tempting invitation to prospective employees
who might want to join the company.

Production histories are also part of “rhetoric” in the Burkean sense of indu-
cing cooperation proposed here. One of the standard forms of the industrial
film is the process film, which tells the story of the production of a specific
ware, from the acquisition of the raw materials through testing, shipping, and
sometimes even marketing. Not counting the illustrations in Georg Agricola’s
scientific works on mining and mineralogy from the 17th century, the predeces-
sors of the process film date back to the 18th century. Diderot and d’Alembert’s
Encyclopédie contained numerous articles on specific trades and industries like
printing and mining. Profusely illustrated, these articles were not intended for
practical purposes, i.e., they were educational in approach but for an audience
that had no intention of working in the trades presented there.2® One could not
learn how to make a glove by reading the Encyclopédie, but as someone who
owned and used gloves one could learn how they were made. While the illus-
trations in the Encyclopédie were part of an enlightenment project of making the
material world transparent to an educated audience, representations of produc-
tion processes became part and parcel of trade and thus, by extension, of indus-
trial organization in the 19th century. In the course of early 19th century indus-
trialization, trade became increasingly internationalized, and trade relations
became more abstract. Because personal face-to-face relationships between pro-
ducers and buyers could no longer be relied on as a guarantee of quality, pro-
duct quality became a problem in the process. Under these conditions, represen-
tations of production processes acquired a new level of importance. As William
Reddy has shown in his study of sample books and prospects from the French
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cloth industry of the 18th and 19th centuries, visual representations of produc-
tion processes provide vital information about the quality of the marketed
goods from the mid-19th century onward.*” The process films of the 20th cen-
tury continued both traditions, the educational and the mercantile. Early non-
fiction films about the production of Swiss cheese or French bottle corks extend
the educational ambition of the Encyclopédie into the age of moving-image en-
tertainment, while process films produced for trade fairs and other trade occa-
sions continue in the footsteps of the 1gth-century prospectus, supplying infor-
mation about the product’s qualities. The latter will usually contain a section on
quality testing towards their end, a clear indication of their rhetorical function
as these scenes are unmistakably meant to attest to the quality of the product
whose production history the films tell.

Another part of rhetoric in the sense proposed here are the shareholder films,
i.e,, films that are specifically produced for screenings at annual shareholder
meetings. These films highlight the company’s performance and its potential
for continuous innovation, thus reassuring the shareholders that the prospects
are good and the company will continue to make money for them. This is an-
other way of inducing cooperation, this time from outside the company, but
from people who, in a way, are the real insiders in the sense that they bankroll
the company’s operations.

Rationalization. Rationalization is a term for a key principle of industrial organi-
zation and designates all practices aimed at improving performance. Rationali-
zation either leads to higher output with the same input, or to the same output
with lower input or, better still, it leads to a simultaneous reduction in input
and increase in output. Traditionally, rationalization was driven by technologi-
cal innovation, i.e., by new machines that enhanced and extended the perfor-
mance of the individual worker and/or made parts of the workforce superflu-
ous to what was required. In that sense, at least for traditional industries that
transform energy into performance, the machine industry is the industry of in-
dustries because its innovations drive industrial development as a whole. In to-
day’s “information age” and “information societies” the IT industry has now
assumed that role. As JoAnne Yates and Knies have pointed out, communica-
tion and media technologies are key among the engines of rationalization: first
the telegraph, then the telephone, the tabulating machine, the computer, but
also the technical image media such as photography and film. Film may be
used for the purposes of rationalization in all phases of the development and
production process. Film serves research and documentation purposes® in the
development of new products and services, which includes material testing and
crash tests for automobiles, for instance (even though the traditional crash test
film has increasingly been replaced by computer simulations of late). An early
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example for such uses of film can be seen in the shooting-exercise films for
which Krupp developed, or had developed, a high-speed camera capable of
shooting more than 300 frames per second as early as 1913. Other examples of
rationalization through film include the already mentioned work-study films of
Frank Gilbreth, which were aimed at increasing productivity by optimizing
worker’s body movements, as well as instructional films that introduce workers
to new and improved modes of production or handling new machines. And
finally, advertising films too may be seen as part of what we propose to call the
“rationalization” aspect of the mutual interpenetration of technical image med-
ia and industrial organization, at least to the extent they are meant to improve
sales and thus also enhance productivity.

In conclusion, it is important to note that the three R’s — record, rhetoric, rationali-
zation — are not genre terms in the sense that they do not describe inherent qua-
lities specific to the industrial film as a genre. In fact, we would argue that the
industrial film is a not a genre in the accepted sense of the term at all. Rather, it
is a strategically weak and parasitic form. Certain conventions exist that make a
film recognizable as an industrial film, but they are pliable to whatever organi-
zational purpose the filmmaker has to meet. It is a strategically weak and para-
sitic form in the sense that it can assume the appearance of other, more stable
genres and formats and pass as a scientific film, an educational film, or a docu-
mentary for specific strategic reasons. To the media historian, the common trait
of all the shapes and forms that the industrial film can assume lies in their orga-
nizational purpose. Not only have the countless numbers of industrial films in
corporate archives all been commissioned (Auftraggeber) for a specific occasion
(Anlass) and a specific audience (Adressat), they also serve, or have served, one
or more of the three purposes of record, rhetoric, and rationalization. Most of
these films may not be works of art on their own, but clearly they had a job to
do.
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An Interview with Rick Prelinger
Patrick Vonderau

Rick Prelinger (www.prelinger.com), an archivist, writer and filmmaker,
founded the Prelinger Archives in 1982. This collection of 51,000 advertising,
educational, industrial, and amateur films was acquired by the Library of Con-
gress in 2002. Rick has partnered with the Internet Archive to make 2,500 films
from Prelinger Archives available online for free viewing, downloading, and
reuse. With the Voyager Company, a pioneer new-media publisher, he pro-
duced 14 laserdiscs and CD-ROMs with material from his archives, including
Ephemeral Films, the Our Secret Century series and Call It Home: The House That
Private Enterprise Built, a laserdisc on the history of suburbia and suburban
planning (co-produced with Keller Easterling). Rick has taught in the MFA De-
sign program at New York’s School of Visual Arts and lectured widely on
American cultural and social history and issues of cultural and intellectual
property access. He sat on the National Film Preservation Board (2002-2005) as
a representative of the Association of Moving Image Archivists and is currently
Board President of the Internet Archive. His feature-length film PANORAMA
EPHEMERA, depicting the conflicted landscapes of 2oth-century America, pre-
miered in summer 2004. He is the co-founder (with Megan Shaw Prelinger) of
the Prelinger Library (www.prelingerlibrary.org), an appropriation-friendly re-
ference library located in San Francisco.

Maybe we could start by discussing the notion of “ephemeral films”?

Ephemeral films was an anti-definition, an oppositional definition, because in
1982, when I first thought of calling sponsored films ephemeral films, I took the
definition from the antiques or book business, where ephemera is used for
things like paper documents that were short-lived. They might be bus schedules
or maps, or a blotter with advertising on it. And it seemed to me that these films
constituted ephemera, but within the broader context of film. A lot of ephemera
isn't ephemeral anymore because now it’s seen as a primary historical resource,
it isn’t an afterthought. So maybe the ephemera definition is short-lived. I used
it very loosely and in a sloppy way because I said industrial, educational, adver-
tising, and amateur. I couldn’t stand up before hundreds of people and success-
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fully argue that amateur films are ephemeral, but in some cases they really are.
They come and go quickly and nobody bothers to save them systematically.

But I don't think the idea of ephemeral films has anything in particular to do
with aesthetics, or with style. It’'s much more about the conditions of apprecia-
tion and whether they’re in the cultural foreground. And now I think they are. I
think that’s one thing that I helped accomplish, which was to move this material
from the periphery somewhere closer to the center. The fan culture thing is dou-
ble edged. It’s absolutely necessary. It’s a good thing. Every “genre” needs fan
culture. Experimental and avant-garde film desperately needs fan culture if it’s
going to survive and not become some arcane museum piece. But fan culture is
weird. To many people ephemeral films are things that are goofy and funny.
When I made my feature film PANORAMA EPHEMERA a few years ago, a lot of
people who saw it said, “Rick, why didn’t you put in all the old campy kitsch
about dating and romance and washing your hands?” And I had stayed away
from those on purpose. The Internet Archive has a rating system, and you're
supposed to rate a film on a five-star scale. Until recently, in order to post a
comment you had to give it a rating. I complained about this for years and
finally they made the ratings optional. But what does a rating mean? That it’s a
valuable historical document? That I liked it? And as ephemeral films get a lot
of fans, you have to ask the question, what are people responding to? But at the
same time there are many serious people who are not scholars or academics
who look at these films as complex objects and have made many contributions
towards understanding them better. So it’s double edged.

What makes an ephemeral film a document?

I think it’s always been a document of value. It may not be so ephemeral any-
more. To speak in general about these films, they can be very precise documen-
tation. Alternatively, they may be imprecise documentation. That is, they are
not simply documents of how things looked or how people behaved, but
they’re documentation of how it was wished that people would behave. In other
words they’re normative, they document the worldview of influential groups.
They're a very good way to begin to understand the history of persuasion. A lot
of scholars treat films as secondary documents. They’ve got to find some print
resource, and they either don’t look at the films or they don’t listen to the films
very seriously. And part of that has been that most of the work about ephemeral
films until very recently has been mostly about inventory taking.

Somebody will say, as an afterthought, General Electric had an active film
program. They made hundreds of films. Then the next move, which is what I
did in Our Secret Century, is to move towards the sociocultural, to understand
these films contextually in the light of movements happening in other realms
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and sectors. And now what we begin to see is a real focus on what the economy
of representation is in these films, how styles, techniques, strategies of rhetoric
are mobilized by these films. I think whole new areas of study will evolve, just
as semiotics, or gender studies, or psychoanalysis came up in relation to film.

From your point of view, what has been done in research on this issue so far?

There was some interest in the 1950s and 1960s, but not very much. There were
a few dissertations written, but part of the problem was that scholars did not
have access and part of it was that this material was exclusively claimed by
fans, playing on late-night TV. I've talked about how there’s been a real gentrifi-
cation of ephemeral films because now they’re seen as fit topics for scholars. So
maybe it’s not ephemeral anymore and maybe the films have moved to the in-
side. That’s fine. It's going to get complicated though, because there’s such a
mass of material. If we talk about industrial films in the United States before
the end of film, we have to be talking about 400,000 works. And when you
begin to talk about corporate video, which almost nobody’s done serious work
on, you're talking about millions of works. And you get to the point where, yes,
you can pick out examples, but the field is so diverse it’s almost fruitless. It’s like
understanding the Web. You can pick some sites and talk about them, but it’s
very hard to understand all the different strains of vernacular that are going on.

You were just giving an estimation about the number of works. But much of
the material is being reused under different titles all the time.

Yes, that’s very true.
So therefore | wonder ...

... what is a work? Yes, I think that’s very true. And I also think that there are
many works made for one-time use, which were maybe shown once. Perhaps
there was a negative response, perhaps not. If we ever try to do a filmography, it
will be based on information that has different levels of quality. Some of it might
be a lab inventory, but when you see something coming out of a lab, unclaimed
material, it’s very hard to understand for whom it was produced and in what
context. And what is a work? Sometimes raw footage was cut together to be
presented, and I guess that constitutes a work.
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That’s the reason why the work approach is not so productive. This is more
about practices, isn’t it?

Right, the only thing is, you need to have some tentative definition of what a
work is so you know what kind of record to make in a database.

Are there any archival restraints on research from your experience?

In the United States, there are many records and private archives, business ar-
chives, for example, and there’s no accountability, there’s no openness. Records
are only really available by the grace of the company. Some companies are very
open about their history, others are not so open, but typically it’s a lack of fund-
ing and a lack of interest rather than a wish to hide or censor. What I'm a little
more concerned about is that the vast majority of industrial and sponsored films
that survive are held in a wide variety of public and private collections and the
access situation to archival film is still very poor in the United States. We've
developed unprecedented means to access archival material and distribute it at
very low cost, and now that digitizing technology has become a commodity, it’s
quite simple. But the disjunction between our ability to provide access and our
will and capability to do so, that disjunction is growing. And I'm quite con-
cerned about that.

In the United States, historically, there’s been a difference between archives
and libraries, although many libraries are privately held by research institu-
tions, universities, and so on. There’s also a long and very honorable tradition
of public libraries. Archives have a lot to learn from that. I think that archives
are beginning to realize that, although they may have been founded as a depart-
ment of an organization or a university or a corporation or a government
agency, in reality they derive their existence and their legitimacy from an impli-
cit social contract between themselves and the public, and a very important part
of that social contract is the provision of access. This is where archives meet the
public. Archives define their public mandate through access. This was an arcane
issue a few years ago because archives typically dealt with intermediaries. You
could call them wholesale entities. The archive user was somebody that was
making a product that would then be used by the public or by scholars or by
students. But now archives have gone retail. Ordinary people are very inter-
ested in the contents of archives, and there’s a whole history to this. This goes
back to genealogists. Amateur genealogists have been important, as has been
the growth of fan culture around many archival films, and a growing interest in
moving-image genres that were very obscure. Moving-image archives in the
States don't have a very good record or a good tradition of access. We have the
opportunity to change that right now, but there’s so much inertia.
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At the same time that we have the means to provide access much more easily,
our will to do so seems to be falling short. There are a few key digitization
projects that have happened, but most moving image material is still under a
kind of quiet embargo. You hear many things: it’s too expensive to digitize, we
should not digitize before we preserve. Although we may digitize and we may
preserve, we shouldn’t provide public access because we don’t know what the
rights situation is. Of course, although copyright is very complicated in the Uni-
ted States, we have hundreds of thousands of films in the public domain, unlike
Europe, and archives control many of their holdings. A lot of archives don’t
want to put material out into the world without full cataloging, full description,
full contextualization.

How would you describe your role as a collector? Are you still collecting?

We call ourselves a foster archive. We copy things when we can to work with
them personally or to sell stock footage, but then we try to find a long-term
home for the material. At the moment we have about 40,000 cans of material
that we acquired after the Library of Congress deal and that’s also going to go
to the Library of Congress, probably in 2008. And yes, we do still collect.
Although I would love not to be a moving-image archivist, but it’s hard not to
jump on things when they are made available.

How about your plans for the Internet Archive?

At the moment we have just under 2,000 films. We are now starting to transfer
more films to video and I think that we'll put up at least 500 more items. There
are some materials that it isn't terribly meaningful to put up. Perhaps they're
poor condition, sometimes if we just have pre-print elements on a film, like A
and B rolls, I don't put them up because it doesn’t represent the film very well.

What about the costs of digitization?

At the Internet Archive we digitize video for between 15 and 20 dollars an hour,
which is a very modest investment. Literally, if you were to spend a 100,000
dollars, you could digitize 5,000 hours of video, you could do a hundred hours
of video from 50 archives. A little bit less, obviously, but you could build a very
strong representation that was pluralistic, that showed many different tradi-
tions and collections. There are many thoughtful and intelligent and forward-
looking people in moving image archives right now, but typically the people
who have the vision don’t have the power, and they don’t have the freedom to
sign the checks. There’s a real generational issue. I don’t know if this is so in
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Europe, but we have a lot of younger and emerging archivists who understand
that the economy of cultural distribution has changed as production has
changed. Unfortunately, they're not running the institutions yet.

How about your view on copyright infringements in relation to video-sharing
sites?

There’s no question that people are infringing on copyright law, but we need to
stop thinking about copyright and more about access. What we do as archivists
isn’t the same as the people that sit outside on the sidewalk selling bootleg
DVDs. Archives function as a gigantic legitimation and preview apparatus for
the entertainment industry. Archives are never going to put the entertainment
industry out of business. Archives do what the entertainment industry isn't able
to do itself. And we constantly add value to work that’s privately owned. And
archives need to continue to do that. And in the same way, YouTube adds value
to copyrights that are owned and that were maybe not exploited previously.
You know about our experience selling stock footage. We still survive and fund
almost all of our activities from selling stock footage. Shortly after we put up
almost 2,000 of our films online for free, our income doubled. It isn’t all because
of putting things up for free, but a large percentage of the increase is a result of
the exposure and the fact that our images are so much more propagated. And it
was absolutely life changing to do that. We entered into a collaboration with
tens of thousands of people, most of whom we don’t know, and a tremendous
number of new works were made possible. I think tens of thousands of new
works. And other archives can do this if they choose.

I would like to discuss the online presentation of archived materials in the
Internet Archive.

There’s not a clear strategy behind the way that the Internet Archive is orga-
nized and how it presents itself. The user interface is designed by geeks. It’s a
techy thing. It doesn’t come out of any sensitivity for the material. But the good
news about the Internet Archive is that anybody can design a front end to it. So
you could harvest metadata and build a much better and more coherent index
for a category if you wanted. That’s completely open and I hope people do that.
I have a real issue, and I think this is an important question. The portal right
now to our film collection is completely fan oriented. And this is fine, but we
need a window into that database that’s more suited to research and education,
and that’s maybe moderated, so that if a scholar puts up a note or a question, it
isn’t just, “I like the film.” I think we need an educational journal.
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There have been numerous attempts to make historical-critical editions of
feature-film classics in the last years, but most of them have been based on
rather traditional concepts of work and authorship, supplementing an
authored “original” with what is regarded as mere contextual material, i.e.,
production notes. How would such an approach work for sponsored films?

It would be a great leap forward for cinema studies if we were able to avoid the
auteur theory this time. But it is possible to speak of auteurs and individual
authorship with many sponsored films. It’s just that the information is so often
lacking. But I think that there are clear, not simply categories, but clear voices
within many of these films. Geoff Alexander, who founded the Academic Film
Archive of North America, has done a lot of work on educational films that
were seen as works of art. He has done important work on many filmmakers
who did have a distinct vision that comes through. But context of presentation.
Why do we have to have just one context? Why can’t we have a whole number
of them? I resist any assertion that there’s only one way to present these films. I
think it would be wonderful, and in fact I've done it with my CD-ROMs, where
films are presented with a great deal of contextual material, with essays, with
period evidence, with collateral, printed visual materials that explain the condi-
tions around which the film was produced. It’s great but it’s not an obligation.
The point is, every generation needs to reinterpret the cultural heritage over
again. And it isn’t just the substance of the interpretation but the form in which
it’s interpreted that’s going to change.

Will there be cross-references between the Prelinger Archive and the
Prelinger Library?

I started collecting books to contextualize the films, and now my spouse and I
collect books for many other reasons, but there are many connections back and
forth. Somebody, and I don't know if it'’s me because I don’t have any time right
now, should draw the links between films and contextualization elsewhere
linked to the books. That'’s a lifelong project. It’s like the Warburg Library, draw-
ing hyperlinks between different areas of knowledge. Another way to do that
might be to use Wikipedia.

Speaking about the contexts of sponsored films, one often has the problem
that there are virtually no sources beyond the film itself.

For years I've been interested in doing something on Jam Handy and the Jam
Handy organization. We had many of the films, about 1,600 items, and some
historical material that we had found, mostly through people in Detroit who
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had picked it out of the trash when the company closed, and then we had some
of the published material, but there’s not much. I thought I'd love to do a bio-
graphy or a film about this person. And one of the points of this approach
would be the scarcity of information and how that forces you to imagine a great
deal. I knew that his papers were at the Detroit Public Library, but I didn’t think
there was very much. I went to visit the library a couple of years ago, and what I
found was that there are actually quite a lot of papers. And there was a great
deal of documentation about the legendary or mythical parts of his life, like
getting kicked out of university and some of his personal peculiarities, like not
wearing jackets with pockets so he couldn’t put his hands in his pockets. There
were a tremendous number of personal letters, many of which dealt with diffi-
cult episodes in his life, such as his divorce from his first wife, his relationship
with his children and other family members. I realized that there was an abun-
dance of material, and that it would completely change the nature of anything
that I might do.

Jam Handy seems to be a unique case of sponsored filmmaking in the United
States. Are there other companies fostering a house style like the Jam Handy
organization did?

There are usually no director’s credits on Handy’s films, except for a few that
are dramatic, little dramas about automobiles and the farm, etc. But he looked
at all the important work and had a great deal of authorial control. I think the
Jerry Fairbanks films represent a merger of early television dramatic technique
and Hollywood musical technique. They have a cloudy gender orientation. I
think they have kind of a queer sensibility. They tend to play fast and loose
with reality. There’s the suspension of disbelief that you would see in musicals.
There are the Calvin films, and many other directors. But there’s a house style
that traffics in surrealism, in surprise, in a visual demonstration technique that’s
very didactic but also filled with tricks. There are the industrial films made by
Centron in Lawrence, Kansas. I think the key author there is Margaret Carlile
Travis, known as Trudy Travis, who was their scriptwriter, one of the only wo-
men who worked in that field. She has a very interesting sensibility. She’s a true
democrat, she has a real sense of people meeting cooperatively to solve prob-
lems together that’s very interesting. A company that somebody needs to do
serious work on is the company called On Film Inc. in Princeton, New Jersey.
This was, as some people have written, a hotbed of creativity. Stan Brakhage
worked with them, Stan Vanderbeek. That’s a company where the values of
avant-garde art and avant-garde film are very much part of these corporate pro-
ductions. And Virginia Bell, who was known professionally by the name Tracy
Ward, a gender-neutral pseudonym, was an incredibly important person in this
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area and her films are very distinctive works. That company also worked in sort
of a quasi-collective manner, and everybody who’s been involved with it has
always said it was very exciting.

I was also thinking about Herk Harvey.

Herk Harvey is credited with a lot of films that I don’t think he made. One of the
drawbacks of fan culture is that they get a lot of things wrong. There’s an urban
legend that DATING Do’s AND DON'TS (1949), the educational film, was directed
by Ed Wood, which is completely not true. I've only seen Herk Harvey’s educa-
tional films, which aren’t that different from the other films that Centron was
making. We also don’t know a lot yet about some of the broader movements. I
think there was kind of a New York School in the late 1950s and early 1960s. I
relate to the whole upswell of postwar artistic activity in New York, and On
Film was certainly part of that. A lot of people who we would now think of as
avant-garde or experimental, or also documentarians, worked with On Film,
and we've hardly begun to look at these films yet. One of them is Henry
Strauss, who Heide Solbrig has written about.

How about Jam Handy’s relation to the car industry? There seems to be more
than one connection between the making of films and the making of cars.

Picture Detroit at the beginning in the 1920s. It’s not just cars. Within a 400-mile
radius of Detroit is most of the industrial production in the United States, so
Detroit is a very logical place to build an industrial-film company. It's been ru-
mored, and I don’'t know if this is true, that Jam Handy married the daughter of
the national sales manager for Chevrolet and that he had this connection. Typi-
cally, industrial-film companies would work exclusively for one car company
for competitive reasons. So Jam Handy had Chevrolet, one division of General
Motors, he did a little work for Pontiac, for Buick, for Cadillac, and General
Motors trucks. But, for example, Wilding did work for Ford and Chrysler Ply-
mouth. Jam Handy did Ford trucks, but not Ford cars. There was a kind of
competitive carving up. I think Chevrolet was the number one automotive
brand, it was the top-selling suite of models for years, and they had a huge film
program. So did everybody else. It’s important not to take the Chevy film pro-
gram as typical, because in some ways I think it was very influenced by Ford.
Ford himself was in the film production business, and a lot of the Jam Handy
films, although they’re very beautifully executed, are derivative. Goodyear Rub-
ber had a weekly newsreel. Jam Handy made newsreels for Chevrolet, but it
was years after Ford had been doing so. So I don’t think he was the first to
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come up with a lot of these ideas, I think it was really his execution and his
visual style that mattered.

How does the product affect style?

It isn’t just the situation in which the film was to be used. The Jam Handy orga-
nization analyzed the use situation very closely. We have two binders of notes
that were issued to salespeople for the company. Their job was to go to corpora-
tions and say, here, these are our capabilities, you're in the electric-accessories
business, let me show you another film we’ve made for another company. What
these memoranda show is that the films are targeted very specifically to situa-
tions. Some of the Jam Handy films were made for just one person to see.
Maybe you're trying to sell a vice president on making a big equipment pur-
chase, perhaps you're talking to the employees of some large company about
economic issues. They were targeted in that sense. I don't think that it has as
much to do with specific products. In the United States there are many different
subsectors of industrial films: there are training films for workers, there are
management-training films, there are sales-training films, and one very interest-
ing group that not a lot of work has been done on is what'’s called institutional
advertising. Rather than promoting the products of the company, these films are
about promoting the corporate view, or promoting the corporation as an entity.
Jam Handy was very good at those. The classic example is the American series,
made for Chevy, which are AMERICAN HARVEST (1955), AMERICAN ENGINEER
(1956), AMERICAN LoOK (1958), AMERICAN MAKER (1960), and AMERICAN
THRIFT (1962). AMERICAN CHOICE was the last one, but it wasn’t finished. They
just shot it and then the project was cancelled. And it would be well worth
somebody’s time to do close textual and visual analysis of these films. For ex-
ample, AMERICAN HARVEST is about all the different raw materials that go into
making a car. That film is a response to a concern over the control of raw mate-
rials during the Korean War. There was a President’s Materials Policy Commis-
sion, and the notion was that, since we no longer directly controlled many re-
sources around the world and the British Empire was gone, what could we do
to ensure that there was a continuous supply of raw materials, especially things
like rare metals and certain commodities? The notion of a government stockpile
was introduced in this way. AMERICAN HARVEST is a corporate intervention,
saying, we actually have many things here that we can work with, and in the
automobile we use mostly United States products. In some respects it was an
anti-cosmopolitan or anti-globalist film. A large percentage of General Motors
stock was owned by the Dupont family and the Dupont corporation. In fact, an
analysis that nobody has done is that Handy worked for a lot of companies that
had Dupont and Rockefeller money in them, RCA, General Motors, even a
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small company called the Ferry Morris Seed Company. Jam Handy made films
for them in the late 1930s and early 1940s. That’s a Rockefeller-owned company.
You may also have this in Germany, because you also had big family monopo-
lies, but then you had more in-house and less private production. There was
also a General Motors in-house production, GM Photographic, which still exists
today, and they did a lot of things that Handy could not or did not do.

To conclude this interview, | would like to ask you about your view on the
prospects for online archiving projects.

I think it will be an uneven development. I think we’ll see more digitization
projects, and I hope that they will become interoperable. In other words, the
Internet Archive films will interoperate with other material, they can be edited
with public-television material, with UCLA, Hearst newsreels that are going to
be digitized, and that it won’t be a series of walled gardens. I think that there
will also be a lot of private digitization projects. The fans have moved way
ahead of archives in this respect. In less than a year, YouTube built an online
collection of about 11 million videos. In spring 2008, their collection will have
over 80 million videos. Many of these are commercially produced or orphan
materials that are not available through the DVD or Video-on-Demand distribu-
tion apparatus, and although it’s only for access and the quality is terrible, this is
a real case of popular, vernacular archival activity that’s outstepped anything
that established archives have done. And it poses a tremendous challenge be-
cause now public expectations are that, number one, moving-image archives
should be accessible, number two, that they should be universal, number three,
that they should be participatory, in other words I can post my own material
into this big repository. Number four, that there’s some kind of social network-
ing involved. Number five, that it’s segmented, in other words, a moving-image
object like a Monty Python program isn't 56 minutes long, but each individual
sketch is accessible. All these things that archivists have been talking about for-
ever and haven’t been able to do have been done by YouTube, and now public
expectations are so increased that whatever we do may seem inadequate by
comparison.

This interview was conducted by Patrick Vonderau in Pordenone, Italy, in
October 2007.
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Early Industrial Moving Pictures in
Germany!'

Martin Loiperdinger

Numerous subjects in the areas of business and commerce provide the film
camera with attractive views. As long as the cinematograph was presented as
“the latest technological wonder,” cameramen focused less on the activities of
workers than on the effect of “true-to-life” photographic reproductions of the
powerful yet fleeting rise of steam and smoke (for example in DEFOURNAGE DU
COKE, 1896). Even the shots of locomotives rushing toward the camera, so pop-
ular in the early years, were less interesting because of their depiction of a tech-
nical wonder than the spatial effect they produced when projected onto the
two-dimensional screen.”

Such surprise effects, however, wore off very quickly. Even before 1900, trains
rushing toward the camera had lost their appeal and were seldom shot from
this perspective again. Instead, cameras were placed on locomotives to obtain
“Ghost rides”, travelling shots of landscape panoramas. When the train drove
past spectacular stretches or elaborate bridge structures, these “travel pictures”
accentuated industrial technology as a part of the landscape. As a subject for
non-fiction film shots, locomotives and trains were only rediscovered in the
1920s and 1930s because of the avant-garde’s fascination with technology. Due
to its idiosyncratic technical structure, the suspension railway in Wuppertal
maintained a certain attraction, and it found a large audience with the FLyInG
TRAIN (1901), which was produced by the German subsidiary of the Mutoscope
and Biograph Company.’

Traveling with industrial moving pictures

The term Industriebild was used in German trade press ads starting in 1907. In
the UK, we usually find the expression “industrial moving pictures.” The Pathé
catalog uses the term scénes d’art et d’industrie. This was meant to indicate films
that showed the public various kinds of work and manufacturing processes.
The bulk of industrial films available prior to 1914 as part of short-film pro-
grams in German commercial cinemas came from the French manufacturers
Pathé, Gaumont, Eclipse, and Raleigh & Robert. Industrial moving pictures had
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a status in the programming similar to that of “travel pictures”: they showed
technical phenomena and work processes from agriculture, trade, and industry
that, like tropical regions or Swiss vacation spots, were not generally accessible.

The similarity to travel films sometimes resulted in film titles that suggest a
combination of travel and industrial imagery. For instance, Gaumont advertised
its APFELSINEN-INDUSTRIE (Orange Industry, 1906) under the series title PANORA-
MA VON ALGIERS (Panorama of Algiers). Eclipse offered INDUSTRIE IN VENEDIG
(Industry in Venice, 1909) as well as INDUSTRIE UND SPORT IN BUrmMA (Industry
and Sport in Burma, 1909). Likewise, Pathé released exotic shorts like DI HEr-
STELLUNG VON BAMBUSHUTTEN (The Manufacture of Bamboo Huts, 1909), ARBEI-
TENDE ELEPHANTEN (Working Elephants, 1909), and DIE ERNTE DES ZUCKER-
ROHRS (Harvesting Sugar Cane, 1910), which could all be seen as industrial or
travel pictures. This was equally true for films on handcrafts like DIe HERSTEL-
LUNG KUNSTLICHER ROSEN (The Manufacture of Artificial Roses, 1910), FABRIKA-
TION VON KUNSTBLUMEN (Making Artificial Flowers, 1911), as well as the manu-
facture of products typical of certain regions such as FABRIKATION
VENETIANISCHER SPITZEN (Manufacturing Venetian Lace, 1906) and FACHERIN-
DUSTRIE IN JAPAN/INDUSTRIE DES EVENTAILS AU JAPON (The Fan Industry in Ja-
pan, 1907).

In many of these films the country and the people merge with the regional
products to become a folkloristic stereotype. This is, above all, “a production
strategy of the firm Pathé fréres. With its high-grade, thoroughly organized in-
ternational network Pathé consistently focused on the manufacture of films dis-
tinguishable by national characteristics, in the areas of both fiction and non-fic-
tion film.”* Examples of this can be seen in the films that Alfred Machin
directed for Pathé in the Netherlands in 1909 and 1910. HERSTELLUNG VON HOL-
LANDISCHEM KASE/COMMENT SE FAIT LE FROMAGE DE HOLLANDE (The Produc-
tion of Dutch Cheese, 1909), for instance, features a dual form of presentation:

On the one hand, it presents the process of cheese making in an instructional mode
(which, in this case, could be referred to as turning it into a museum object), on the
other hand, it presents the inhabitants of Holland as exotic and picturesque. As such,
a peculiar image of a national culture is created that makes relative geographical
proximity appear foreign.”

As late as 1950, this film was included in an anthology of educational films
published by the German Institut fiir Film und Bild in Wissenschaft und Unter-
richt (FWU).®

The presentation of the unknown or quaint sometimes resulted in unavoid-
able similarities with the world of entertainment: A work elephant carefully
picking up a block of wood and laying it on a pile in Rangoon demonstrates as
much training as the elephant in the staggeringly funny number in THOMPSON’s
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DRESSIERTE ELEFANTEN (Thompson’s Trained Elephants, 1908), shot at Berlin’s
Wintergarten. This similarity to contemporary entertainment can be seen even
more clearly in the shots of work processes in handcrafts or the construction of
housing in African or Asian colonial territories. They are so similar to the sup-
posedly authentic processes of handcrafts and home building seen in the then-
popular human zoos that Lumiere cameramen shot many of these scenes in
Paris or Lyon rather than Africa.

Unusual visual attractions were occasionally shot in Germany, such as Was
GESCHIEHT MIT ALTEN EISEN- UND BLECHABFALLEN? (What Happens to Iron and
Metal Waste?, 1911):

A highly engrossing film, shot in one of the largest iron works in Saxony, the Lauch-
hammer Works, thanks to the kind permission of the factory’s management. We see
how waste iron and metal is collected from the factory by giant, electromagnetic
cranes and pressed into huge blocks, which is then brought to the smelting oven
where it is smelted and purified into raw iron, then made available for further use.”

Views of production

Industrial views, in the strictest sense, like those that were available for short-
film programs between 1907 and 1912, concentrate on the more or less thorough
demonstration of manufacturing processes for various consumer articles. They
show industrial production of food products or everyday consumer goods such
as light bulbs or paper, but also luxury goods like cameras and automobiles.
Relevant titles include D1 TOMATEN (Tomatoes, 1908), SARDINENINDUSTRIE (The
Sardine Industry, 1909), ERNTE UND ZUBEREITUNG DER ANANAS ZUR HERSTEL-
LUNG VON KONSERVEN (Harvesting and Preparing Pineapples for Canning, 1910),
or FABRIKATION DES PAPIERS (Manufacturing Paper, 1911). In January 1911, the
first two titles of the series RALEIGH & ROBERT’S INDUSTRIELLE BILDER (Raleigh
& Robert’s Industrial Scenes) appeared: WIE EINE ELEKTRISCHE GLUHBIRNE ENT-
STEHT (How an Electric Light Bulb Is Made, 1911) and DIE HERSTELLUNG EINER
WACHSFIGUR (The Manufacture of a Wax Figure, 1911), the latter “a glimpse into
the workshops of Parisian bust manufacturing.”®

Food manufacturers were happy to use industrial moving pictures to inform
consumers about their products. DIE FABRIKATION DER SCHWEIZERKASE (The
Manufacture of Swiss Cheese, 1913) shows the basic production steps, from the
cows being taken out to pasture and milked to the transport of the finished
cheeses to the “export house” (title card), and further provides explanations
through the extensive use of title cards through which the audience discovers
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that 1,000 to 1,300 liters of milk are necessary to make a wheel of cheese weigh-
ing 8o to 110 kilograms, which, when heated to 33 degrees Celsius after the
addition of enzymes, coagulates “into a uniform gelatinous mass within 30 min-
utes” (title card). This can all be followed in detail from a position above the
action, such as how four dairy workers use a pulley to hoist the mass of cheese
gathered in a cloth from a large copper cauldron and pour it into shallow, round
containers, where it is pressed into rounds. Finally, there is a demonstration of
how the holes are made in Swiss cheese. In a similarly extensive way, MILCHER-
ZEUGUNG IN DER SCHWEIZ/PREPARATION ET EXPORTATION DU LAIT PAR LA STE
LAITIERE DES ALPES BERNOISES (Milk Production in Switzerland, 1909) shows the
production of condensed milk and gives precise information about the heating
process that pasteurizes the milk: “The milk is heated to 100 degrees Celsius,
mixed with six percent sugar, and reduced in volume by half through evapora-
tion of its liquid content” (title card).

Figures 1 and 2 MILCHERZEUGUNG IN DER SCHWEIZ (1909)

Photo: Marian Stefanowski

Industrial films as we now know them were made for exhibitions and trade
fairs. They were geared not to commercial use, but a professional audience.
This did not exclude their being used as training and educational films, serving
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as a kind of cinematic replacement for factory visits by schools and associations,
or as “business propaganda” abroad. For instance, the Ernemann company,
which manufactured photography and film equipment in Dresden, shot WER-
DEGANG EINER KAMERA (Development of a Camera, 1909) for the International
Photographic Exhibition in Dresden. In 1911, a film series from the Siemens-
Schuckert Works drew visitors” attention to the company’s exhibition stand at
the Turin World’s Fair. The small-engine factory was shown along with the
cable workshop of the Siemens-Schuckert Werke, the manufacture of tantalum
lamps as well as the use of electricity for smelting ore in the furnaces at Gute-
hoffnungshtitte. In the summer of 1912, its main competitor AEG followed suit
and commissioned the Messter company to film the manufacture of electric
cable and wire at the Oberspree Cable Factory. The Messter company also shot
DER WERDEGANG EINES DAIMLERMOTORS (The Development of a Daimler Engine,
1912) for Daimler. The international Building Trade Exhibition in Leipzig im-
pressed visitors in 1913 with a specially installed cinema in which, among other
things, gigantic excavators could be seen digging the Panama Canal.

Compressing time

In contrast to the travel pictures, whose individual views or vues usually did not
reproduce the temporal course of a trip, their progression loosely organized
around a named place or region, industrial pictures take the temporally prede-
termined process of production from raw material to finished product as their
dramatic framework. The spatial “from . .. to...” of travel films is here a tem-
poral succession, and just as the travel films shrink the distances from one place
to the next through their choice of excerpts, the industrial pictures shrink the
production time necessary for the processing of raw materials or the assembly
of ready-made parts: fresh milk is ready for consumption as condensed milk or
cheese in a matter of minutes. Even an Opel car is assembled in its entirety with-
in three minutes. BLICK IN EINE AUTOMOBILFABRIK (A Look into a Car Factory,
1910) makes this feat possible, in which the cameraman stops his camera 22
times while four workers from the Opel Factory in Riisselsheim reenact the
“complete assembly of an automobile” (title card). The film’s title does indeed
presume an observer or a visitor looking around the Opel Factory while pro-
duction goes on as usual. But the film is in no way a documentation of an actual
production process, compressed in time, but a reenactment: in the interest of
better lighting conditions, assembly was temporarily shifted from the factory
hall outside, enabling clear shots of the process. In contrast to the typical assem-
bly process in the factory hall, the demonstration in the factory courtyard had to
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be done without technical aids. This does not create an impression of highly
technical work, and has an improvised, non-professional effect. The cameraman
makes the best of this adversity by stressing speed: at the film’s end a worker
pumps up a tire with slapstick-like swiftness — and suddenly the car is being
taken for a test drive (though not the car shown, but a showpiece: the Kaiser’s
car painted white).

Product and image advertising

Industrial moving pictures speak to an audience in various ways. Only in the
course of such a film, sometimes not until the end, is it made clear that it is all
about a certain brand-name product, and not simply about how cheese, con-
densed milk, pralines, or cars are produced: initially — in a more or less strictly
arranged chronological order — “views” of various steps in the industrial manu-
facturing process are shown. Only during the latter stages of packaging and
shipping is the brand or company name of the product revealed, ultimately ser-
ving as an explicit advertisement. In the case of food, the final product is pre-
sented at the film’s end being consumed with great relish — frequently facing the
camera directly. These final appellative images, staged in the style of a contem-
porary humoresque, are aesthetically set off from the sober presentation of
manufacturing and packaging with the audience being addressed without med-
iation. The contrast inspires laughter and creates a smooth transition to the fol-
lowing section of the short-film program — for instance a comedy.

Product and image advertising do not appear to be distinctly separate. The
brand is presented more or less casually — albeit as a special example or even
exemplary for a category of products: Barenmarke stands for condensed milk,
Othello Wafers stands for cookies, Opel stands for cars.

Industrial films that convey information about the manufacturing process
and in doing so demonstrate the hygiene and care taken during the manufac-
ture of food products entirely serve the function of advertising. Exporting the
products functions as a mark of quality that boosts the company’s image
further: sales success is meant here to be taken as shorthand for the quality of
the product. The sense of wonder that the audience experiences when faced
with big machines being used to produce a brand-name product also serves to
boost the company’s image.

Industrial films about the manufacture of luxury articles were always used as
image advertising. The distribution of BLICK IN EINE AUTOMOBILFABRIK was not
meant to speak to a target audience of potential buyers, who were in any case
scarce in German cinemas in 1910. Thus, the assembly of an Opel car did not
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have to succeed as product information in any authentic sense, but could be
improvised for the camera in the factory courtyard. It was enough to give an
approximate idea of how an Opel was put together. The sheer presentation of
the product is what boosts the image here: The Opel automobile functions as a
technical marvel that, as if it went without saying, can drive off by itself.

The visible and the invisible

The various assembly processes are spread out in space and time in a variety of
ways. They take place outdoors or in closed spaces, near the film producer’s
laboratory or far away in the tropics. This very diversity is what makes indus-
trial topics so appealing as subjects for richly varied, impressive, or just instruc-
tive cinematic views. Spacious industrial facilities can form a landscape of their
own and at the same time make details of production processes available for
closeups. On the other hand, there are certain processes in industrial production
that the camera lens cannot capture. For instance, the brewing process cannot be
represented well by shooting in a brewery: HOPFEN UND MALZ, GOTT ERHALT’S!
EIN RUNDGANG DURCH DIE BRAUEREI BINDING IN FRANKFURT AM MAIN (God
Save Hops and Malt! A Tour of the Binding Brewery in Frankfurt, 1910) merely
shows large containers in dark corridors, with title cards indicating “The Mash-
house” and “In the Fermenting Cellar.” After the title card “The Manufacture of
Ice” the camera travels down a wall with pipes. No more information is given,
or if so, it is left to the film commentators.

As in most film genres, the human body is the most important reference point
for industrial moving pictures. Technical work processes in which a single
worker or a few workers can be clearly seen working on specific objects are the
most appropriate for cinematic views. They show the human worker in direct
physical relation to the material or in the process of turning raw materials into
finished products. Workers are always shown as being highly focused on their
work. Distinctions between manual and industrial work processes are rarely
made. Although the beer barrels at the Frankfurt Binding Brewery were still
assembled by hand, HERSTELLUNG VON FASSERN DURCH MASCHINEN /LA FABRI-
CATION MECANIQUE DES TONNEAUX A CETTE (The Production of Barrels by Ma-
chines, 1911) showed the mechanical replacement of human skills. In the same
year, Eclipse started distributing the Urban film SEILFABRIKATION IN KENT (Rope
Manufacturing in Kent, 1911), in which it is explained that “the machine continu-
ally encroaches on the territory of the human hand. For this reason it’s even
more interesting to show activities where the skilled hand of a human being is
still at work.”?
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Direct comparisons of handcraft and mechanization are quite rare: in Hopren
UND MaALz, after the title card “The Filling Machine,” a medium shot shows a
worker attaching a filling mechanism to a beer keg, pulling a lever to fill it,
removing it, rolling the keg away with his foot, and then repeating this process
several times. After this, with the title card “Filling Bottles,” several shots from
various perspectives show the finishing and disconnecting of bottles from the
filling machine, all of which is done by hand. It is immediately clear that the
work rhythm is determined by the speed of the filling machine. The workers
conform to the machine.

Industrial moving pictures are not in a position to document actual human
labor. They cannot show the performance of tasks as they would occur without
the presence of the film camera. There are two primary reasons for this: The
production of goods usually takes place on private company grounds and is
not accessible to the general public. The cameramen of industrial moving pic-
tures can only shoot there on commission or with the owners’ support. At the
very least, they need permission to shoot, which always entails certain condi-
tions. Therefore, their choice of subjects is limited. Secondly, the manufacturing
processes shown are practically always set up for the film camera. Workers
function as actors or presenters of the work they perform on a daily basis: They
do their work for the camera — knowing very well that they are not simply being
observed at work, but that their performance and actions are being recorded for
screening before a general audience. They do their work carefully and with full
concentration. Spontaneous movement is generally suppressed when present-
ing the work process for the film camera. In this way, the workers shown in
industrial moving pictures always appear to be fulfilling their function in the
working process — they do not yawn; they do not sweat, laugh, or joke; they do
not swear, take breaks, or eat or drink.

Industrial images always present disciplined, ambitious, and hard-working
people at work in the production of useful things (quite in keeping with the
original sense of the term industria). The paying of wages is not shown. Neither
supervisors nor inspectors are shown. Ultimately, the entire economics of pro-
duction are excluded from these moving pictures.
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Layers of Cheese

Generic Overlap in Early Non-Fiction Films on Production
Processes'

Frank Kessler and Eef Masson

While defining genres and sub-genres may be one of the most difficult tasks of
film scholarship in general, it seems an almost hopeless endeavor for those
studying non-fiction cinema.> Approaching the largely uncharted territory of
industrial and business films, authors such as Thomas Elsaesser, Yvonne Zim-
mermann, Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau have suggested taking into
account paratextual discourses as well as the institutional contexts of films in
order to establish, or reconstruct, the generic divisions structuring the industrial
uses of cinematography.’> While we agree with the general line of their argu-
ment (which one could characterize as a “historical pragmatics” approach?),
their focus on organizational functionality fails to address the fact that many of
the generic markers that they rely on do in fact originate outside the context of
industrial organization, and, in some cases, predate the systematic use of film
by industry by years, if not decades. Fully accounting for the generic subdivi-
sions of industrial film also requires a look into the past — and more particularly,
a consideration of the emergence of what has retrospectively been termed “pro-
cess films” in early non-fiction film.

In this article we argue that the generic labels of non-fiction cinema always
overlap with others in terms of the formal, thematic, structural, institutional, or
pragmatic dimensions that constitute genre definitions. In the specific case that
we shall analyze — (pre)industrial films depicting the process of cheese making —
the rendering of the different production stages closely resembles the way such
practices are represented in travelogues and educational films. Genres should
therefore be seen as complex and multi-layered configurations demanding to
be understood in terms of historically specific, pragmatic contexts. The latter, in
turn, offer functional frameworks for textual structures, which both constrain
the construction of meaning and are open enough to allow a variety of readings.
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Generic differentiation in non-fiction cinema

One of the best ways to understand how generic subdivisions are established in
the vast domain of non-fiction film is to analyze the criteria according to which
such labels were discursively constructed over time. Arguably, the most impor-
tant distinction in the field of factual filmmaking is the one that differentiates
the documentary, as a specific type of non-fiction film, from other types, such
as the travelogues of early cinema, newsreels, and scientific or instructional
films. John Grierson’s famous and often quoted definition of documentary as
“the creative treatment of actuality” is a case in point here, as Grierson impli-
citly opposes two types of practice: one that is content to record actuality, and
another one — namely that which Grierson associates with the work of Robert
Flaherty — that creatively shapes actuality.” In his 1935 essay “Some Principles of
Documentary,” Paul Rotha elaborates on this opposition in the following terms:

It is often suggested that documentary has close similarity to the newsreel. By the
trade they are naturally confused because they both, in their respective ways, deal
with natural material. But there the likeness ends. Their approach to and interpreta-
tion of that material are widely different. The essence of the documentary method lies
in its dramatization of actual material. The very act of dramatization causes a film
statement to be false to actuality. ... To be truthful within the technical limits of the
camera and microphone demands description, which is the aim of the instructional
film, and not dramatization, which is the qualification of the documentary method.®

What Grierson and Rotha describe as different practices or methods ultimately
refers to a difference with regard to style: the opposition between recording and
creatively treating actuality, between description and dramatization, implies a
distinction between downplaying the expressive possibilities of the medium on
the one hand, and foregrounding them on the other. One could indeed state
that, within the logic of the distinction proposed by Grierson and Rotha, docu-
mentary filmmakers, as opposed to those producing other types of non-fiction
films, need to make explicit stylistic choices, whereas, in these other cases, style
is determined by the obligation “to be truthful within the technical limits of the
camera and microphone.”

Further differentiation in the field of non-fiction cinema is often based upon
the criterion of the purpose or function a film is supposed to serve. Denomina-
tions such as instructional, educational, scientific, ethnographic, etc. films, and
also terms like newsreel or propaganda, refer to the uses these films are being
put to, or to the institutional domain in which they are employed. Here, the
formal characteristics are more or less irrelevant, the basic assumption being
generally that form will just have to follow function. Closely related to this per-
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spective are categorizations centered on thematic issues, that is, the content mat-
ter of the films. Examples are generic labels such as travelogues, military scenes,
colonial films, sports films, wildlife films, etc. Such a thematic approach is, in
fact, often connected to distribution categories, which materialize in the form of
subdivisions in catalogues, especially in the early period. And last but not least,
there are generic subsets constructed in terms of production or exhibition: the Kul-
turfilm, for instance, as well as the amateur film, as made by and shown to the
members of clubs [men indentation]. It is important to note that the above labels
originate from practitioners” discourses. When taken up by film historians or
genre theorists they tend to be used as analytical categories and thus must be
defined in a relatively strict and stable manner. This tension between the rough-
and-ready labeling by film producers or distributors and the scholarly demand
for precision is arguably one of the reasons why genre is such a notoriously
complex field.

Consequently, as even such a rapid sketch demonstrates, none of these crite-
ria can serve as a basis for clear-cut definitions. Most types of films will fall into
several categories, and individual films can be grouped together in various
ways. In spite of these difficulties, an analysis of generic categories can be useful
in order to understand the complexity of the phenomenon of genre in (early)
non-fiction.

Industrial film as a genre category

When looking at the generic label “industrial film,” we may find the complexity
of such a category discouraging at first sight, but mapping out its different
layers of meaning may eventually be helpful in gaining a better understanding
of the broad range of potential meanings that it covers.

The first, and most obvious, criterion here is the depiction of industrial work
processes, and thus, directly or indirectly, the presentation of factories. But sev-
eral possible distinctions come into play here. Does the label only concern so-
called “heavy” industries, or other branches of production as well, such as, for
instance, the industrial processing of food? And is drawing a line between crafts
or manufacturing and industry possible? To what degree must production pro-
cesses be automated or at least mechanized? In the early 1900s, the Pathé com-
pany’s distribution catalogues included the category scénes (d’art et) d’industrie,
which covers a variety of subjects, from the oil industry in Baku to the snake-
skin industry of Java, and the wooden-shoe industry in Brittany (in all of these
cases, and in many similar ones, the word industrie appears in the title of the
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films). From this point of view, almost all the various types of what Tom Gun-
ning has called “process films” would fall within the genre.”

A somewhat narrower criterion would limit the category to those films pro-
duced or commissioned by the industry itself. This, again, leaves open the ques-
tion as to which types of enterprises qualify as “industrial”. Furthermore, it is
possible to distinguish between a number of purposes such films fulfill: they
can serve the interests of public relations, aim at attracting clients, help market
the product, provide information or training for employees, instruct them about
company policies with regard to security, address matters of health and safety
related to the production process, etc. The question of the specific purposes of
the films is also linked to issues of exhibition, as there can be an enormous dif-
ference between images made for public screenings, either in commercial cin-
ema or in other, specialized venues (trade fairs, conventions, but also class-
rooms), and those that are produced to address a select and predefined group
of viewers only (business partners, the workers), which are produced to be
screened exclusively within the factory walls.

In 1904, for instance, the American Mutoscope and Biograph Company shot
more than twenty films for the Westinghouse Corporation, showing aspects of
the production process or parts of the company’s facilities. They were projected
at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exhibition in St. Louis. This is an example of a
company commissioning films for public relations purposes. However, what
gets lost when we compare them to “process films” is the intelligibility of the
production process. “Instead,” Wiatr argues, “the films offered a panorama of
visual instants that unfold across time.”® The Westinghouse films, in other
words, differ from Pathé’s scénes (d’art et) d’industrie in that they provide a
much more general view of industrial work. Rather than describing the differ-
ent stages of a specific production process, they present an overall corporate
image — or maybe even an emblematic image of American industry — to visitors
of the St. Louis Fair.

Finally, in a much broader conception of the genre, the so-called “factory-gate
films,” and in fact any film concerned with aspects of industrial labor, would
also be included. Several company archives contain images of workers that are
not related to their professional activities, showing instead more leisurely gath-
erings such as a collective day out or some festivity. The existence of different
versions of Lumiere’s SORTIE D'USINE is an interesting case in point, as they may
at one time have served a promotional function when used to demonstrate the
origins of the miracle of living pictures, but, over time, also became social and
cultural documents as representations of workers in France at the turn of the
century. The factory-gate films produced by the English firm Mitchell & Kenyon
are also promotional, but more specifically for the traveling showmen who
commissioned them to incite the filmed workers to come and see the show in
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the hopes of recognizing themselves on the screen.” In addition, they are also
important social and cultural documents, as visual records of turn-of-the-cen-
tury industrial Britain.

Whichever approach one chooses, it should be clear that the category of in-
dustrial film always and necessarily is a constructed one, functioning in view of
implicit or explicit purposes, leading to inclusions and exclusions, drawing
boundaries, and establishing discursive fields. In what follows we shall limit
the scope of our analyses to one type of process film in order to demonstrate
how a given structural pattern can function in different pragmatic contexts.

Cheese making as a production process

Early non-fiction films about the way cheese is made are probably not among
the first examples that come to mind when we talk about industrial films. How-
ever, as members of the larger category of “process films,” they are, at least in a
structural sense, hardly any different from films depicting the various stages of
an industrial production process. The examples we want to discuss, in spite of
their obvious similarities, present interesting variations that point to differences
in the way they were intended to address audiences, while at the same time the
multiple layers of meaning contained in their structural organization turn them
into “open” texts that can fit into a variety of contexts.

The 1909 Pathé film COMMENT SE FAIT LE FROMAGE DE HOLLANDE (How Dutch
Cheese Is Made) depicts the process of cheese making as a pre-industrial one,
where traditional wooden tools are used by people wearing traditional cos-
tumes, working in a stereotypical Dutch environment of pastures and wind-
mills.” The film begins and ends with shots of a girl in traditional dress holding
a block of cheese up to the camera; in the final shot, the cheese carries a Pathé
freres rooster logo. Because of the strong presence of “typically Dutch” imagery,
COMMENT SE FAIT LE FROMAGE DE HOLLANDE is in fact not only a “process film,”
but also a “place film”** which creates a picturesque image of the Netherlands.
In contrast, the 1920 British film CHEDDAR, produced by Ideal, presents the
same process as an industrialized one, stressing the efficiency and modernity of
British cheese making, while at the same time insisting on its quality, as the
opening shot presents a prize-winning cheddar. In this respect, the film can be
situated at the other end of the spectrum, almost at the antipode of COMMENT SE
FAIT LE FROMAGE DE HOLLANDE.

Both films, however, show more or less the same sequence of stages in the
cheese making process: the milking of the cows, curdling the milk by adding
rennet, stirring the curd, cutting the solid curd, packing it into vats and pressing
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it, and weighing the cheese and transporting it to the market (the Pathé film also
shows the salting and washing of the cheese, sales on the market, and prepara-
tion for export). Following the (sub)generic convention of the “process film,”
they depict the transformation of the raw material into a finished product.

The structure of both films — at a syntagmatic level — thus shows important
similarities, but at the same time, each approaches its subject matter from a dif-
ferent angle. The Pathé production, by focusing on the traditions of Dutch
cheese farmers as much as on the production process itself, and by emphasizing
the picturesque aspects of the environment, overlaps in these respects with the
travelogue (note that the title already stresses the location, in contrast to that of
CHEDDAR). The British film takes more interest in the efficiency of the produc-
tion chain, and therefore has more in common with films presenting moderni-
zation processes in rural areas.

Figures 1 and 2 KaAs (1943)

NOF/NIAM collection, Nederlands Insituut voor Beeld en Geluid
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These differences, however, are not necessarily very revealing with regard to
how either film functioned. Both may have taken on a variety of meanings, de-
pending on the audience they were shown to. While a screening of the film
about Dutch cheese making for a general French public quite probably fore-
grounded its “exotic” or “idyllic” aspects, an audience of schoolchildren may
have been encouraged instead to focus on the procedures involved in the pro-
duction of a type of food they ate on a daily basis. In the UK, the film about
cheddar cheese production may have served to demonstrate the advanced level
of automation in the countryside to a general public. Yet one can also imagine
that it would have been used as a means of instruction with a more restricted
audience of factory employees.

That either or even both of the films would have been used in an educational
context seems particularly plausible when one considers another title dealing
with the same subject, part of a Dutch collection of classroom films. The film
Kaas (Cheese, 1943), produced by the Stiching Nederlandse Onderwijs Film (N.
O.F.), also shows how cheese is made, from the milking of the cows onward.
Even though Kaas was made considerably later, its textual strategies hardly
differ from those used in the two earlier films. Like CHEDDAR, it focuses on the
genesis of a product rather than picturing an average day on a busy family
farm. Like the Pathé film, it shows procedures that seem to be based on experi-
ence and skill rather than an automated production chain. In its final scene the
film briefly assumes the character of an advertising short. A close-up of a label
with the cheese’s brand name (reminiscent of the rooster emblem at the end of
the Pathé film) is followed by a shot of a family enjoying the featured product at
dinner time, thus explicitly reproducing the common structure of early “process
films” that usually end with the consumption of the goods produced.

However, as opposed to both CHEDDAR and COMMENT SE FAIT LE FROMAGE
DE HoLLANDE, KaAs was made especially — and exclusively — for a school audi-
ence. The film was distributed with a set of teachers’ notes advising educators
on how it should be used. At the time it was made, the N.O.F. was engaging in
the production of a series of films based on what it termed centres d’intérét. This
concept was borrowed from the Belgian pedagogue Ovide Decroly, who advo-
cated “global learning,” a teaching method that was considered to value the
pupils” “natural” interest in their immediate surroundings.” Each series was a
combination of a so-called “foundation film” that documented the geographical
characteristics of a particular region, and a few titles dealing with local activities
that were supposed to be relevant to the children since they related to their
everyday needs — for instance, the production of a particular type of food or a
tool.”> This production strategy not only strengthened the filmmakers in their
belief in the purposefulness of their activities, but also allowed them to build on
non-fiction traditions that had been developed in previous decades.
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In most European countries the institutionalization of teaching films coin-
cided with the expansion of the non-theatrical film circuit during and after the
Second World War. Considering the relatively sudden increase in screening op-
portunities,™* it is hardly surprising that films shown in 1940s classrooms and
earlier non-fictional forms display a remarkable amount of continuity. Not only
industrial and other production processes were depicted in great number: films
with biological subjects took up the tradition of early scientific experimentation
and relied on techniques such as time-lapse photography and microphotogra-
phy to produce images of flowering plants and growing embryos. Films cata-
logued as “social geography” tended to focus on the way people in particular
children lived elsewhere (doing the same things, but in slightly different ways)
— thus continuing a long-standing tradition of (pseudo)ethnographic films.

Throughout the years and decades, teaching films certainly did develop their
own particular features — characteristics by which they can be identified more
easily as targeting a school audience. Efforts were taken to simplify what was
being shown and structure it visually, as an aid to the pupils’ memory. Even
Kaas, produced in the early 1940s, is slower in pace and contains more repeti-
tion than industrial films on the same topics that were made at the time. In films
with similar subjects, live-action images were sometimes alternated with sche-
matic representations of crucial stages in the production process. In addition,
written captions were used to introduce relevant terminology. In the film about
cheese, for instance, pieces of paper are attached to containers to identify their
contents, or the functions of specific ingredients. None of these properties, how-
ever, are exclusive to teaching films, nor can they be generalized as “typical” of
all.

In addition, not all films used in classrooms were produced with a specific
purpose in mind. The N.O.F.’s distribution catalogue, for instance, also contains
items that were intended for specialized technical education. Such films were
often straightforward training films, made by the companies that manufactured
the featured products. Although some of the pupils to whom they were pro-
jected in schools may subsequently have been hired by those same enterprises,
they were intended primarily for the instruction of current personnel. In addi-
tion, the institute also distributed award-winning Dutch documentaries that
were valued for their artistic qualities at least as much as for what they might
pass on in terms of actual subject knowledge.™ Yet the question is exactly how
much it matters whether or not films shown in classrooms were made with that
specific audience in mind. In a school setting, after all, they would have func-
tioned as teaching films, even if they had been “recycled” from very different
prior contexts.

The example of the films about cheese making discussed above suggests that
similar structures can serve a variety of ends, and, inversely, a variety of textual
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structures can function within the same institutional contexts. More precisely,
the film texts are organized in ways sufficiently open to make them usable for
different purposes.

Conclusions

In early non-fiction films, generic patterns overlap in many ways, regardless of
the definition of genre used. Textual definitions have limited validity due to the
fact that no type of patterning is exclusive to one genre; functional or institu-
tional ones because of the migration of films from one context to another. Gen-
eric labeling tends to create a problematic illusion of coherence and clarity in an
unstable and protean field. Similarly, talking about industrial films as a coherent
genre conveniently hides the multiple forms, purposes, user contexts, and audi-
ences that are linked to such a category.

Comprehending the potential complexity of seemingly simple and straight-
forward non-fiction films is facilitated by taking into account their textual open-
ness, or “strategic weakness of form” (Hediger and Vonderau), with regard to
the variety of institutional contexts in which they can be employed. Between
entertainment and instruction, between the picturesque and the informative,
between demonstration and attraction, between the cliché and the surprising,
(early) industrial films, just like all other types of non-fictional views, can serve
multiple purposes. In other words, there may be more to cheese making than
meets the eye.
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Images of Efficiency

The Films of Frank B. Gilbreth

Scott Curtis

From 1912 to his death in 1924, Frank B. Gilbreth — a disciple of Frederick W.
Taylor and, with his wife, Lillian, one of the most prolific popularizers of scien-
tific management — made hundreds of films designed to document, analyze,
and correct worker movements in a “quest for the one best way” to do any
given job." Scientific management, of course, swept through the American
workplace at the turn of the 2oth century as Progressive ideals of reform and
uplift joined forces with industrial trends toward increased specialization and
rationalization of labor.” Reformers and industrialists alike could agree that “ef-
ficiency” and the elimination of “waste” (economic for the industrialist, social
for the reformer) were vitally important to the moral and productive longevity
of the nation.? This social and economic agenda attempted to assuage or solve
bitter struggles between management and labor, especially as workers pro-
tested — by forming unions, among other tactics — the increased centralization
of power in the hands of managers.* Taylor’s management system appropriated
the rhetoric of scientific objectivity and neutrality while regulating worker pro-
ductivity. His method of regulation, which he dubbed “time study” (essentially
measuring worker efficiency with a stopwatch), often drew protests from both
workers and managers for its inaccuracy and reliance on the “subjective” skills
of whoever happened to be holding the stopwatch.” Designed to be an improve-
ment on Taylor’s methods and thus to garner cooperation from worker and
manager alike, Gilbreth’s method of “motion study” via motion pictures and
other visual technologies promised an even more thoroughly “scientific” and
“objective” solution. Frank and Lillian Gilbreth succeeded in promoting motion
study to industry as an essential tool for designing and measuring work. To-
gether, time and motion studies are still used today as a means of finding the
“methods of greatest economy and for measuring labor accomplishment.”®
Exactly what kind of work did these images do? On the one hand, these
images remind us of the work of Etienne-Jules Marey or others like him, who
used filmic and photographic technology to measure human locomotion in or-
der to understand the origins and limits of human fatigue.” But Gilbreth did not
use his films in this way; his method of extracting data from the films, as we
shall see, was positively crude compared to Marey’s, or especially compared to
the sophisticated photogrammetry of Wilhelm Braune and Otto Fischer of Ger-
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many in the 1880s.” On the other hand, some have argued that Gilbreth’s films
do not do much work at all. Brian Price, one of the leading experts on the Gil-
breths and their legacy, maintains that their films were primarily promotional
tools for selling the Gilbreth package: “That their strategies and techniques sur-
vived and prospered is testimony less to their intrinsic worth as they practiced
them than to the image of their worth which the Gilbreths carefully culti-
vated.”?

Both of these positions are true, in their own way, but both overstate their
case. The Gilbreth films belong fully neither to the tradition of Marey nor of P.
T. Barnum. There is a little bit of both Marey and Barnum in Gilbreth; we need
to look closely at the Gilbreth films and their application in order to sort out the
kinds of work they accomplished. I suggest that we analyze the way Gilbreth
used his images in much the same way that he analyzed the motions of work-
ers. For example, after Gilbreth had filmed, say, a worker assembling some-
thing, he would submit this film to repeated viewings, indicating on a data
sheet the kinds and duration of each movement made by the worker’s left
hand. Then he would do the same for the right hand. This he called “micromo-
tion study.” (Mere “motion study,” by contrast, involves documentation and
measurement of the task without detailed, frame-by-frame extraction of data.)
He would then translate this data into what he called a “simultaneous motion
chart” (or SIMO chart), which would graphically compare the kind and amount
of work of each hand. The right hand, for example, might be doing more work
than the left. From this, Gilbreth would figure out a way to distribute the work
equitably and symmetrically, hence efficiently, thus decreasing worker fatigue
and increasing productivity.

We can do the same for the Gilbreth films themselves. What kind of work do
they do? I submit that they do two kinds: productive and promotional. Only by
carefully charting out the uses to which a Gilbreth film is put can we under-
stand the relationship between these two kinds of work, the “right hand” and
the “left hand.” It may turn out that the distribution of work is asymmetrical,
but it is important to note that whatever the distribution, Gilbreth is deriving
significant productivity from his films by giving them multiple, simultaneous
tasks. Indeed, in this sense, Gilbreth’s visual technologies are incredibly efficient
images. They provide, at once, documentation of processes that the analyst can
study and improve on, as well as images of efficiency for workers to study and
to assimilate. Because the films both document and promote, they are exemp-
lary industrial films; they demonstrate a process while promoting that process
as “the one best way,” much like all sponsored films. Here, however, the process
they document (the worker assembling something) is not the primary product.
Instead, the product is the process of filming, or the image of efficiency that the
documentation represents. In other words, Gilbreth was not promoting any spe-
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Figure 1 Motion-study experts still use Gilbreth’s simultaneous motion (SIMO)
charting system to display graphically the work of each hand for a given task
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cific process that he filmed so much as the films themselves as a process. The act
of filming itself becomes the product.

However, that product is careful not to disturb class relations. In fact, those
relations are built into the process, even into our generic distinctions between
scientific and educational film. For if we inspect his method closely, we also find
that the films reveal interesting “right-hand, left-hand” dualities within docu-
mentary practice, especially regarding the relationship between science (“objec-
tivity”) and spectacle (“subjectivity”). And this relationship between science
and spectacle arguably rehearses or reinforces the relationship between “man-
ager” and “worker.” That is, the line between them is inscribed not only in how
workers are filmed, but how the films are viewed and how they are used to
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persuade viewers. I would therefore argue that the difference between “science”
and “spectacle” aligns neatly with class divisions. This essay, then, will perform
something of a “micromotion study” of the Gilbreth films and photographs in
order to chart out exactly the kind of work they did; this will then provide the
data necessary to assess their legacy and their significance to an understanding
of industrial film theory and practice.

Efficient images

It is perhaps misleading to call Frank Gilbreth a “disciple” of Taylor. Certainly,
by the time they actually met in 1907 Gilbreth was an ardent admirer of Taylor
and his system; Gilbreth had already established himself as a successful contrac-
tor who had won wide acclaim for his innovative and efficient approaches to
bricklaying. Taylor, for his part, was well-known for his “scientific” approach
to management and considered himself a patriarch and protector of the system
bearing his name. But for some reason Taylor did not adopt Gilbreth into his
inner circle of experts, whom he trained and considered the only rightful heirs
to scientific management.’® The Taylorites were cautious towards Gilbreth, but
willing to use his skills for self-promotion to their ends: with Taylor’s blessing
and encouragement, Gilbreth often made public presentations on behalf of
scientific management. Gilbreth’s wife, Lillian, was a full partner in her hus-
band’s endeavors; her degree in psychology proved invaluable for public dis-
cussions of the benefits of scientific management for workers. But when Frank
and Lillian decided to quit construction and start consulting, the Taylorites saw
them as competitors rather than collaborators, and a rift developed that by 1914
was unbridgeable. Gilbreth’s use of film and photography must thus be seen as
first an improvement on Taylor’s methods, but ultimately as a means of differ-
entiating the Gilbreths from Taylor. Specifically, while Taylor employed a stop
watch in order to speed up worker productivity, Gilbreth used photographs and
films to find alternative work methods; whereas Taylor concentrated on speed,
Gilbreth concentrated on efficiency.

Gilbreth first started using motion picture technology in 1912 for his installa-
tion of scientific management at the New England Butt Company in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island, “a small foundry and factory employing about three hun-
dred men in the production of braiding machines for making shoe laces,
women’s dress trimmings and electrical wire insulation.”*" To achieve his stated
goal of “out-Tayloring Taylor,”"* Gilbreth employed a motion picture camera to
record the motions, duration, and conditions surrounding a job. However, on
the factory floor the “conditions” of a job — especially the lighting conditions —
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were not easily filmed, so Gilbreth built a “Betterment Room” on the site, speci-
fically constructed so that worker motions could be filmed. The worker and his
or her working area or machine were brought from the factory floor and set up
in the room; Gilbreth continued to use this approach for all his films. Two ele-
ments of the “mise-en-scéne” of these films are noteworthy. First, we see that
each worker and his or her station is placed against a white background with a
four-inch grid pattern.

Figure 2 A typical shot from one of Gilbreth’s motion study films.
Note the chronometer, the grid, and the camera angle
THE QUEST OF THE ONE BEST WAY (USA 1968)

The grid is ostensibly designed for easy measurement of worker movements;
when the film is examined slowly or under the magnifying glass, the analyst
can determine the length of a movement against the grid.

I say “ostensibly,” however, because close inspection of the films reveals that
only the crudest estimates of distance could be made with this system — the
angle of the camera is almost always completely inappropriate for this kind of
detail work. That is, Gilbreth only rarely filmed his subjects from an appropriate
angle and height if he were indeed interested in taking accurate measurements
from the photogram. Instead, the grid more likely serves other purposes: the
white background provides contrast and extra light, and the grid, while giving
a rough estimate of distance, also gives the impression of “scientificity.” Like
Muybridge’s grid background, which is useful as a guide if not a precision in-
strument, it provides a fig leaf of objectivity.

Yet Gilbreth repeatedly relies on proclamations of precision. The second no-
table element of the image is the chronometer — a clock, placed in view of the
camera, with a second hand that moves 20 times a minute. Given a steady frame
rate and an accurate chronometer, Gilbreth could reliably measure the duration
of any given movement. Gilbreth boasted, “Our latest microchronometer re-
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cords intervals of time down to any degree of accuracy required. We have
made, and used, in our work of motion study investigations of hospital practice
and surgery, one that records times to the millionth of an hour.””? This, I be-
lieve, is bluster. In research films for which measurement is crucial it would be
incongruous, to say the least, to find such extraordinarily precise measurements
of time alongside such a disregard for accurate measurements of distance.™*
Moreover, given the methodological constraints of micromotion study, nothing
could be gained by such small increments. Clearly, we cannot compare Gil-
breth’s motion pictures with bona fide research films; precision — or even mea-
surement — was not the primary goal in Gilbreth’s motion studies. True enough,
not all research films measure, but my point here is that the grid and the chron-
ometer in Gilbreth’s films are more promotional than productive. The instru-
ments do a different kind of work than that claimed by their accompanying
rhetoric. But this is not to say that they are completely unproductive. So what
information is the image under motion study expected to reveal? What work,
other than promotional, is the film expected to perform?

The answers to these questions depend less on the content of the images than
who is looking at them. That is, the work the films perform — productive and
promotional — is divided between two kinds of viewers: managers and workers,
broadly speaking. The films do one kind of work for experts with a trained eye
and another kind of work for laymen with an untrained eye. This division of
labor is not unusual; we find it precisely at the difference between research films
and educational films. Scientists make research films in order to document phe-
nomena or processes. Research films can, on the one hand, document aspects of
the object that the researcher has already observed and confirmed; in this case,
the film is not the primary object of observation, it is merely a confirmation or
illustration of it. Or, on the other hand, the motion picture can be used to reveal
new aspects of the object unavailable to normal observation (as in time-lapse
cinematography, for example); in this case, the film itself is the primary object
of observation, a substitute for the object — the film is the ground for exploration
and discovery. In the first kind of research film, questions have already been
asked and answered. In the second kind, the film prompts entirely new ques-
tions. Both versions of the research film, however, presume an expert eye."
Both versions are predicated on a particular mode of viewing, namely, the kind
of close, undistracted observation that is associated with scientific method. We
can see this as well in the actual form of a typical research film: unedited foo-
tage, nearly always without sound (even in the sound era), and without expla-
natory captions or narrative. If any explanations are given, they are usually in
accompanying articles or lectures. By studiously avoiding the structures of
identification and the techniques of emotional involvement entailed in most
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documentary editing patterns, for example, the form of the films implies the
objective, distanced, expert gaze of a scientific observer.

Educational films, on the other hand, presume an untrained eye. Often, the
raw footage of the research film is edited, explained, and packaged for a lay
audience. Sometimes material is photographed specifically for the film in an
easy-to-understand form and then edited into a story structure or similar rheto-
rical approach. Here we can make a useful distinction based on modes of view-
ing: if the research film presumes “observation,” the educational film presumes
“spectatorship.” The first presumes “contemplation,” while the second pre-
sumes “distraction.” The distinction depends not only on the difference be-
tween the attentive gaze of the scientist and the distracted gaze of the layper-
son, but also on the presumed direction of knowledge in relation to spectator and
screen. In the research film, the knowledge of the scientist flows toward the im-
age, thereby framing the phenomenon depicted. In the educational film, the
knowledge represented on screen flows toward the spectator.

Let me put it another way. Scientific observation connotes an attentive, mea-
suring gaze, but the most important aspect of scientific observation is the con-
text the scientist brings to it; the researcher assimilates observed data into an
existing framework of knowledge. What the scientific observer already knows
frames what he or she observes, thus incorporating or juxtaposing new data
with old and thereby generating new insights. “Observation” therefore implies
the production of knowledge. On the other hand, the lay spectator learns from
the educational film, but does not bring new knowledge to it. (Structurally
speaking, the position of “spectator” precludes that possibility because he or
she cannot enter the conversation among experts who produce knowledge.)
“Spectatorship” therefore implies the consumption of knowledge. The division
of labor between these two kinds of “useful” film therefore echo in their pre-
sumed mode of viewing a hierarchy (even a class system) between experts and
laymen — or between managers and workers.

For the present discussion, however, the distinction between research and
educational films is less important than their presumptive modes of viewing.
Even so, the boundary between observation (with its connotations of expertise,
objectivity, and productivity) and spectatorship (inexperience, subjectivity, con-
sumption) is by no means crystal clear. Any given viewer may occupy either
position at any given time, even alternating positions in the course of a single
film. But the presumed modes of viewing — the viewer to whom the films ad-
dress themselves — allows us to see clearly the different kinds of work the Gil-
breth films are expected to perform. Specifically, I find four kinds of work: On
the one hand (say, the “right” hand), there is the work of standardization and
problem-solving. On the other (“left”) hand, we can see the work of visualization
and promotion.
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What kind of productive work did the films do for Gilbreth and his band of
experts? First, they standardized the object of investigation. Taylor’s method of
time study required the expert to time the worker, as many times as needed, as
he or she performed the task. Each performance was different, of course, not
only in terms of the worker, but also in terms of the expert’s “performance” of
the timing itself. Instead, Gilbreth filmed the worker’s best performance and
that record served as the standard and object of study. Gilbreth thereby elimi-
nated the variables of human interaction while simultaneously standardizing
the worker (this one performance becoming the exemplar of all who perform
the task) and the work (both the task under observation and the observation
itself). Moreover, because film decomposes and recombines movement into
standardized, individual units (the film frames, the shot), it was the perfect tool
for Gilbreth’s similar analysis and synthesis of the worker’s body.® As Elspeth
Brown notes,

The filming of repetitive industrial labor encapsulates the logic of the industrializing
process... The ways in which Gilbreth saw the working body had already been struc-
tured by an industrialized consciousness predicated on decomposition, interchange-
ability, standardization, and kineticism. Film presented itself in 1912 as a logical
methodological culmination of Gilbreth'’s already fully industrialized visuality."”

Second, the films performed problem-solving tasks. With the film in hand, Gil-
breth reviewed the film, looking for ways to improve the efficiency of the work-
er’s performance. In this respect, the films functioned as research films in that
close observation by an expert eye could reveal information not normally avail-
able.”® Micromotion study - the minute recording of worker movements via
photographic and cinematographic technology — is also an important part of
the problem-solving process, according to Gilbreth. “From the data on the film
and the observations of the observer, can be formulated an improved meth-
od.”"? But we should be cautious about assigning micromotion study too large
a role in the problem-solving process. It is important to note that neither Gil-
breth nor future motion-study experts regularly used this form of analysis. Be-
cause it requires a considerable amount of detail work from highly paid experts,
it is a very expensive process; one expert even notes that “a micromotion study
is often the last resort.”?° Then there is the fact that, in Gilbreth’s case at least, it
was apparently not very necessary. Brian Price argues persuasively that the im-
provements that Gilbreth made at his factory installations were not the result of
motion study, but due instead to efficient work design and the application of
basic principles of scientific management.**

This is not to discount the continuing significance of motion studies for the
field of work measurement. I do not want to characterize motion studies as an
empty gesture; a simultaneous motion chart does the important work of vividly
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displaying problems in work design. But this is exactly my point. Motion stu-
dies are only secondarily a problem-solving technique. It is primarily a process
that translates a film’s data into graphic terms. It is a means for rendering one
kind of image (detailed, moving) into another (simplified, still) in order to vi-
sualize more clearly the essential elements of the task. Once these elements are
identified, alternative solutions can be proposed. But more importantly, this
rendering process provides a graphic image of what efficiency and inefficiency
look like. Motion and micromotion studies can undoubtedly solve problems. But
there is evidence to indicate that, for Gilbreth, the educational aspects of this
technique were more significant than its problem-solving capacity. Motion stu-
dies have not been used primarily for measurement or for work design; they
were used first and foremost to visualize an image of efficiency.

Images of efficiency

Visualization was absolutely crucial to the Gilbreth program, but it also repli-
cated the manager-worker hierarchy. According to the Gilbreths, to visualize is
to plan, to imagine a future solution based on observation of present details. But
not everyone is equipped to observe and to visualize; only the trained eye could
be expected to do both. In fact, the ability to observe and to visualize is precisely
what distinguishes a manager from a worker or, more broadly, an expert from a
layman. In The Psychology of Management (1914), Lillian Gilbreth describes visua-
lization in exactly these terms:

The best planner is he who — other things being equal — is the most ingenious, the
most experienced and the best observer. It is an art to observe; it requires persistent
attention. The longer and the more the observer observes, the more details, and vari-
ables affecting details, he observes. The untrained observer could not expect to com-
pete with one of special natural talent who has also been trained. It is not every man
who is fitted by nature to observe closely, hence to plan. To observe is a condition
precedent to visualizing. Practice in visualizing makes for increasing the faculty of
constructive imagination. He with the best constructive imagination is the master

plalmer.22

What role, then, do the films and photographs play for the expert? Certainly,
they are an aid to visualization: Gilbreth’s images helped the specialist in plan-
ning the most efficient work design by serving as a document of the problem
from which to visualize the solution. Yet the importance of images as an aid to
visualization is different for the expert and the worker. In fact, there is the im-
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plication that the expert is not tied to these technologies in the same way that
the worker is:

It is not always recognized that some preliminary motion study and time study can
be done without the aid of any accurate devices. It is even less often recognized that
such work, when most successful, is usually done by one thoroughly conversant
with, and skilled in, the use of the most accurate devices... With this training and
equipment, a motion- and time-study expert can obtain preliminary results without
devices, that, to the untrained or uninformed, seem little short of as’counding.23

The expert can visualize on his own, without the aid of images. This is not the
case, however, for the worker, who needs an image in order to visualize.

The average engineer, who becomes, through his training and the necessity of his
work, a good visualiser, even though he is not one by nature, often fails to realize the
small capacity for visualisation possessed by the average person. A long experience in
teaching in the industries made this fact impressive and led to the invention of the
cyclegraph, and, later, the chronocyclegraph method of recording, in order to aid the
non-visualising worker to grasp motion economy easily.>*

Experts (cum managers) can see the solution in their heads; they can visualize.
Workers cannot, so they must rely on visual aids. Only the lack of a little imagi-
nation holds the worker back, apparently. Cyclegraphs are the best example of
Gilbreth'’s use of images to aid visualization.

These were still photographs of workers as they performed their task with a
small incandescent bulb on their fingers. The shutter would remain open for the
duration of the task, so that the resulting photograph would show the path the
worker’s movements had taken as bright, white lines. By interrupting the light
at regular intervals, these continuous bright lines would become discontinuous
dashes of light that indicated the duration, as well as the direction of the move-
ment; Gilbreth called these photographs “chronocyclegraphs.” (Gilbreth also
experimented with stereoscopic versions, which he of course dubbed “stereo-
chronocyclegraphs.”) Mimicking Marey’s use of similar devices to capture the
variables of human locomotion, the cyclegraphs were, according to Gilbreth,
crucial for demonstrating the “paths of least waste.”*> Gilbreth even crafted
wire models of these paths of light in order to provide a “tactile” display of the
one best way. (These models were originally developed to help the blind, bring-
ing to mind Kittler’s dictum that “media begin with a physiological defi-
ciency.”*°) Whether these photographs and models actually worked as training
aids is another question entirely. Price shows that Gilbreth’s systems unraveled
— the improvements in worker efficiency lost — as soon as he left the factory.*”
Even if their effectiveness as educational tools is in doubt, they provided a com-
pelling image of efficiency — compelling enough that Gilbreth continued to get



Images of Efficiency 95

Figure 3 To create his “cyclegraphs”, Gilbreth attached small lights to the worker’s
hand, photographed the path the hands took during task, then created three-dimen-
sional wire models for instruction

Fia. 17

F.B. and L.M. Gilbreth, Applied Motion Study (New York 1917)

work. What does efficiency look like? It has smooth lines, simplified design, and
standardized geometries. We can even see this aesthetic in the simultaneous
motion charts: Efficiency is here clearly symmetrical and consists of geometrical
units, like bricks, recalling Gilbreth'’s first career. (As Sharon Corwin has argued,
this set of choices eventually found its way into American art, especially the
work of such Precisionists as Charles Sheeler.?®) The aesthetic of cleanliness and
order — the very picture of efficiency — pervades Gilbreth’s images; this is argu-
ably their most effective instructional technique.

This presentation of efficiency may also be the true function of these images.
For if Gilbreth’s films and photographs did not function primarily to measure,
to provide solutions, or to instruct, what were they really meant to do? Who
were they really for? Neither experts nor workers, but owners. Gilbreth often
boasted to his wife about the rhetorical power of his images, their ability to
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“chloroform” potential clients into procuring his services.* And, as Richard
Lindstrom has demonstrated, Gilbreth used the seductive lure of “being in the
movies” to coax cooperation from otherwise recalcitrant workers and man-
agers.’® Gilbreth’s films and photographs were like a calling card, a snappy,
eye-catching technique that was instantly attached to his name.>" For example,
after developing the cyclegraph, Gilbreth envisioned applications in a variety of
fields, especially sports, the publicity from which he hoped would gain him a
larger audience. He teamed up with Walter Camp, the famous Yale football
coach, to make a series of motion studies of athletes. His first in the series —
cyclegraphs of a number of champion golfers — received national coverage in
Golf Illustrated and Vanity Fair in 1916. The images illustrated the path of the
golfers” swing and the articles held out the promise of greater golfing “effi-
ciency.”?* It is not clear, however, what information a golfer could glean from
the article — or the technique — in order to improve his or her swing. Of course,
this is exactly the issue: Gilbreth’s images are not about information; they are
about the process itself. Gilbreth appears to be selling solutions (and there may
be some in the back somewhere), but he is really selling a process of visualizing
an imagined solution, a utopian efficiency. He is mostly selling the technique and
wonder of the camera. In this respect, Gilbreth’s legacy is aligned less with Mar-
ey than with Muybridge, or especially with Harold Edgerton, the MIT engineer
whose high-speed photographs received much attention and acclaim, but re-
vealed very little scientifically.

This emphasis on promoting the process while giving the impression of ob-
jectivity and utility seems to also be the defining feature of the industrial or
sponsored film. Industrial films usually follow a documentary format while ser-
ving as an advertisement or promotional spot for a product, process, or com-
pany. As Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau argue, the industrial film con-
tributes to the establishment and maintenance of organizations in three ways: it
provides a “record” of industry events and practice, induces employees and
others to share goals through its “rhetoric,” and adheres to the principles of
“rationalization” that aim at improving performance.?>> We can see clearly how
Gilbreth’s films fit into this scheme, and how they seamlessly do all three things
at once. Indeed, Gilbreth’s films are incredibly efficient in that they serve multi-
ple functions simultaneously: they standardize the object of study, provide the
ground for solutions to problems in work design, visualize the solutions for
workers, and promote the solutions to managers and owners. But they ulti-
mately promote more than a workplace solution — they promote themselves as
images of efficiency and as the proprietary process of Frank B. Gilbreth.
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“What Hollywood Is to America, the
Corporate Film Is to Switzerland”

Remarks on Industrial Film as Utility Film

Yvonne Zimmermann

Until recently, industrial or corporate film has been a neglected category in film
studies, despite the often quoted fact that the very first work in film history, the
Lumieres’ SORTIE D'USINE (Workers Leaving the Factory, 1895) was an industrial
film." This has various causes. Due to the traditional focus of film studies on
feature film, interest in non-fiction film, which includes industrial film, devel-
oped late and remains comparatively limited even today. In addition, from the
perspective of production, industrial film belongs to the category of commis-
sioned or sponsored film, and from a pragmatic perspective, it can be consid-
ered a subgenre of the utility film. Both sponsored and utility film contradict the
idea of film as the work of an author, of film as art. Therefore, they do not fit
into a concept of film studies that is primarily concerned with film art. While
this fixation on “art” can be historically understood as an attempt to legitimate
the subject as an academic discipline, a wider perspective is necessary today,
one that examines the entire field of audiovisual production, dissemination,
and consumption of non-fiction films, that looks at amateur film practice in ad-
dition to professional, and that examines the whole spectrum of film consump-
tion outside commercial cinemas, which already played an important role well
before the introduction of video, DVD, and the Internet.

The exclusion of industrial film from the canon of objects worthy of academic
research can be traced back to the auteur film movement of the 1950s and 1960s.
The establishment of the auteur was based on a radical rejection of the spon-
sored film as an outdated, ideologically and artistically unacceptable form of
production: “The sponsored film is a danger to its maker; only the precise
awareness of this danger, only the iron will to resist the danger, can save the
author,”? stated Swiss director Alexander J. Seiler, who himself took the “ardu-
ous and artistically dangerous detour through sponsored film” before he made
S1aMo I1TALIANI (The Italians, 1964), one of the first works of the so-called “New”
Swiss Film.?

Sponsored and auteur films seemed to be two incompatible concepts.* In a
socially and politically radicalized environment that understood film exclu-
sively as a medium of personal artistic expression and social critique the indus-
trial film was doubly frowned upon: as a sponsored film and as a film spon-
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sored by the “embodiment of capitalism,” the industry. Because of its “advertis-
ing function,” Seiler denied it any “artistic or intellectual” value. Most film
critics shared this opinion, as did film studies to a large part. Accordingly, the
few industrial films that have been studied more closely are formally ambitious,
avant-garde works that bear the signature of auteurs like Walter Ruttmann,
Hans Richter, or Willy Zielke, and can thus be inserted seamlessly into the cor-
pus of art film. Such is the case not only for industrial film, but for non-fiction
film in general: without a recognizable “signature,” it remains a neglected cate-
gory in film historiography.”

“What Hollywood is to America, the corporate film is to Switzerland,”
claimed Peter M. Wettler, head of Condor Documentaries in the 1980s, thus un-
derlining the eminent economic importance of industrial film in certain coun-
tries such as Switzerland, where, in the past as in the present, it is the backbone
of the domestic film industry.® But academic analysis of industrial film, as has
begun in numerous European countries in the last few years, cannot simply
seek to justify or even ennoble the subject by either proving its dominance in
film business or searching for unknown works by various auteurs.” Evaluating
industrial film in terms of film art makes little sense, and neither does restricting
it to its value as a historical source, which historians — before media studies —
have begun to scrutinize. What seems to be more fruitful is a historical and
theoretical study of industrial film as a media practice that focuses on its func-
tion as utility film, a genre that has hardly been researched as yet. Since indus-
trial film incorporates economic interests, analyzing it can produce knowledge
on the significance and functions of media in business. Beyond that, such
knowledge can help us to understand the workings of utility films in political,
social, and cultural contexts.

Serial film analysis and historical analysis of context

In the following essay, I will outline dominant characteristics, basic functions,
and exhibition practices of the industrial film by means of concrete examples.
Thereby, I will suggest a methodological approach to industrial film that proved
of value in a three-and-a-half year research project of the Swiss National Science
Foundation on the History of Non-Fiction Film in Switzerland (1896 to 1964),
which focused on industrial and commissioned film, alongside tourism and
educational film. Most of the following examples are drawn from the corpus of
this project.®

In order to come to terms with the types, aesthetics, rhetoric, functions,
and utilization practices relevant to industrial film, I suggest a combination of
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Figure 1 The ad promotes performance, the film shows it in
STARR-DREH-MASCHINE SDM (1943)
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“serial” film analysis and analysis of historical context. By serial film analysis I
mean a process in which the largest possible number of films is examined in
regard to recurring narratives, motives, and formal and rhetoric patterns. The
reason for this is simple: industrial film has not yet been studied systematically.’
Therefore, whenever a single film is considered, the question of its representa-
tiveness remains unanswered. Serial film analysis can provide knowledge on
structural, thematic, aesthetic, and rhetorical characteristics and stereotypes
that make it possible to distinguish the typical from the atypical, establish co-
herencies in form and content, and identify continuities and changes. Such an
analysis can lay the ground for comparative studies of narratives, styles, argu-
ments, and intertextualities from local, regional, national, and transnational per-
spectives.

Film analysis alone, however, will not suffice. Context analysis is indispensa-
ble for industrial and other kinds of utility films, since they are all highly situa-
tional and closely bound to their production and exhibition context. Deprived
of context and viewed in retrospect, they can barely be understood adequately.
Additionally, film texts hardly tell us about their contemporary function, utili-
zation, or reception. Such crucial information can only be retained from addi-
tional research of historical sources. The same is true for other characteristics of
industrial film such as seriality and intermedjiality. As is the case with corporate
photography, an industrial film rarely comes alone; it is usually part of a series
of films. Furthermore, industrial films are always integrated in an orchestrated
media mix (or Medienverbund) for corporate communication, and thus not used
in isolation, but in correlation with other media.™

When studying industrial film one must free oneself from equating “film” with
“cinema”: The utility film has a wider exhibition frame than that of “film,” which
is commonly understood as a professionally produced feature-length narrative
screened in cinemas. Given the variety of non-theatrical exhibition venues, the
terms must be distinguished in regard to industrial and other utility films.

Definitions and classifications

Industrial or corporate films, as they are called in today’s business praxis, can be
defined as films commissioned and used as a communication tool by corpora-
tions and business associations (excluding advertising spots).”* Industrial films,
then, are communicative devices for corporate governance.

Capitalist economy depends on growth, which is achieved by reducing pro-
duction costs or increasing productivity (or most efficiently, by doing both at
the same time). Therefore, rationalization and innovation are the engines of in-
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dustry, and the rhetoric of rationalization and innovation is inherent to indus-
trial film.

Industrial films come in different types, and specialized encyclopedias list
four of them: the representation film (Reprisentationsfilm), also called image
film, which gives a comprehensive overview of a corporation; the representative
film (Vertreterfilm), which demonstrates the functioning of products to potential
customers; the educational and training film (Lehr- und Ausbildungsfilm) used
for the instruction of employees, and finally the trade fair and exhibition film
(Messe- und Ausstellungsfilm)."* This list must be complemented by the manufac-
turing or process film (Fabrikationsfilm), which shows the step-by-step manufac-
turing of goods from raw material to consumable product, often including ship-
ping and the joy of consumption. The manufacturing film is the earliest type of
industrial film to represent a separate category, possibly due to the fact that it
inherited its distinctive narrative from preceding media practices, such as lan-
tern slides, photographs, and prints. From 1907 onwards, process films were
included in the programs of stationary cinematograph theaters under the con-
temporary designation of Industriebild (industrial moving picture) or scéne (d’art
et) d’industrie, and by 1910 they had taken on the distinctive narrative and form
that would be the norm until the end of the 1930s.”> The research film (For-
schungsfilm), which documents academic experiments, could also be added; in
contrast to the types mentioned above, however, it served to produce knowl-
edge rather than disseminate it. Not mentioned in secondary literature, but to
be considered as a separate type, is the actuality film (Aktualititenfilm), which
records important moments in corporate history (anniversaries, receptions, ded-
ications of corporate facilities, social events such as leisure trips of staff and
trainees, etc.), thus contributing to the constitution of corporations.

Categories have remained relatively constant over the years. Curt Ascher,
general director of the Deutsche Industriefilm-Aktiengesellschaft (German In-
dustrial Film Stock Company), named four types of industrial film in 1924: Re-
prisentationsfilm (representation film), Fabrikationsfilm (manufacturing film), An-
wendungsfilm (use film, which generally shows large-scale tools and machines in
action), and Gebrauchsanweisungsfilm (instructional film)."* However, care
should be taken, since contemporary designations have been subject to histori-
cal shifts in meaning. What Albert Masnata, chairman of the Schweizerische
Zentrale fiir Handelsférderung (Business Network Switzerland), understood in
1929 by the term film documentaire (documentary film) — a film that, “for adver-
tising purposes, offers the audience a means to learn about the existence, the
fabrication and the application of certain products” — would be called a manu-
facturing film today.”” Likewise, in 1949, films that showed “the occupations
and activities of corporations, associations, and institutions, perhaps even their
historical development,” were called documentary films (Dokumentarfilme)."®
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Today, they would fall into the category of representation or image film. Both
examples provide evidence that those historical terms must be returned to their
contemporary meanings. Additionally, it should be noted that in recent re-
search, consistent terminology is generally missing. In the second volume of the
Geschichte des dokumentarischen Films in Deutschland (2005) alone, the industrial
film is either subsumed under the category of Kulturwerbefilm (cultural advertis-
ing film), reduced to examples from heavy industry, or extended to include
films on “housing and construction” (Wohnen und Bauen), which were commis-
sioned by public authorities and not by corporations, thus not belonging to the
classification of industrial films, although they do qualify as sponsored utility
films."”

Figure 2 “And will you be there, too?” Industrial films as local films
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The examples accentuate the need for a distinct definition of industrial film in
alignment with the sponsoring agencies — corporations and business associa-
tions — and with the films’ utilization in corporate communication. Such a defi-
nition implies a fundamental change in the perspective of research from produ-
cer/director to film sponsor and from the film’s aesthetic to its function.
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Figure 3 Back to the mountains... in DIENSTBARE KRAFT (1937)

Figure 4 ... with Brown, Boveri & Cie
SCHWEIZERISCHE PRIVATBAHNEN (1939)
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Industrial films were never produced haphazardly. Instead, they were always
commissioned for specific reasons on a specific occasion. Corporate motivation
to sponsor films is central to a retrospect understanding of their function. Since
they barely left any traces in the films, contemporary motivations have to be
reconstructed from historical sources. Generally speaking, there are three basic
types of occasions for commissioning corporate films: trade fairs and exhibi-
tions; anniversaries and other corporate festivities, and innovations such as the
introduction of new products and the implementation of new organizational
structures — especially if the measures taken by a corporation encountered resis-
tance from employees, consumers, or society. The three types justify describing
corporate film as a phenomenon of either prosperity or crisis. Whenever public
conflicts, for example opposition to exploitation of waterpower or atomic en-



108 Yvonne Zimmermann

ergy, interfered with economic development, corporate films would be used as
“troubleshooters” for negotiating between employer and employee, producer
and consumer, and industry and society in order to adapt the opposing party
to the needs of the industry. Such adaptation processes imply a rhetorical pat-
tern of manufacturing consent that, more or less explicitly, addresses the objec-
tions of the opponents and negotiates controversial positions (usually between
nature and technology, tradition and progress) in order to conclude with a dis-
play of the social benefit that will result from consenting to economic progress.
A stereotypical example of such negotiation is DREI IN EINEM BooT from the
early 1950s (director: Victor Borel), sponsored by the electricity company of the
canton of Zurich in order to promote the construction of the hydroelectric
power station in Rheinau near Schaffhausen, a project that met with fierce social
opposition. In a fictional dispute between an environmentalist and an engineer,
the film negotiates between environmental protection and industrial moderni-
zation, and presents waterpower as clean energy that guarantees both the con-
servation of the Alpine landscape and the maintenance of national indepen-
dence. Thus, social consent to industrial exploitation is manufactured on the
basis of patriotic feelings.”

As elaborate as its argument may be, an industrial film can fulfill its function
only if it reaches its target audience. Industrial film addressed a variety of target
groups inside and outside corporations (internal and external exhibition), which
either consisted of large lay audiences or experts (company employees, engi-
neers, academics, students, etc.). Either way, the audience played the decisive
role:

One must therefore always take into account the fact that an industrial film is a utility
film. Only if it reaches the target audience is its production justified [emphasis in the
original]."®

The Knorr Food Corporation, for example, made the production of a manufac-
turing film dependent on its use in schools.** And management of the Georg
Fischer Corporation dropped a film project on the occasion of the company’s
150th anniversary in 1952: the range of products that “at the same time speaks
to the highly qualified engineer and the ordinary housewife” cast too much
doubt on whether the film could really reach such a broad target audience.**
Despite the eminent significance of the audience, it would be hasty to draw
parallels to commercial film production, which is dependent on a paying audi-
ence. Even if the industrial film represents “a commercial deal” between a spon-
soring corporation and a commissioned agent (film producer),** this is a com-
mercial deal that usually results in non-commercial films. Seen in retrospect,
only a very small percentage of industrial films have ever made it into the pre-
feature program of commercial cinemas. In 1959, Friedrich Mortzsch, head of
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AEG’s marketing department at the time, estimated the portion of West German
industrial films distributed commercially at no more than 5%.** Exploitation in
commercial cinemas played only a marginal role for industrial film. Generally,
the audience did not pay to watch an industrial film, the industry paid for the
audience. What was significant for the sponsor in the cost-benefit ratio were not
the effective costs of production, but the average amount paid per spectator,
which correspondingly sank as their number rose.** Obviously, large audiences
were always desired. In contrast to the commercial film industry, however, film
for corporations and business associations was not a trade good with a commer-
cial end in itself, but an investment. Therefore, industrial and other sponsored
utility films obey a different logic of economic exploitation than the commercial
film industry.

On the use of industrial film

Industrial films would be screened internally and/or externally, that is within
the structures of the commissioning body (screenings for the staff, for instance
for training and further education or prevention of accidents; at business and
general gatherings; for customers and factory visitors; at subsidiaries, etc.),
and/or outside the corporation. In 1959, 30% to 40% of all industrial films were
screened outside corporations. External dissemination can also be divided into
two categories: commercial or trade distribution and non-commercial distribu-
tion.*” In Germany, industrial films made it into the commercial pre-feature pro-
gram by way of commercial distribution as Kulturfilme (cultural advertising
films), facilitated by changed regulations for entertainment tax in 1926.° In the
late 1940s, cinematic exploitation was dependent on a classification from the
Film Evaluation Office of Wiesbaden, since a tax break for the entire program
was based on classifications of films for the pre-feature program. The usage
rights were contractual rights. In general historical practice the rights for com-
mercial use remained with the producers and those for non-commercial use
went to the commissioning body. As such, the filmmakers had a financial incen-
tive to get the films screened in cinemas, whereas the sponsor was guaranteed
widespread dissemination of its message.

Non-commercial exhibition, which I am concentrating on here, was the domi-
nant practice for disseminating industrial films. Using the companies’ own
channels of distribution and other non-commercial channels, industrial films
were screened nationally and internationally at trade fairs and exhibitions; in
schools and universities; at trade, social, economic, church, and other associa-
tions, as well as at public and private institutions; in film clubs; at festivals; in
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mobile cinemas; at trade events and lecture tours; on cruise ships; in consulates
and embassies.

The variety of circulation practices and exhibition venues outside commercial
cinema makes historical research on industrial film a very time-consuming un-
dertaking. But it is precisely in this pragmatic field that the constitutive charac-
teristics of the utility film are to be found. The different exhibition frames there-
by played a decisive role in determining the meaning and reception of a film, as
can be exemplified by ALPSEGEN 1M GLARNERLAND (1930, Schweizer Schul- und
Volkskino), sponsored by the Schweizerische Milchkommission (Swiss Milk
Commission). The film about the manufacture of Glarner Schabziger, an herbed
cheese with a distinctive smell and taste, took on a different character depend-
ing on the context in which it was screened. If shown at an advertising event
organized by the Milk Commission, it was seen as a “propaganda film,” as pro-
motional films were called at the time; if screened in cinemas, it became a cul-
tural film on life in the Alpine pastures; and when projected in the classroom
and commented upon by a teacher, it was an educational film. Screening con-
texts always influence reception, but in the case of industrial film, the influence
is so far reaching that the actual use of a film could change its basic function and
generic character. Thus, industrial films are multi-intentional and multifunc-
tional in that they can reach different target groups with different focuses for
different purposes (advertising, information, instruction, and education). De-
pending on the exhibition context, they could be propaganda films, cultural
films, educational films, or even local films. Scenes of workers leaving a factory,
which belonged to the standard repertory of motifs in industrial films until the
1940s, provide an example: to a large, unspecific audience they demonstrated
the economic power of a corporation; to the staff and local inhabitants, how-
ever, who recognized themselves and their surroundings on the screen, such
scenes had a home-movie quality and served, among other things, to encourage
identification with the company by anchoring it in the local.”

Furthermore, industrial films correlate with other media used for corporate
communication, such as lectures, slides, photographs, brochures, inserts, and
objects.*® The complexity of such media connections is illustrated by the follow-
ing example: DIENSTBARE KRAFT/FORCES DOMPTEES (1937, Charles-Georges
Duvanel), about the generation, use, and importance of electricity in Switzer-
land, is a typical film sponsored by Business Network Switzerland in that it
promotes an entire economic sector instead of individual corporations. In a par-
ticularly emblematic final scene the mountain railway to the Gornergrat can be
seen in front of the Matterhorn. As a symbol of technological transformation of
nature into industrial culture, the mountain railway leads the spectator back to
where the film — and waterpower — started: the mountains. At the opening of
the Schweizerische Landesausstellung (Swiss National Exhibition) in 1939 in
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Zurich, where DIENSTBARE KRAFT was screened several times, the Brown, Bo-
veri & Cie. corporation used the same motive as the mountain railway to the
Gornergrat in front of the Matterhorn to illustrate an ad for its electric locomo-
tives, published in a special issue of the journal Schweizerische Privatbahnen.*® In
this case, the motive circulated not only in different media, it was also trans-
ferred from the representation of an entire branch into the media mix of an in-
dividual corporation, a mix that included a series of individual corporate films
such as LokoMoTIvBAU BROWN, BoVERI & CIE., also screened at the exhibition.?°

A further constitutive characteristic of both industrial and utility film in gen-
eral can be outlined by returning to the example of ALPSEGEN 1M GLARNER-
LAND. The fact that the Schweizerische Arbeitsgemeinschaft fiir Unterrichtski-
nematographie (Swiss Society for Educational Cinema, SAFU) shortened the
film and divided it into two independent parts for screenings in schools (ALp-
AUFZUG and HERSTELLUNG DES GLARNER ZIGERS) illustrates the common prac-
tice of adapting films to conform to a variety of exhibition contexts. This prac-
tice not only underlines the necessity of a combination of film and context
analysis, it also points to a problematic of multiple versions inherent to the
genre of utility film. According to different exhibition frames, films were com-
missioned in multiple versions and shortened, complemented with new materi-
al, newly edited, and given new soundtracks. This also applies, by the way, to
the aforementioned electricity film, which is a shortened and newly sound-edi-
ted version of UNSICHTBARE KRAFT/PUISSANCE INVISIBLE from 1933. A further
common practice was to recycle shots in newly produced films. This practice is
responsible for the modular character so typical of the industrial and utility
film. Tullberg Film, for example, Sweden’s leading industrial film producer in
the 1920s, set up a “film archive” with shots from certain places to be reused in
new films.>* And the film theorist Ernst Iros suggested the foundation of a
Swiss Central Office for Cultural Film Production in 1942 which would collect
all the unused shots from both narrative and documentary films so that new
films could draw their material from this “image reservoir.” Such a “highly ra-
tional” method, which Iros extolled as a “mosaic, modular, or building-block
method,” perfectly corresponds to the character of the industrial and utility
film.3* As a consequence, designations like original version and final or direc-
tor’s cut become precarious categories. The problematic of multiple versions
evidences the fact that an auteur-film approach to industrial film is inappropri-
ate. Like utility films in general, industrial films dispense with the enduring,
permanent character of a piece of art. Instead, they are provisional assemblages
of working material to be (re)used in new combinations according to the needs
of the commissioning bodies. Their assignment is “not to serve art, but ... to put
art into service.”33 Art in industrial film, then, is functional art.
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Whether commercial or non-commercial, whether presented inside or outside
a corporation, industrial films were always just one component of a media event
and not the event itself. At commercial cinemas they were elements of the short-
film program preceding the main feature. As a corporate communication tool
the industrial film was particularly efficient at media events that could be gov-
erned and controlled. This was the case in non-commercial exhibition venues
where industrial films were commentated by lecturers present at the screening,
combined with other media (photographs, slides, brochures), and embedded in
an event that often drew upon further attractions. For this reason the extant film
prints are not to be seen as complete, timeless works, but fragments of ephem-
eral screening events. These fragments owe their filmic form less to the artistic
will of an auteur than to exhibition practice. Form, then, always follows func-
tion.

Forms and functions

Serial film analysis, as it was performed in the research project in Switzerland
mentioned above, brought certain formal features to light that could lead one to
describe industrial film as a “residual” category within non-fiction film.>* De-
spite the advent of the discursive “documentary film” in Grierson’s sense,
many films prolonged the tradition of the “aesthetic of the view,” the gesture of
showing, until the late 1930s.>> And many remained silent until the 1950s and
black and white until the 1960s.3° Of the 303 films screened at the Swiss Na-
tional Exhibition held in 1939 in Zurich, 204 were silent.>”

These observations apply not only to industrial films, but to other forms of
utility film as well.3® In regard to industrial film, however, a paradox results:
how does a rhetoric of innovation in content go together with conservative or
even anachronistic form? And how can the technically and formally innovative
counterexamples, which were well noted in film history, be explained? The
push to renew film language made by the avant-garde in the 1920s and 1930s
greatly influenced the industrial film, as is manifest in the sponsored films di-
rected by Walter Ruttmann, who was therefore recognized as the “inventor” of
industrial film by traditional historiography.>® There are other instances of in-
dustrial films drawing upon the latest techniques and the display of high pro-
duction values. In German films like Ruttmann’s METALL DES HIMMELS (1935)
and MANNESMANN (1937) or, to quote an example from Switzerland, HANDE
UND MASCHINEN/HOMMES ET MACHINES by Werner Dressler and Kurt Frith
(1938, Business Network Switzerland), the rhetoric of innovation is reflected
stylistically and technically so that innovations in content and form coincide.
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Industrial films can be divided into two formally distinct categories: films de-
signed for commercial venues and films produced for non-commercial exhibi-
tion. Pre-feature films had to meet the contemporary standards of international
film production and entertain a large audience. Often such industrial films were
designed as prestige objects of the commissioning corporation, which strove to
represent its economic power through innovative film form and technique. As
important as pre-feature industrial films may be from a perspective of quality,
they are far less relevant in terms of quantity.*°

The second, quantitatively dominant category is formed by industrial films
designed for non-commercial exhibition only. For the most part, their “back-
wardness” can be explained by the corresponding exhibition practice. The sig-
nification of a silent film devoid of explicit rhetoric in the film text that relies
upon sheer demonstration was largely undetermined, which made it suitable
for use in a variety of contexts (trade fairs, lectures, schools, etc.). Above all, it
was the event that attributed the actual meaning to a film — an instance that
once more underlines the fragmentary character of most industrial films. Pre-
feature films, on the other hand, had to be self-explanatory and communicate
their message without a supporting lecturer. Therefore, they are highly deter-
mined by diegetic commentary and music, which, on the other hand, limited
their usability.** Industrial films for commercial and non-commercial use also
differ in format: the standard for screening in a cinema was 35mm, for non-
theatrical use 16mm.** The answer to whether industrial film is an innovative
category of film is therefore different depending upon the utilization practices
(internal or external, commercial or non-commercial exhibition).

To conclude, I would like to return to the opening quote: “What Hollywood
is to America, the corporate film is to Switzerland.” Wettler’s statement applies
not only to the economic significance of industrial film for the domestic film
industry, but also to the status of the industrial film as a means of representing
a nation. Like Hollywood productions, industrial films have spread national
values, characteristics, and worldviews all over the globe. They have coined na-
tional images and disseminated national stereotypes. In the case of Switzerland,
the films sponsored by the Business Network Switzerland after the 1930s had a
great influence in branding Switzerland internationally as a happy fusion of
tradition and innovation with mountains, and a guarantee of quality products.
Along with the cultivation of national images abroad, industrial films played a
crucial role in constructing and reinforcing local, regional, and especially na-
tional identities. To which degree this holds true for countries other than Swit-
zerland must still be answered by comparative transnational research. What-
ever the results, the history of industrial films includes more than business
history. It is, in fact, part of cultural history in the largest sense.
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POUSSIERES

Writing the Real vs. the Documentary Real

Gérard Leblanc

PoussIERES (1954) is the only one of Georges Franju’s documentaries for which
the screenplay was essentially written before shooting. The title of the present
text, with its slogan form, becomes even stronger than it already is if taken lit-
erally. Writing before shooting, not in order to create a script but to prefigure
cinematic images, sometimes by resting on the power of poetic evocation, while
at other times relying on the power of scientific description using verbal lan-
guage. Cinematic images, once composed, will refer back to verbal language,
which, by means of this description, will designate what Franju wanted to see
and what he wanted the spectator to see.

Franju, his commissioning body, and the dominant social
discourse

But before we enter into the heart of the analysis of Franju’s approach and his
short film, it is necessary to specify what he understood by the “documentary
real.” These two terms, for him, far from being related, are actually in radical
opposition. In a documentary it is not the real that is manifest, but a preconsti-
tuted view of the real, generally that of the commissioning body, the director
being the more or less conscious agent of this position.” This point of view is
not only ideal, it is connected to a form of organization of the real, which the
film takes as its goal and which it tends to legitimize and naturalize. In order for
another real to have any chance of being manifest in a film, if it is a documen-
tary, it must begin by disassociating the “real” and the “documentary.” This is
precisely the enterprise that Franju undertook throughout his so-called “docu-
mentary” work (from 1948 to 1957), always trying to thwart the traps of the
commission.”

What is the “documentary real” aimed for by the Institut national de re-
cherche sur la sécurité (INRS) that commissioned PoussiEres? This institution
specialized in the prevention of work accidents and work-related illness and
commissioned Franju to make a short film to train workers how to protect
themselves from industrial dust, which causes numerous work-related illnesses.
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The preconsituted point of view of the commissioning body could not be sim-
pler: by properly employing individual and collective measures of protection, it
is possible to prevent the majority of these illnesses. This is the point of view
that the filmmaker is supposed to relay and reinforce in his film.

The point of view that Franju creates in the course of his approach to this real
as desired by the commissioning body is, however, quite different. He formu-
lates it in a note on page six of his shooting notes: “to give the images and the
commentary the appearance of engaging in a constant competition between the
risk of illness and the preventative measures used.”? The film subsequently spe-
cifies what could be missing in this formulation. The “competition” is decidedly
unequal. The protective measures utilized never correspond to the risks run.
They are behind even in the evolution of the conditions of production. Dust is
ever more fine, invisible, abundant, difficult to neutralize.

While Franju’s point of view is in opposition to that of his commissioner, the
context of the commission prevents him from showing the relationships be-
tween work safety and the organization and goals of the capitalist system. Had
he done so, the film would simply have been rejected by the INRS. Did Franju
want to show this relationship? There is no evidence to support this. The traces
of self-censorship that one finds in the shooting notes only indicate that Franju
knew perfectly well how far he could go in his critique. For example, concern-
ing a factory that crushed sea pebbles, he first wrote: “In this factory for the
manufacture of dust, man, imitating the sea, makes sand out of pebbles.” Later
he chose to remove the first clause of the sentence, contenting himself with say-
ing that the production of sand is “useful for industry and dangerous for man.”
A simple tactical concern can be seen in this cut: not to offend the commissioner
too much by attributing an apparently absurd end goal to the factory, namely
“the manufacture of dust.”

The role that the filmmaker attributes to scientific experimentation appears to
be more problematic. This is supposed to “go beyond” nature (which invented
the spider’s web, “without a doubt the first dust filter”) in the daily battle that
she wages concerning the different ways that material can be set free, as if Fran-
ju were placing all his hopes in scientific discoveries and none in social transfor-
mation. This position would have certainly been reassuring to the commis-
sioner. But after this reassurance, the filmmaker stirred up new trouble. At the
end of the film he asks: “Man, more powerful than the elements he dominates,
will he be safe from the mortal radioactivity of atomic dust ... that threatens the
globe...?” The last shot shows an atomic explosion and its formidable dust
cloud.

This conclusion is a good example of Franju'’s strategy. The filmmaker first
takes up the socially dominant discourse (to which, of course, the commissioner
adheres) in order to undermine it from within. At the same time, this work of
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destroying the dominant discourse, as stunning as it may sometimes be, re-
mains confined within certain limits that are not to be exceeded. It is man in
general that is at stake here and not the social conditions under which he pro-
duces and reproduces. If Franju’s strategy can have a political effect, it is not
political in and of itself, and it can provoke anguished questioning about human
nature. It is this possibility that makes it acceptable for the different institutions
that Franju collaborated with.

The aesthetics of Franju’s cinema are nevertheless aesthetics of destabiliza-
tion.* This destabilization is born of the impossibility of sticking to the commis-
sioner’s discourse, the argumentation of which is partially taken up by Franju,
even when he finds himself in disagreement with it, with what is shown. The
commissioner’s discourse, in effect, is always a discourse of normalization. The
filmmaker, as he expressed on several occasions, intended to demonstrate the
abnormal character of what it habitually presented as normal. He achieves this
not only by opposing the verbal and visual discourse, but by first exposing the
internal contradictions of the dominant verbal discourse. By contradicting itself,
the voice-over gives the spectator the chance to include his or her own voice in
the interpretation of the visual discourse. This is what produces the profoundly
liberating character of Franju’s cinema, which is in sharp contrast to the typical
documentary production of the time, in which the off-camera voice tends to
impose a one-to-one relationship onto the images.

Poetic and scientific discourse

I would like to return to my point of departure. The primordial importance that
Franju gives to the writing of the commentary is first of all a strategy of destabi-
lizing the spectator in his relation to the visual discourse. But there is something
more, or rather something else, at work in PoussiErREs. Writing precedes the
image, and, in a certain sense, creates it.

To begin with, we observe the coexistence of two levels of discourse that ordi-
narily tend to be mutually exclusive and equally destabilizing for the spectator
— which is nothing new with Franju: the poetic and the scientific. These two lev-
els of discourse coexist and overlap without concealing each other. It is not a
question of poetically sprucing up scientific discourse to make it easier to con-
sume. Each level of discourse develops according to its own axis, and it is never
a question of mistaking the one for the other. Because Franju respects their sin-
gularity, the two levels of discourse can meet and interact in a very productive
way, for example, concerning the question of the invisible. But first they must be



122 Gérard Leblanc

considered separately, since they do not play the same role and do not produce
the same effects.

The opening of the film takes up the first level of discourse and leads, by
undetectable degrees, to the second. It indicates, in the context of a film that
could not be more “objective,” the presence of a subjectivity. After all, is it not a
training film that takes its arguments from a preconstituted institutional dis-
course objective? This subjectivity seems to start a daydream about dust, recit-
ing examples of various of kinds of dust. The word “dust” appears in every
sentence. This daydream, however, is burdened by the heavy weight of the
real. The first shot in the film shows a general view of the city of Leeds black-
ened by industrial dust. The filmmaker comments: “Dust has covered the city,
one of the blackest in the world.” This is followed by three sentences (one could
very well call them three verses) that, while continuing to play on variations of a
single theme — that of dust — seem to snatch the film away from its relation to
industry in order to give it over to nature: “living dust of pollen... ancient dust
of the Sahara... salty dust released by the waves of the sea...” If the same theme
expands from one phrase to the next, the association of blooming trees, of a
desert, of the sea, do not obey any logic of argumentation, nor does the order of
their succession. It is a question of sensations that seek out and find their poetic
formulation.

This poetic formulation is divided up into two stages: that of verbal expres-
sion, itself full of imagery, and that of its materialization by the camera. The
poetic use of language gives rise to images that the cinema then transforms,
interpreting them visually. “Living dust of pollen...” evokes multiple images
related to the question: What is alive about the dust of pollen? For the film-
maker-poet Franju — not surprisingly — what brings the dust of pollen to life is
the movement of the wind. He then films flowering trees agitated by the wind,
which carries off a cloud of pollen. Visual interpretation among a thousand
other possibilities. The problem for the filmmaker consists in not taking the
spectator’s place in the dream. But the cinematic image that Franju has drawn
from the verbal image opens up to all sorts of daydreams and excesses. The
freedom of the spectator is preserved.

The third sentence introduces a relation of causality that could justify a scien-
tific explanation: “salty dust released by the waves of the sea...” This explana-
tion remains suspended on a shot of high waves breaking and forming foam.
But the fourth phrase, aside from its own poetic virtues, indicates the necessity
of a scientifically discursive level. “Dust sent by the sun and which, concen-
trated at the magnetic pole, forms the aurora borealis...” The cinematic image
here is made illustrative, even singular. At the words “aurora borealis” we actu-
ally see an aurora borealis, as if the image were turning into the objective visual
translation of a concept. We therefore pass from one level of discourse to an-
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other. It is no longer language’s power of evocation that is solicited, but its
power of description, taken to a higher level of precision and accuracy. Never-
theless the first level of discourse will not be abandoned and will reappear in
the failures of the institutional discourse as it tries to secure its own mastery of
images.

The film now leads us back to its starting point. We have left the city of Leeds,
blackened by dust. We find ourselves confronted by a more general proposi-
tion: “In many industries, the quantity of floating dust is considerable...” The
prosaic quality of this sentence is undeniable and leads the listener to wonder if
the poetic discourse was not simply a form of evasion that has come to a sudden
end. But Franju, by now assigning a descriptive function to language, conserves
the fragmentary structure of the poetic phrase, thereby establishing a rhythmic
continuity: “big-city train stations... coal mining towns blackened by coal dust
...” The filmmaker makes use of an opposition at equal levels, which is justified
at least as much by cinematographic as analytical reasons. The black of the
mining towns is opposed to the white of the cemeteries and the limekilns. This
is, after all, a film, and a black-and-white film at that, which, starting from this
basic opposition, goes on to play on the whole scale of gray.

But it is this connection woven in between the visible and the invisible that
will bring the two levels of discourse together through a series of examples. The
first case study concerns “a company that produces linen.” Franju takes us on a
visit to a “faintly lit” threshing workshop. The commentary states what the im-
age confirms: “The threshing machine breaking the linen fibers produces such a
quantity of dust that the light of day can only get through with difficulty.” A
light projector has to be used to “produce a ray of light.” The beams go on to
reveal an enormous quantity of dust, invisible to the eye in the half-light of the
threshing workshop. It is as if the technical means of cinema were coming to the
aid of science, and by the same token, releasing a kind of poetry by showing a
ray of sunlight.

The level of scientific discourse sometimes takes its authority from the scien-
tific research that Franju integrated into his film. We see, for instance, micro-
scopic images from doctors Policard and Collet showing the destruction of a
living cell by a speck of silica dust. “The silica dust, by destroying the living
cell, causes the most dangerous type of pneumoconiosis: silicosis... Certain oc-
cupations are particularly affected by this illness.” Several sequences present a
factory that grinds sea pebbles, a Limoges porcelain factory, a mining tunnel in
the Alps, a mining pit in Hénin-Liétard, a cemetery, and a sandblasting opera-
tion.

In each case presented, the work process is described from the point of view
of the “competition” between the risks created for the workers and the technical
means utilized to prevent or attenuate these risks. These means are always in-
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sufficient. This can be seen in the factory for grinding sea pebbles. After having
shown, briefly and precisely, different operations of the work process, after hav-
ing underlined the dangerous conditions where these operations are put into
effect, Franju shows the “powerful air filters” that “reduce” the quantity of silica
dust inhaled by the workers. The term “reduce” already indicates that the air
filters, as powerful as they may be, do not entirely suffice. But, in the smelting
works, the commentary becomes even more unsettling. A worker dressed in a
hood (he is therefore provided, as the regulations require, with a means of in-
dividual protection) uses a jet of sand to smooth out an object. The sandblasting
“loosens particles ... all the more noxious in that they are fine and fresh.” For the
sandblasting operation, Franju brings in a projector to make “the murderous
dust loosened by the smoothing” visible. In his shooting notes he wrote: “Visi-
ble and invisible dust. But the source of light, which is mobile, causes the dust
that is breathed in to appear under the grinding stone. Repeat this luminous
demonstration twice.” The sequence concludes: “Collecting all of this invisible
dust is the only way to prevent the ever-threatening peril of silicosis.”

The visible and the non-visible

The following sequence, located in a porcelain factory, is the longest in this short
film, and also constitutes the pivot point (it is in this sequence that Franju ex-
presses his philosophy of film in a note I have transcribed above). The different
operations of manufacturing are described in even more detail than before.
After a fade to black the border maker appears, whose job, “along with that of
the sand blaster, is the most exposed in the porcelain factory.” The border maker
has no means of individual protection at his disposal. As he blows on the edge
of the plate, the commentary underscores the fact that “his breathing fights with
the silicon dust for his pulmonary alveolus.” After a close-up of the vaporiza-
tion of dust, we see another of the workers breathing, then an extreme close-up
of his mouth. The work of the sandblaster is then broken down into several
related shots. At the end of this montage the spectator is invited to leave the
terrain of representation in order to come face to face with the opposition be-
tween the visible and what the dominant point of view would like to keep hid-
den in the realm of the invisible. It is not a question here of showing the invisi-
bility of dust, but of showing the invisibility, deliberately sustained, of illness
behind the appearance of good health. The commentary, “The living worker in
this environment might feel perfectly well, however...” indicates the stereotypi-
cal image of a man satisfied with a job well done over a chain of images that
undermine the contradiction between the visible and non-visible aspects. When
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the sandblaster completes his work, he smiles, admiring the results and show-
ing them off to the spectator to admire as well. If the transparency of the plate is
incontestable, the human transparency suggested by the worker’s smile is ideo-
logical; it expresses the imaginary relationship it has to the real conditions of
work. The film carries out the visual demonstration by showing an x-ray of
lungs suffering from silicosis (which could be those of any worker working un-
der the same conditions). The suspended sentence is completed in the most im-
placable way: “The silicosis is there, detected by the x-ray.”

The progression in exposing the danger and the risks is pursued in the fol-
lowing sequence, hidden behind a simulacrum of evasion. Here, the film-
maker’s irony reveals itself to be particularly effective. He knows that it is tradi-
tional to follow a dramatic sequence with a more relaxing one, which allows the
spectator a little breathing room and time to pull him or herself together before
a new dramatic episode begins. At first, it seems that Franju is conforming to
this convention. The commentary slips in “Alpine mountains where the pure
climate invigorates the diseased lungs...”, but then, immediately afterwards, a
loud sound makes a group of crows fly away. In the following shot, the specta-
tor understands the source of the noise: a detonation that has opened up a
mining tunnel in the mountain. Miners are shown leaving the tunnel in the
cloud of smoke caused by the explosion. And the commentary explains that the
dust is “the most dangerous thing of all.” There seems to be no way out of this
dilemma.

Thus, the strong interaction that the film constructs between the poetic dis-
course and the scientific tends to ruin the representation of appearances and
reestablish the unity between the visible and the non-visible. This unity brings
out the contradictions that the socially dominant discourse is incapable of con-
trolling. While the film does not itself draw out the political consequences, noth-
ing prevents the spectator from doing so.

Notes

1. Among the filmmakers of the 1950s whose names have survived as auteurs as well
as documentary filmmakers — such as Alain Resnais, Chris Marker, and Agnes Var-
da - Franju was the most insistent about the productive dimension of creation on
commission.

2. Institutional classifications are as tenacious as the institutions that produce them.
We would do better to qualify Franju as an essayist-poet, or better yet, a poet-essay-
ist.

3. A document of 14 typewritten pages, with several handwritten notes by Franju.
This is not a screenplay but a storyboard consisting of a list of shots numbered from
1 to 190. Each audiovisual unit is written and described in a very precise manner,
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and only minor changes were made during shooting. I was able to consult this
document at the Cinématheque francaise (dépot Bjorn Johansen-Franju).

As I have tried to define in a book that bears this title (Maison de la Villette/Créa-
phis, 1992). See also “L'entre-deux du cinéma de Georges Franju,” which appeared
in volume II of my Scénarios du reel (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1997).



Thermodynamic Kitsch

Computing in German Industrial Films, 1928/1963'

Vinzenz Hediger

Markets, according to Joseph Schumpeter, are never stable. Competitive compa-
nies are brought to their knees by the sudden appearance of new competitors or
products that improve upon existing offerings and can make entire product
lines obsolete. Even the most competitive makers of horse carts were doomed
once the automobile appeared on the scene and became a fact of life in the early
20th century. Schumpeter’s term for this process of constantly punctuated mar-
ket equilibria is “creative destruction.” According to Schumpeter, creative de-
struction is “the essential fact about capitalism,” a “process of industrial muta-
tion ... that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within.”*
Creative destruction has something uncanny about it. Those who fall prey to it
do not see it coming: It happens from within, as Schumpeter writes. Survival in
a market-driven economy depends on being able to avoid the surprise that
comes from within, which means being able to anticipate and proactively initi-
ate the process of creative destruction.

The proactive enactment of creative destruction is called “rationalization.”
“Rationalization” refers to measures taken in order to optimize production pro-
cesses, or more abstractly speaking, to improve the ratio of input to output. One
of the key agents of rationalization and of creative destruction in the 20oth cen-
tury is the computer. Contemporary Western societies like to describe them-
selves as information societies. There are good reasons for this. Not least among
them is the fact that information technology has been driving up productivity
and creating entire new industries over the last few decades. Management the-
orists and economic historians have studied the impact of information technol-
ogy on productivity and the structure of industrial organizations.? This contri-
bution proposes a different approach to gauging the impact of the computer.
Assuming that modes of industrial production are tied to specific regimes of
knowledge and visibility, this contribution proposes to trace how the creative
destruction wrought from within by tabulating machines and computers plays
out a level of representation and knowledge.

At stake are issues of work, control, and visibility. Generally speaking, ratio-
nalization eliminates input, particularly in terms of physical labor. The compu-
ter, however, much like the tabulating machines that preceded it, introduces a
new paradigm of productivity. Where productivity was based on the transfor-
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mation of energy into performance in the thermodynamic age, i.e. the classical
age of industrial production, in what may be called the cybernetic age produc-
tivity it is primarily based on information processing. In the thermodynamic
age work, and the control of work, were essentially tied to visibility. Work is a
process in the realm of the visible, and the disappearance of work through ra-
tionalization is measurable in term of visible quantities.* With the computer,
rationalization still results in the disappearance of work, but in the cybernetic
age the disappearance of work may no longer be measured relative to the work
that remains in the visible realm. Through an analysis of two films from the
1920s and 1960s, I would like to show that the introduction of information tech-
nology to the process of industrial production entails a crisis of visibility which
profoundly affects the regime of knowledge tied to the traditional, 19th century
mode of industrial production. The emergence of information technology pro-
vokes a shift in what you might call the visual rhetoric of industrial production,
but it also affects the conditions of possibility of, particularly, a Marxist critique
of the industrial and capitalist mode of production.

The two films I would like to discuss give us a sense of this crisis both in
terms of what they show and in terms of what they fail to represent. The first
example is a film produced by Krupp in 1928 concerning the introduction of the
Hollerith tabulating machine, a film for internal communication purposes. The
second example is a 1963 film produced by the Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund
in order to recruit employees for the union. In both films the effects of informa-
tion processing on industrial organization are the key issue. Each in its own
way deals with the same problem: the separation of visibility and control
brought about by the new computing technologies, and the question as to how
to represent this shift in a visual medium.

In my first section, I will discuss how industrial production is tied to what I
propose calling regimes of knowledge and visibility. In particular, I will discuss
how films act to shape and transform these regimes, and what film’s role in
these regimes entails for film analysis. The second and third sections will be
devoted to a discussion of the two examples. In my conclusion, I will bring the
results of the analysis together in a discussion of the industrial film as both a
medium and a cause of creative destruction.

In the introduction to this volume, Patrick Vonderau and I argue that industrial
organization, i.e., the activity of coordinating and allocating resources and pro-
cesses in order to produce goods and services, is based on the production and
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transmission of knowledge. Three types of knowledge in particular come to
mind: First, the skill of workers and technical personnel which may best be
characterized as implicit knowledge in the sense of Michael Polanyi; second,
the technical and administrative knowledge or transferable know-how that al-
lows for the emergence of differentiated functional hierarchies and the training
of workers and employees; and third what one might call feedback knowledge,
i.e., information about the organization’s overall performance that feeds back
into the organization’s operation. If industrial organization depends on knowl-
edge, the production and transmission of that knowledge in turn is based on
media that collect, store and transmit that knowledge.

Figure 1 The new medium'’s message: Rise of productivity and loss of
manufacturing jobs relative to all jobs since 1950,
i.e. concurrent with the spread of information technology

The Productivity Revolution
Marssfacturing job share vs. manufacturing output (index: 2002-100), 1950-2008

Discussing business practices in terms of regimes of knowledge and media turns
the history of industrial production into a subset of media history and opens up
the possibility of developing a historical epistemology of industrial organiza-
tion.” Since the mid-19th century three major alignments of knowledge and med-
ia seem to have occurred. The introduction of photography in the years after 1850
goes hand in hand with the emergence of what one might call a panoramic-pa-
noptic regime of knowledge and control in the field of industrial organization.
Two of the principal genres of early industrial photography were panorama ex-
terior and interior shots of factory buildings and portraits of workers and em-
ployees. The panorama shot, usually compiled from several individual photo-
graphs smoothly aligned so as to make the transition from one print to the next
all but imperceptible, produces the visual image of a coherent space of industrial
production and implies that activities occurring in that space are essentially visi-
ble.® The factory panorama exemplifies, in other words, a panoptic regime of
visibility, knowledge and control. Similarly, the introduction of film to the fac-
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tory floor after 1910 contributed to the emergence of an ergonomic-Taylorist
regime of knowledge and control. In this regime, as evidenced in the work-
study films of Frank Bunker Gilbreth, attention shifts from control of the work-
er’s minds to control of the body, with the rationalization of movement as the
main goal.” In this regime, knowledge and control remain tightly linked to visi-
bility. The body of the worker and his observable actions are the locus of ratio-
nalization, the key site where to turn in order to increase productivity. Under
the ergonomic-Taylorist regime, then, control is still essentially control of visible
processes in a homogeneous, continuous space of industrial production. Con-
trol and visibility, however, come apart in the cybernetic-systematic regime of
knowledge and control that gradually emerges with the introduction of infor-
mation technology, in particular with the introduction of the computer after
1950. As work ceases to be measurable in terms of visible quantities, the focus
of knowledge and control shifts away from the body of the worker to the main-
tenance of large-scale systems. With that, control no longer plays out on the
factory floor, but somewhere beyond the traditional sites of industrial activity.

Film is a visual medium that emerges while the classical regime of industrial
production is still in full swing. Accordingly, film is in line with both the panop-
tic-panoramic and the ergonomic-Taylorist mode and underwrites those re-
gimes’ assumptions about the visibility of work. As a consequence, there are
certain thresholds of representation that define, and potentially limit, the extent
to which film is capable of articulating and shaping changing regimes of knowl-
edge and organization. So far, much of the critical work on industrial film has
dealt with strategies of representation. Critical studies of this type ask questions
such as: How do individual films represent social and organizational reality?
How do representational strategies correspond to what is really there? Implicit
in theses studies are certain assumptions about the secondary nature of cin-
ematic representation: They assume that there is such a thing as a reality outside
the media, and that cinematic representations must be judged according to the
degree of their correspondence to this reality. This is the kind of analysis typi-
cally conducted by historians. Historians either treat films as transparent win-
dows on social reality and hence as trustworthy source material (which de-
serves to be trusted based on an implicit faith in the indexicality of the
photogram), or they approach cinematic representations as problematic distor-
tions of social reality which need to be rectified through analysis (a suspicion
warranted by the obvious trickery of montage and mise-en-scéne). Both ap-
proaches, however, assume that out there somewhere reality exists as the ulti-
mate touchstone that defines the status and value of the cinematic image.

More recently, media scholars have started to address films in terms of their
value to industrial organizations. This line of inquiry raises questions such as:
How does film transmit and implement organizational and procedural knowl-
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edge? How do films impact and shape industrial organization? Approaches of
this type assume that films do things to and for social organizations. Accord-
ingly, they treat films as agents rather than simply mirrors of what organiza-
tions are and do. This is the kind of analysis typically conducted by media his-
torians and media scholars interested in questions of governance and
governmentality. They will inquire about the As and the Rs of industrial films
and trace the film material back to its organizational origins in an attempt to
reconstruct the medium’s action on specific organizational contexts. Character-
istically, scholars using such an approach trade the ontological realism of repre-
sentational analysis in for other philosophical frameworks, such as actor-net-
work theory or Foucauldian nominalism.

Drawing on both approaches and addressing the relationship between speci-
fic media and historically specific regimes of knowledge, I would like to pro-
pose an analysis that focuses on epistemological issues. My approach asks how
films produce and convey knowledge and thereby shape and inform the regime
of knowledge that prevails in a given industrial organization, but also on how
the knowledge available to an organization depends on its use of film. As I
stated above my interest is in creative destruction as a crisis of visibility, i.e. in
how the creative destruction wrought from within by information technology
plays out at the level of cinematic representation and how it affects film’s role
as an agent in organizational processes. In order to better understand this role, I
will focus my analysis on the limits and thresholds of representation and on
how these limits define film’s impact on regimes of knowledge.

In a 1962 article written for the company’s in-house magazine Hans-Heinrich
Campen, the head of the information department at Krupp Steel works in Es-
sen, Germany, makes the following claim: “film knows no boundaries, no lim-
itations: Everything can be represented cinematically.”® For the media scholar,
this claim resonates with Friedrich Kittler’s more recent view of the computer.
According to Kittler, the computer is a kind of super-medium, a medium that
encompasses all media in that it can represent and perform all other media
(“darstellen” is the apparite verb here, and it is important to note that darstellen
in German means both to represent and to perform). The moving image, the
photograph, the sound recording: Everything can be rendered, i.e., represented
and performed, in the digital medium of the computer.® It is tempting to char-
acterize Kittler’s approach as “techno-Hegelianism.” In Kittler’s view, “history,”
in the accepted social and cultural understanding of the term, is essentially an
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afterthought of media technology and its development. Much like the spirit, or
“Geist”, in Hegel's Phinomenologie des Geistes, media technology, pace Kittler,
unfolds toward a specific goal in a continuous, steady fashion. For Hegel philo-
sophy develops towards the emergence of the absolute spirit, as exemplified in
his philosophy that encompasses and reflects all philosophy that came before it.
Techno-Hegelianism holds that the evolution of media technology culminates
in the emergence of the computer, the one medium that can simulate all other
media (or rather, the medium that can express all other media, or auf den Begriff
bringen, to phrase it in Hegelian terminology). If for Hegel philosophy is essen-
tially Darstellung, i.e., the representation of all philosophy that came before him,
in the view of Techno-Hegelianism the computer is a philosophical machine in
the sense that it represents and performs all media that came before it with the
only difference being that IT hardware takes the place of Hegel’s spirit. No long-
er is “Geist” the medium of philosophy; now information technology takes its
place.

What is striking about Campen’s euphoric statement concerning film is that
he makes the same claim for film that Kittler makes for the computer: Film is the
medium that can represent everything. There is an irony to the timing of Cam-
pen’s claim. 1962 is a time when the computer starts to make inroads into all
areas of industrial organization. This is ironic because, as I would like to show,
the computer undermines Campen’s claim just as he makes it. In fact, the com-
puter creates a problem for corporate communications that is similar to that
raised by the emergence of new financial markets in the 1930s, where capital
flows clearly affect and determine economic activity but remain all but invisible
and difficult to represent.”® But while financial markets operate outside and, to
a certain extent, independently of the core realm of industrial activity, the intro-
duction of the computer creates a problem of visibility at the very heart of in-
dustrial production. Information technology fundamentally alters the ontologi-
cal status of work. It is a process that begins long before 1962, as Hans-Heinrich
Campen could have known if he had only taken a look at the history of his own
company.

In June of 1927, the top management of Krupp steel in Essen, Germany, em-
barked on a major overhaul of the company’s accounting structure. Handwrit-
ten production and sales reports were replaced by mechanical computing, and
the thirty accounting offices scattered about the company’s multiple lots and
factories were abandoned in favor of one central office that gathered and pro-
cessed all accounting data.”* The new department was equipped with Hollerith
tabulating machines that Krupp acquired from DEHOMAG, the Deutsche Hol-
lerith Maschinen AG, founded in Berlin in 1910 and a full subsidiary of IBM
after 1924. Two events prompted Krupp to reform its system of accounting: the
Allied occupation of the Ruhr Valley industrial area in 1923 and the financial
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crisis of 1925,"* which plunged the region’s steel and coal-mining industries into
a veritable frenzy of rationalization.”> When the Hollerith data processing sys-
tem was introduced in April of 1928, representative of Krupp’s legal department
had the following to say: “The years of crisis have shown us that our established
system of monthly reports, the so-called financial reports, was not sufficient for
timely provision of an up-to-date picture of the actual developments at our cor-
poration.” Processing the handwritten financial reports had taken up to three
months. The old system was replaced by a system of detailed monthly state-
ments that were processed in real time. This created data flows that could only
be handled by the Hollerith tabulating machines.

The Hollerith tabulating machine took its name from the German-American
engineer Herman Hollerith. Born in 1860 as the son of a political refugee who
had left Germany in the wake of the failed 1848 republican revolution, Hollerith
worked for the the United States Census in 1879/1880. Based on this experience
and anticipating a significant increase in population, Hollerith devised his first
mechanical accounting machine for the 189o census. Hollerith’s company
merged with a competitor in 1924 to form IBM, the company that was to play a
key role in the development of electronic accounting machines in the 1930s and
1940s."* By the time of the merger, the name Hollerith was firmly established as
a trademark for mechanical accounting and data processing. IBM’s German
subsidiary, DEHOMAG, retained the name.

Both technologically and in institutional terms, the Hollerith data processor is
a predecessor of the modern-day computer. The Hollerith tabulating machine
uses punched cards to tabulate statistics from data. Operators generate data
sets by punching holes in prescribed areas on the cards. Every hole represents a
piece of information — for instance, the gender, profession, residence, or age of a
given individual. The punched cards are then stacked in bundles and counted
with an electromechanical counting machine. Sensors locate the punched hole.
Every sensor that penetrates a punched hole closes an electric circuit and trig-
gers an impulse to calculate a number.

Hollerith adapted the punched-card system from the ticketing system of
America’s railways at the time. A railway ticket consisted of a card on which
punched holes in prescribed areas indicated gender, hair color, and other char-
acteristics of the ticket holder to prevent transfer of tickets. Echoing photogra-
phy’s rendering of real persons in instant portraits, these cards or tickets were
called “punchcard photographs.” Coincidentally, Hollerith, though a passionate
photographer all his life, steadfastly refused to have his picture taken by an-
other photographer.™ Visual metaphors abound throughout the history of the
Hollerith tabulating machine. In the 1920, DEHOMAG advertised its services
with posters showing a factory illuminated by a light source from above, an
image suggesting that the Hollerith tabulating machine could cast a light on
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even the darkest recesses of a company’s operations. The copy on the poster
used the term durchleuchten, i.e., “x-raying,” to describe the effect of the Holler-
ith process, thus establishing an analogy between mechanical tabulation and x-
ray photography as invented by Willhelm Rontgen in 1896 (as well as, by impli-
cation, an analogy between industrial organization and the human body as po-
tential objects of x-ray scans and Durchleuchtung).*®

The Hollerith data processing system was introduced at the Krupp factory in
early 1928. The company’s film department, the Kinematographische Abteilung,
which had been established as part of the Graphische Abteilung as early as 1908
(1913 according to other sources), making it one of the earliest corporate film
departments anywhere in the world, produced a five-part, go-minute training
film which was used mainly for internal communication purposes. *7 Entitled
VoM FRUHEREN UND HEUTIGEN RECHNUNGSWESEN EINES WERKES (Accounting
Then and Now), the film used the before-and-after rhetoric of run-of-the-mill in-
dustrial films to deliver a detailed description of the Hollerith tabulating ma-
chine and its effect on business practice and company structure. The original
film contains no sound and consists of long, unedited shots. While a viewer
watching the film today may consider its pace tedious, the copious use of long,
uncut shots points to the way the film was screened. Its style is in fact very
much in tune with the style of educational films as used in school and univer-
sity classrooms in the 1920s and 1930s. Up until the 1950s, many educational
films had no sound or commentary whatsoever. Rather, they merely furnished
visual materials to accompany the teacher’s presentation, i.e., images in motion
to be studied by the class according to the teacher’s spoken instructions.*® Simi-
larly, the Krupp film on the Hollerith tabulating machine was clearly designed
to illustrate a spoken commentary when shown to company officers and work-
ers alike. While this was standard for educational purposes, it was also com-
monplace for Krupp’s films. Most of the film holdings of the Krupp film archive
were destroyed in World War II. Only a very limited number of films produced
before 1945 survive. To the extent that they still exist, however, the archive
holdings seem to indicate that before the advent of sound most Krupp films
produced for public or semi-public screenings closely resembled the Hollerith
film. A case in point is a film entitled KRupp HARTMETALL about the advantages
of Widia steel blades, which were invented and introduced to the market in
1926 (Widia was an acronym for Wie Diamant, “like diamond”).*® The film con-
sists entirely of long plan séquences. In all likelihood, salesmen screened the film
at trade fairs to illustrate spoken commentary. For all practical purposes, film
presentations of this type were slide shows with moving images. Among other
things, these films illustrate the fact that the motion picture was late in being
included among the media of internal and business-to-business corporate com-
munications. Films only began to replace the slide in the late 1910s and early
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1920s as the primary medium for visual presentations, and even so, the presen-
tational mode of the slide show remained firmly in place until the advent of
sound, in some places even later.*

The first part of the five-part Krupp film on the Hollerith tabulating machine
and its effects on accounting is devoted to the accounting practices of old, be-
ginning with a short resumé of the company’s history and its growth during the
19th century. In addition to informing corporate officers and others about a
technological innovation, the film also contributed to the company’s self-image,
reiterating the key points of the standard account of its own origins. The film
then moves to old-time accounting practices proper, but not without anchoring
the argument in yet another historical reference. We see a portrait of Alfred
Krupp, the company founder’s son who transformed a precarious family enter-
prise into the world’s most important arms producer within the space of just
one generation, and we see a sample of his handwriting.

Figure 2 He saw it all coming: Alfred Krupp in
VOM FRUHEREN UND HEUTIGEN RECHNUNGSWESEN EINES WERKES (1928)

As a title card informs us, these images serve to illustrate the fact that account-
ing at Krupp, then as now, follows a basic set of principles laid down by the
corporate patriarch when the company was still in its infancy. The film then
segues into a series of rather nostalgic-looking images of elderly men at large
wooden desks copying figures and numbers into folios from paper slips handed
them by young pages. The passage ends with a scene showing an impatient
phone call to the accounting office from central headquarters. The accounting
officer from headquarters inquires about the whereabouts of the monthly bal-
ance that has been overdue for several weeks. Clearly frustrated, he hangs up
the phone. “So kann es nicht weitergehen” (“Things can’t go on like this”), he in-
sists, as we learn from a title card. Obviously, something needed to change in
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the accounting department, and it does in the second part of the film, which is
devoted to the introduction of the Hollerith tabulating machine.

Down to the last detail of the title cards, the cinematic description of the Hol-
lerith process follows the outline of the presentation given by a member of the
legal department to corporate officers in June 1927 and quoted above. Inciden-
tally, the same text was later recycled in an article published in the Krupp com-
pany newspaper Nach der Schicht in 1931, which explained the Hollerith data-
processing machine to the larger audience of the company’s entire workforce.*"
All three versions stress the issue of gender. The film and the two texts discuss
at length how the staff of the punched-card department consists of young wo-
men supervised by male officers, all the while emphasizing the strict gender
differentiation of functional roles. One is tempted to read this emphasis as an
indication of a certain uneasiness about the presence of women in the account-
ing department. Accounting in the old days, as the first part of the film shows,
was an all-male business. Under the new accounting structure, the production
of the punched cards was done by “young women from 16 to 21 years of age,”
certainly marriageable ages at the time, while the data processing as such was
handled by young men with business diplomas, also highly marriageable, of
course.

Figure 3 Marriageable Women learn about information processing in
VOM FRUHEREN UND HEUTIGEN RECHNUNGSWESEN EINES WERKES (1928)

The young women were selected for their tasks by means of tests that employed
the methodology of Psychotechnik, or “psychotechnology,” a branch of applied
business psychology pioneered in the early 1910s by Hugo Miinsterberg, a Ger-
man-born professor of psychology at Harvard who coincidentally wrote one of
the earliest books on film theory, The Photoplay, published in 1916.** In view of
their tasks as card punchers the “girls ... were tested in groups of twelve to
fifteen for roughly four hours: Imagination, memory, attention and alacrity, all
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qualities that they must possess as card punchers.” In this case, then, Psycho-
technik involved evaluating the young women’s mental affinity to the data-pro-
cessing apparatus and its use. Such tests had become standard practice in the
Ruhr Valley steel and mining industries, with Psychotechnik evaluation succes-
sively replacing family ties to former or current factory employees as the key
criterion for the selection of trainees and new workers in the 1920s.>> The wide-
spread use of Psychotechnik by the Ruhr Valley industries corresponded to a
general trend in the German economy of the mid- to late 1920s, in which the
promise of rationalizing mental processes appealed to actors in all areas of busi-
ness, from industrial production to distribution and sales.>* While Psychotech-
nik was primarily a technique of rationalization and increasing productivity
employed for very much the same reasons that led to the introduction of new
accounting techniques and the Hollerith tabulating machine by Krupp, there
may have been a cultural side to the technique’s appeal as well. It would cer-
tainly be interesting to study the spread of this particular aspect of business
psychology against the background of cultural trends such as Weimar cinema’s
interest in hypnosis, of which Fritz Lang’s 1922 thriller DR. MABUSE, DER SPIE-
LER is a prime example.

The spiritual makes an appearance in the Hollerith film from the Krupp ar-
chives as well. One of the film’s key sequences shows the Psychotechnik test,
with a group of young women sorting geometric shapes and checking off fig-
ures and numbers. While they are at work, the examiner in the back of the room
suddenly disappears, then reappears again, all thanks to the magic of double
exposure and editing.

Figure 4 Appearance trick: an engineer materializes in
VoM FRUHEREN UND HEUTIGEN RECHNUNGSWESEN EINES WERKES (1928)

As John Durham Peters points out in his history of the concept of communica-
tion, the key problem of technological modernity is not the ghost in the ma-
chine, but the body in communication: its seeming presence and factual absence
on the telephone, on television, on the Internet, etc.>> The figure of the male
examiner which fades in and out of the room seems to indicate just that: a
ghostly presence whose precarious visibility points to a crisis of bodily presence
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in modern technological communication. What is more, the ghostly examiner is
not alone. In a later sequence from the fourth part of the film that explains the
workings of the data-processing machine as such, the engineer operating the
machine fades in and out of the image in similar fashion. But the ghost in the
machine is never far from the scene. As we witness the tabulating machine in
action, the contours of a robot appear suddenly, and we see numbers dancing
around in circles in the robot’s head, with the same speed with which they went
through the young card puncher’s hands earlier.

Figure 5 Ghost in the machine: A robot, the soul of the tabulating machine in
VoM FRUHEREN UND HEUTIGEN RECHNUNGSWESEN EINES WERKES (1928)

Zahlwerke

It would certainly be rewarding to further pursue the issue of gender in light of
the fact that women’s bodies in this film represent a substantial presence in the
space of industrial production, while male bodies appear rather insubstantial.
My point here is that it seems significant that the male figures performing the
Hollerith process are of dubious visibility. One could, of course, argue that it is
quite inadmissible to treat an industrial training film such as “Accounting Then
and Now” as a coherent and semantically dense text, particularly considering
the fact that it is it is not even complete without the presenter’s live commen-
tary. I would hold, however, that one should not underestimate the amount of
thought and reflection that went into the production of these films. Corporate
film departments are usually run on tight budgets, as one can notice from the
fact that the Krupp Hollerith film recycled its own footage in several places,
thus incorporating the logic of rationalization and cost saving into its own
form. Against this backdrop, it seems quite remarkable and indeed significant
that the filmmakers should choose to employ a relatively expensive process
such as double exposure, which requires twice the amount of film material, just
for the sake of creating the ghost-like appearance of the male engineer’s body.
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So why and whence the vanishing bodies of the data-processing engineers?
One possible answer could come from comparing the Krupp Hollerith film and
the work-study films produced by Frank Gilbreth in the early 1910s, which
were widely used for improving German industrial productivity in the 1920s.
As I argued above, the filmed body of the work-study films may be, on the one
hand, considered the ergonomic-Taylorist regime’s paradigmatic site of knowl-
edge and control: They represent a visible object for study and improvement,
making the factory floor the key site where productivity rates are determined.
The data-processing engineer’s vanishing body, on the other hand, may be con-
sidered the paradigmatic figure of a regime in which the privileged form of
control is control through communication, and through the processing of large
amounts of data in particular, a form of control which by definition is beyond
the realm of the visible, and eventually puts the visibility of the body in crisis. It
is precisely during the passage of one regime to the other, or at the moment that
the new regime is about to become a reality, that the body of the data-proces-
sing engineer vanishes in the Krupp film. As I argued above, the Krupp Holler-
ith film is both an instructional film and a film that serves the purpose of main-
taining and fostering the company’s self-image, i.e., it is both a medium for
transmission of technical knowledge and a medium for the transmission of
feedback knowledge. Accordingly, from the point of view of a historical episte-
mology of media and industrial organization, the figure of the vanishing body
may be read as a figure of knowledge in the sense that it dramatizes, or rather
renders visible in the film medium, the shift from one regime of knowledge and
control to another, but also dramatizes, and renders visible, film’s limitations
when it comes to the task of representing and performing the new regime of
knowledge that comes with information processing as a key means of produc-
tion. If the vanishing body of the engineer announced the notion of the “disap-
pearance of work,” it did so via a visual trick that metaphorically expresses the
problem at hand. And the fact that the filmmakers went to such great lengths to
make the data-processing engineer’s body disappear, and reappear, seems to
indicate that they perceived that the vanishing operator represented an impor-
tant event, or problem.

In its imagery and visual effects, the Krupp Hollerith film documents an incipi-
ent awareness of the impending shift from a thermodynamic system of produc-
tion centered on the human body and the transformation of energy into perfor-
mance to a cybernetic system of production in which the worker no longer
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makes a personal physical investment in the production process, but is merely
at the helm of a complex of machines. Thirty-five years later, the new order was
in full swing. A new calculating machine had emerged on the (media) scene and
was about to replace the widely used Hollerith tabulating machine, the compu-
ter. With the computer, new production technologies were established, not least
of which in the steel industry, where much of the dangerous physical work of
old is now done by machines and workers who merely push buttons and han-
dle joysticks, steering the production process in truly cybernetic fashion, as if
they were kybernetes, the pilot of a large ship. This at least is the image of indus-
trial production conveyed by ANGESTELLTE IN UNSERER ZEIT (Salaried Employees
in Our Time), a film produced by the Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund in 1963.

Figure 6 Production through thought: Remote control steel production in
ANGESTELLTE UNSERER ZEIT (1963)

The film was directed by Rudolf Kipp (1919-1990), a seasoned director of indus-
trial image and advertising films who began his career working for the Ufa Wo-
chenschau during World War II and had more than two hundred commissions
from companies such as Volkswagen, Nestlé, British Petroleum, and Ruhrkohle
to his name. This 25-minute recruiting film was aimed primarily at administra-
tive employees rather than industrial workers. In the mid-1960s, there were an
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estimated 4.5 million employees working in corporate administration in Ger-
many, though only a fraction of them were unionized, the majority apparently
considering themselves safe from job insecurity thanks to their relatively high
degree of education. The DGB's recruiting drive aimed at changing that state of
affairs, and ANGESTELLTE IN UNSERER ZEIT was one of their tools.

The film has two protagonists: a generic employee and the electronic calculat-
ing machine, or the computer. The time to join the union, the film argues, has
come because the advance of the computer is rapidly changing working condi-
tions not only on the factory floor, but in the administrative departments as
well. Allowing for important productivity gains, the introduction of the compu-
ter was threatening to render a good number of jobs obsolete. In order to avoid
being laid off, and to benefit from gains in productivity thanks to the computer
—so the argument ran — employees should join the union.

According to the film’s argument, salaried employees form a class of depen-
dent workers who are not sufficiently aware of their social and historical situa-
tion and, in good Marxist tradition, the film is intended to enlighten its addres-
sees by making them aware of that situation. Once they get the message, they
will see the benefit of union membership. It is also a classic case of anticipating
creative destruction: There is a threat of obsolescence, but the employees do not
see it coming, and the film is supposed to help them recognize it (if it can, of
which more later). Technically, the film is rather well made, and its script repre-
sents the state of the art in German sociology of the time. Based on a study by
Karl Boetticher, a sociologist with ties to the Frankfurt Institut fiir Sozial-
forschung who was married to Adorno’s former assistant Helge Pross, the film
explains the passage from the thermodynamic to the cybernetic age, i.e., that of
Produktion durch Denken, or production through thought, rather than physical
energy, by taking the steel industry as its example. The combination of Frank-
furt School social theory and research and the aesthetics of the industrial film
alone would make this film a worthwhile object of study. However, I will focus
on the way the film represents the computer and its impact on industrial orga-
nization. As I would like to argue, ANGESTELLTE IN UNSERER ZEIT is more than
just a historical document: Much like the Hollrith film, it represents a media
interface of technical and social discourses and organizational form, and it
could similarly be said to represent the drama of the separation of control and
visibility in industrial organization in the film medium.

It is a commonplace notion of left-wing critiques of industrial film and photo-
graphy that corporate images cover up the real working conditions and do not
represent work in an adequate fashion. Marx himself may have inaugurated
that topos in Das Kapital when he likened his analysis of the capitalist mode of
production to an illicit or illegitimate factory visit that revealed the dirty secrets
that company owners, through manifold strategies, tried to keep from the pub-
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lic.*® A Marxist critique, then, is a critique of political economy in a visual key: It
is, if you will, the real factory visit, the one in which Das Geheimnis der Plusma-
cherei, the secret of profiteering, comes to light. It is quite fitting, then, that since
the 1970s at least, Marxist critiques have often centered on visual media and
their representations of work. There is clearly some substance to the claim, often
put forward by social historians, that “real work” is absent from industrial film
and photography. Alfred Krupp, for one, ordered that his factories be photo-
graphed on Sundays only, and preferably on sunny spring days, in order to
create an image of cleanliness and quiet, rather than one of potentially harmful
activities. It is important to note, however, that this was partly done for techni-
cal reasons. In the early years of industrial photography, exposure times were so
long that workers and their work would probably not have shown up very
clearly on the photographic plate. Nonetheless, corporate communications
tended to play down the potentially harmful impact of working in, for instance,
a steel mill. In ANGESTELLTE UNSERER ZEIT, however, work is not visible because
it is about to cease being so, because in a regime of “production through
thought”, the essential work is no longer taking place in the visible realm. While
industrial films about the steel industry tend to include spectacular footage of
liquid steel, the problem with the changes wrought by the computer was that
representing the processes that matter in the film medium became difficult.
Continuing to focus on imagery of liquid steel would amount to a misrepresen-
tation of the workplace reality and thus repeat the failings of corporate films.
Visual effects such as the vanishing body of the data-processing engineer from
the Krupp film may work as symptomatic figures of a new regime of knowl-
edge, but would probably not help to convince employees to join the union.
But if you are making a film in which the computer and its inner workings is
the real protagonist, how do you go about representing that protagonist? What
we see instead of the traditional imagery of men at work in factory halls is a
huge machine in a room — the “electronic brain” or computer — and a man who
manipulates that machine in a rather vague way, pushing buttons and watching
a screen. We see him doing something, in other words, but we do not see what
he does. After all, pushing a button can trigger all kinds of processes. Control-
ling a steel press with joysticks, the process that was shown earlier in the film,
produces spectacular results, but the actual work that makes the steel move and
the machines perform their task, is no longer visible even in that situation. Nor
is it in the office space. The protagonist of the film, in other words, remains at
least partially intangible.

If a thriller like Jaws builds suspense by withholding the monster’s appear-
ance until the very last moment, a recruiting film like ANGESTELLTE IN UNSERER
ZEIT is at a loss when it comes to representing its hero/villain at all. However, it
may be precisely the elusiveness of the computer that lends it a certain demonic
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Figure 7 Operating beyond the threshold of visibility: IBM hardware in action
in ANGESTELLTE UNSERER ZEIT (1963)

quality, and it is certainly no coincidence that one of the images of its protago-
nist the film contains is that of the large, dark, and somewhat deformed looking
outer body of the calculating machine, considerably larger than the man in front
of it. This imagery of the “electronic brain” remains firmly anchored in the con-
ventions of the thermodynamic age. In terms of the industrial film’s visual
rhetoric, impact and importance remain directly related to size and volume. An
important machine has to look important. In 1963, representing the computer as
a small device that takes up almost no space at all but still has a major impact
on industrial production would apparently be inconceivable. Furthermore, we
see a series of other office machines operated via the computer, a series that
carries a clear message of a threat to jobs. And finally, the film eventually does
find an image to represent the inner workings of the computer. Luckily for the
Marxist paradigm of critique, electronic machines at the time still used transis-
tors and vacuum tubes rather than chips, so that the vacuum tubes could be
filmed as they lit up. It is an image that creates a visual formula for the compu-
ter’s control through communication by breaking it down in the terms of visibi-
lity of the thermodynamic age: What we see is an image of energy transformed
into performance, i.e., a visual representation of a tangible physical process. Gi-
ven the advanced stage of the technological and organizational shift to a new
mode, this image actually represents a piece of nostalgic thermodynamic kitsch,
if you will. Clearly, there is still solace in this imagery of energy being trans-
formed into performance, but it merely provides false solace, and the image
itself is actually aporetic: It speaks of film’s inability to represent and perform
what the computer does, its inherent limits of Darstellung in a cybernetic age.*”
But then, the union film is a political film, produced not by a corporation or
an industrial organization, but rather a political organization, for political ends
(even though unions and unionizing have been part and parcel of the process of
industrial organization ever since the 19th century). Keeping this in mind, the
extent to which the film resembles a piece of corporate communication is strik-
ing.*® The carefully crafted visual style and the celebratory mode of showing
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advanced machinery in action may come as a surprise when one considers the
director’s pedigree as an industrial filmmaker, but some questions arise in light
of who the commissioning body is and for what purpose the film was pro-
duced. The real, fully revelatory factory visit as envisioned by Marx himself
this is not. Apparently, the Marxist idea of critique as making the material rea-
lity of the capitalist mode of production visible reaches a limit in this film. But
then, one could argue that the DGB film still subscribes to just such a basic con-
cept of critique as visual revelation and representation, in that the union relies
on the visual medium of film to create an awareness among employees of their
historical and social situation. However, the film simultaneously takes a politi-
cal stance that is typical of the German Social Democratic party and the unions
of post-World War II West Germany. Rather than offering a fundamental cri-
tique of capitalism, German Social Democrats and union leaders subscribed to
the idea of technological progress and intended to assure that the workforce
participated in its benefits without fundamental change in the capitalist mode
of production. Indeed, very much in accordance with Mancur Olson’s theory of
collective action, German postwar unions were very large and comprehensive
and thus had the critical size necessary for pursuing an increase in economic
output rather than just a policy of redistributing the wealth.*® The union film’s
celebration of steel-making technology, then, may be read as an expression of
ideas and ideals shared by corporate interests; the differences in substance lay
elsewhere. The seeming neutrality of the visual style can, in other words, be
seen as analogous to a certain neutrality in politics, or rather a shared interest
in improving output and performance. Far from opposing rationalization and
creative destruction per se, the union’s political work was about redistributing
the increase in returns from these structural changes. But inasmuch as this in-
crease was due to information processing, the union representatives still seemed
to believe that film was the adequate medium for critique and for raising the
consciousness of the salaried employee; otherwise, they would not have com-
missioned ANGESTELLTE IN UNSERER ZEIT. Even as control became separated
from visibility, the politics of control in and over industrial organizations re-
mained firmly linked to a priority of the visible for union organizers. Which
may help to explain just why German unions have failed to make substantial
inroads into new media industries, particularly IT industries. The classic indus-
tries like steel and mining are becoming all but insignificant, and the respective
unions have been conservatively protecting the interests of their ever-dwindling
memberships for several decades now, without really succeeding at branching
out into other and new industries.?>* In particular, while there are spontaneous
forms of unionization and moves toward the creation of Betriebsrite, or works
councils, in some IT firms, computer engineers remain largely non-unionized.>"
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From a perspective of a historical epistemology of media and industrial orga-
nizations, one wonders if this could have anything to do with the fact that the
traditional unions remained somehow trapped in an outmoded regime of
knowledge based on visibility, trying to sort out, for much longer than was po-
litically useful, the epistemological aporia of thermodynamic kitsch.

Conclusion

An animated graphic in the Krupp Hollerith film shows a map of the company’s
Essen factory grounds before and after the introduction of tabulating machines.
In the first stage of the animation sequence, we see icons symbolizing the var-
ious accounting offices spread out over the entire space covered by the map.
Then, as if moved by a magic hand, the icons disappear, only to be replaced by
a marker for the new, centralized accounting office. Before and after: a classic
trope in the rhetoric of rationalization. There is nothing easier than visualizing
the changes wrought by creative destruction, it would seem, even those that are
due to advances in information processing. It is enough to show, literally, the
changing landscape of capitalist production, to create a map, a visual model
that allows us to simulate the changes that happen to the economic structure
from within.

But what are we seeing when that landscape changes before our very eyes? A
magic trick of sorts, a disappearing act whose mechanics remain hidden from
our eyes, leaving us with nothing but a sense of astonishment. It is an astonish-
ment quite different from the one produced, say, by the sheer size and volume
of a large, impressive machine battering a block of steel into a certain shape. It is
the astonishment created by a Mélies rather than a Lumieére film: a sense of
wonder about the cinematic sleight of hand rather than what film reveals about
the outside world. In tune with the analysis presented here, this may be read as
another sign of crisis. Clearly, the industrial film, itself a medium of rationaliza-
tion, seems to be one of the casualties left in the wake of the creative destruction
brought about by information processing, reduced, as it is, to the role of pur-
veyor of thermodynamic kitsch and dependent on cinematic tricks that belong
to the fantasy genre rather than the sober discourse of the instructional film.

But then, the Hollerith film’s animation may be read in a slightly different
way, as well. It could be viewed as an allegory not of film’s demise, but of its
changing role in the new mode of industrial production. Film, the indexical
medium par excellence, the medium of bodily movement that maintains a di-
rect linit of physical causation to the object it represents, is now the imaginary
medium par excellence, illustrating in metaphors, graphs, and visual aporias
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what is no longer representable as such, i.e., the new kind of work that has
moved from the realm of the visible, of reality, to a kind of Lacanian real, a
realm of the unrepresentable. Or, to phrase it in a slightly different way: Rather
than indexical images, film now produces epistemic images, images that no
longer simply represent, and refer to, reality, but become objects of knowledge
in and of themselves. It is not a transition from the medium that can represent
and perform everything to purveyor of kitsch, but rather from simile to simula-
tion. Such was the path of creative destruction that the medium of the industrial
film took when the computer appeared on the scene of industrial production, a
scene that was forever changed by the computer’s (non-)appearance. Let us take
this as a possible working hypothesis for further research in an area of which
my two examples give, at the very best, a preliminary outline.
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Touring as a Cultural Technique

Visitor Films and Autostadt Wolfsburg
Patrick Vonderau

As an umbrella term for films made or commissioned by companies or business
associations, “industrial film” stands for a wide array of audiovisual products
that are used in the most varied of contexts. This essay concerns a variety of the
process film that features the assembly of vehicles, namely films made for factory
tours that were produced for Volkswagen AG in Wolfsburg and also used there.
The commissioned films produced for the Volkswagen Group encompass a
broad spectrum of safety films, internal research films, advertising and product
films, informational films for schools, and films on traffic education, motor
sports, the history of the factory, and environmental protection. The factory-
tour or visitor film therefore constitutes only a small segment of the company’s
film production, which furthermore is largely limited to the years between 1980
and 1992." I am interested here in the visitor film as one element within a larger
ensemble of representational processes which served and still serve to show the
manufacturing of cars and its results to potential customers. During the 1980s
and early 1990s, factory-tour films were screened for guests before the tour; to-
day, shorter product and advertising films are integrated into the commercia-
lized tour of Autostadt Wolfsburg.

It would be appropriate — and this is my point of departure — not to view past
and present film production in isolation, but as part of an all-encompassing
practice of touring. I intend to speak here of a Kulturtechnik (cultural technique),
understanding the term as a technique in the original sense, by means of which
a natural landscape is reshaped into a cultural landscape, altered by man and
adapted for human use, or to put it more generally: making something produc-
tive which was previously unproductive.” The cultural techniques of touring
seek to take advantage of previously unused resources by opening up industrial
spaces or “landscapes.” “Touring,” then, has nothing in common with sightsee-
ing or factory inspection as it relates to worker protection, for instance. It has
much more to do with regulated action in semiotic arrangements toward a con-
crete economic result. What is made productive in the cultural technique of the
tour is less the factory than the visitor him- or herself: as will be shown, Auto-
stadt Wolfsburg and the media integrated into it can be seen as part of a stream-
lining measure involving the customer, a measure which has a long prehistory,
not only in the history of the visitor film, but equally so in the field of exhibition
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and finally in the history of marketing initiatives, whose ideas can be traced
back to the 1930s. My conclusion will argue for an understanding of industrial
film itself as only one of many representational techniques thanks to which,
particularly in economic crisis situations, the exchange between producer and
consumer is coordinated. Industrial films, and this is the main point of my es-
say, serve to create conventions for this exchange.

Figure 1 Production of a Volkswagen Beetle in Wolfsburg

Photo by Paul Wolff Tritschler, 1949 (Bildarchiv preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin)

Exhibitions, films, and factory tours

The representation of automotive manufacturing is almost as old as the auto-
mobile itself. Such presentations were initially made in the framework of indus-
trial exhibitions, for example, the Erste deutsche Motorwagen-Ausstellung (First
German Motor Vehicle Exhibition) in 1899 in Berlin, which was then repeated
nearly annually. In 1913, the Verein Deutscher Motorfahrzeugindustrieller (Ger-
man Association of Motor Vehicle Industrialists) and the Kaiserliche Automo-
bilclub (Imperial Automobile Club), on the occasion of the planned Internatio-
nale Automobilausstellung (International Automobile Exhibition), had a special
trade fair center built. About 20 years later, it would be here that a “Kraft durch
Freude-Wagen” from the Volkswagen factory would be presented to a wide pub-
lic for the first time. At the International Automobile and Motorcycle Exhibition
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in 1939, a model of the Volkswagen factory and a model of the vehicle itself
were put on display, accompanied by graphically arranged tables that explained
the manufacturing process from molding to construction of the frame, and then
to the final painting. As an exhibition object, this first Volkswagen also became
the object of a media campaign organized by the Reichsverband der Automobi-
lindustrie (National Association of the Automobile Industry) which encom-
passed posters, bulk mailings, and slides in addition to film and radio an-
nouncements.> Contemporary newsreels present the construction of the factory,
the automobile, and the Autobahn as being related, an attempt to coordinate the
automobile conceived by Porsche at “Fiihrergeheifs” (“the behest of the
Fiihrer”) with the presumed leisure needs of wide segments of the population.
In the Third Reich’s film PR, the KdF-Wagen was presented as the guarantor of
private mobilization, since it was seen as affordable, reliable and economical.*

This advertising campaign of the prewar period, in which “the automobile
became the Volkswagen” (literally, people’s car),” can be seen in the framework
of National Socialist propaganda about full employment and mobilization, but
also in the context of American marketing-management methods, which Ger-
man business had been following since the early 1930s. Of particular impor-
tance were Earnest Elmo Calkins’ ideas of Consumer Engineering.® At the time,
marketing and market-research initiatives were intended to control the increas-
ing mobility of consumers by isolating consumption practices and taste patterns
and addressing them in certain physical or media contexts.” The main task of
the consumer engineer was to provide the business with consumers by insuring
that modern, distinct, and affordable goods made to suit their tastes and needs
were produced.®

In the postwar period, marketing-management ideas from the US were popu-
larized in Germany. In the area of industrial-film production the leading figure
in these efforts was Friedrich Mortzsch, chair of the Working Group on Indus-
trial and Documentary Film of the National Association of German Industry as
well as author of two books, one on business PR, the other on industrial film.?
After making research trips to the US, Mortzsch advocated the view that “trust-
worthy advertising” was absolutely essential in order to guarantee, in a time of
“far-reaching change in the forms of production” marked by greater division of
labor, that the social “schemata of order” could be maintained.™®

The task of industrial film for him consisted in the first place of overcoming
the “problem of adaptation,” in “sociocultural adaptation to new circum-
stances,” for which a “mass means of information” like film seemed particularly
suitable."* Mortzsch expressly positioned film in conjunction with other techni-
ques of mass effect and PR practices. Inspired by the use of the medium by
General Motors,”* he argued for the introduction of film during factory tours.
For Mortzsch, it went without saying that trust in industrial production could
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be made possible only by opening the factory gates, by freely providing infor-
mation about the appearance of the factory halls, the atmosphere at the com-
pany, assembly, and the distribution of goods.” At the same time, the conven-
tional factory tour seemed less appropriate for meeting these goals:

No matter whether the factory facilities are too far apart from each other, the process
of assembly is not easily comprehensible, or the factory halls are not entirely safe for
lay visitors: film can help! It can explain the overall scheme of things, it can outline
the meaning and purpose of the company through commentary far better than a tour
leader can in a short visit. ... Even in those cases where a factory tour actually takes
place, showing a film to the visitors at the start should be considered. It can express
something about the history of the company in short scenes, it can reproduce the lay-
out of the factory, and above all, by using animation effects it can convincingly repre-
sent the flow of materials, from the incoming raw materials to the outgoing as-
sembled product. With such preparation the visitor will be able to get much more
out of the factory tour.™*

Industrial film had to explain the what, how, and where of production, and in
doing so, represent what was not at all visible at the place of manufacturing
without further explanation. The factory-tour film was given the function of
demonstrating a systematic coherence of manufacturing, which had fallen out
of view over the course of industrial improvements; it was supposed to recon-
struct a process for the spectator that had become “incomprehensible”””
through the increased speed of assembly, subdivision of the production process,
and automation. For Friedrich Mortzsch, the factory-tour film needed to pre-
pare the visitor for what he or she would see when finally entering the factory.
The factory is constituted cinematically through its history, though most impor-
tantly through the spatial and chronological organization of assembly: the “lay-
out,” the overview of the space, is essential, because for the visitor, the logic of
the production process is abrogated in the spatial order.

Mortzsch saw film as the preferred representational technique of the factory.
Not because of the basic recording function of the film camera and the docu-
mentary possibilities that film offers, but precisely because of the techniques
that distance it from its function as simple recordings of existing events: slow
motion and micro-shots, rear-projection processes, and animation.’® In indus-
trial film, the film itself was supposed to be first of all visible as a representa-
tional technique, the analytical breakdown of a process, the movement, the
shaped image. Through these techniques, media like the factory-tour film also
made it possible to not show the real work being performed in the factory: work
at the level of personal interaction, social organization, company hierarchies.
The representational techniques of film, therefore, had the advantage of making
it possible to guide the visitor’s journey through the factory to an extent not
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Figure 2 The Volkswagen factory in Wolfsburg

Photo by Paul Wolff Tritschler, 1949 (Bildarchiv preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin)

possible in a conventional tour, and even streamline the tour itself. Finally, the
film also permitted detachment of the tour from the place of production alto-
gether; it “brings these experiences [in the factory tour] into the closed space,
the movie theater, the factory screening room, or even the schoolroom.”"”

Factory tour in/on film

The influence of the very effective PR man Mortzsch on industrial-film produc-
tion during the postwar period can hardly be underestimated. Striking exam-
ples of visitor-instruction® films that correspond to the function of the medium
he described can be found at the Volkswagen Group in the 1980s in particular.
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Strictly speaking, the films produced at the time were manufacturing films that
dealt with the construction of a new Volkswagen model in about 15 minutes
and were shown to guests of the factory by the visitors” department before a
two-hour tour. While these tours always showed only a small part of the assem-
bly process, the film gave the impression that the viewer had received an over-
view of the entire process and its results.

The push to introduce visitor films at this point in time is a result above all of
a change in marketing strategies. In the early 1980s, the automobile industry
experienced a crisis in turnover. This necessitated a new, defensive marketing
strategy that would allow it to tame the out-of-control market, regain a lost
market position, and insure the profitability of the business.” The central factor
in this strategy, today widely known as Customer Relationship Marketing, is
the customer. Even Earnest Elmo Calkins understood the “desires” and “needs”
of the consumer as the motor of economic stability, all the while keeping an eye
above all on advertising agencies, which were supposed to deliver customers to
the industry. Customer Relationship Marketing, on the other hand, sought and
still seeks to regulate consumer behavior on the basis of voluntary cooperation.
The relationship between the company and the customer should be insured
through the quality and value of the product, with the goal of establishing
long-term “cooperative behavior” between the parties, thereby enhancing the
efficiency and productivity of the exchange.>* Cooperation here means the way
that the consumer processes the information the manufacturer provides
through advertising or instructions, the act of buying itself, and the consump-
tion of goods in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. Here as well —
to cite Mortzsch again — it is a “problem of adaptation,” to be overcome in an
economic and social crisis situation through marketing-management measures.

The visitor films of the Volkswagen Group can be seen in this context. They
served to insure the cooperation of potential consumers and secure it after the
factory tour. How the visitor’s experience was made productive for the goals of
the company can be explained through three films from different years: EIN
AUTOTAG (1980, gong-film bodo menck), BEsucH BEI VOLKSWAGEN (1985, Graf
von Bethusy-Huc), and Autos aus WOLFSBURG (1992, Peter W. Fera Film and
Television Production).

EIN AutoOTAg, the first factory-tour film made for Volkswagen, follows the
course that the visitor would be taken on later, beginning at the so-called trans-
fer line. The film organizes manufacturing through the space, showing a pro-
cess in which a car (in this case the Golf) is made from raw materials. The
images of molds, dies, and assembly and painting processes are organized into
three thematic complexes, which, in an interplay with voice-over commentary,
are intended to engender trust in something that is not itself visible: the com-
pany’s purpose. Initially, the factory’s achievement is presented according to the
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15-second rhythms of manufacturing, aided by a clock that fades in at the begin-
ning and end while the speaker underscores the just-in-time logistics of produc-
tion: “And that’s the rhythm of the factory for 4,000 cars in two shifts. Need and
consumption. Build and drive. Deliver and prepare. Come and go, twice every
day.” A second complex arises around the representations of automation. Few
workers are seen; the “monotonous and dangerous” activities are left to auto-
mated machinery. The film actually represents all activity at the factory as a
“program” that is checked and guided by the employees; automation is there-
fore accompanied by their “expertise and reliability.” A third thematic complex
revolves around the customer. The fact that high-volume manufacturing is pro-
grammed according to the “personal wishes” of individual consumers is made
clear by the narrator in that the 23,000 variations of the Jetta are cited, set to
images of women sewing seat covers. EIN AUTOTAG presents the rthythm of the
factory, the automation, and the customer in a production context whose re-
sults, so it is claimed, are customized according to the wishes of individual
buyers.

The film BESucH BEI VOLKSWAGEN was used for tours of the external factory at
Emden. This is also a process film, with representation concentrated on the pro-
cess of manufacturing and material arranged around aspects of the assembly’s
speed (16 hours for one car), automation (“in order to reduce health risks to
people”), and customization (seats “for every taste and every requirement”). In
contrast to EIN AUTOTAG, this example of a factory-tour film accelerates the pro-
cess; the result is presented more rapidly in that some of the assembly stations
are eliminated. The film also frames the representation with commentary on the
tradition of the original factory in Wolfsburg, accompanied by a helicopter
flight around the building. Finally, it underscores the fact that “reliability” as a
quality of the finished automobile depends essentially on human achievement:
humans repeatedly perform “difficult jobs that machines cannot accomplish.”
We can recognize an attempt to anthropomorphize the production process
here, an attempt that in the end even includes the automobile itself: from the
assignment of the production code at the “christening point” until the moment
that the car is filled with gas “and then drives under its own power for the first
time.”

Finally, Autos aus WOLFSBURG functions almost identically. This film follows
the change in model to the Golf 3 and is the company’s last traditional visitor
film. Scored with electronic mood music, this film emphasizes the coordination
of robots and employees (“They remain in the wings, checking and maintaining
the machinery”) and expands upon the already familiar presentation with more
current issues like environmental protection, the recycling of waste products,
and health care for employees. Images of the painting line are highlighted with
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explanations of reduced environmental impact and, in an obviously staged
scene, seamstresses are seen doing aerobics to loosen up.

Each of the three films follows the flow of materials from raw materials to end
product, and each of them presents the stations of assembly in a larger systema-
tic context of manufacturing that remains invisible and that is intended to attest
to those qualities that are customized for each potential customer. With its cau-
sal connection of events in space and time, the representational technique of the
film guarantees the logic and achievements of the factory. The films do the pre-
liminary work of creating cooperation between the company and the visitors by
instructing the latter in their role: by placing an order, the buyer gives the fac-
tory certain information that is fed into the assembly program and prefigures
the production process. The customer is, according to the films, part of the con-
trol process, and as such, it can be expected that once the vehicle can drive “un-
der its own power,” he or she will remain loyal to it his whole life long.

If the era of visitor films had passed with Autos Aus WOLFSBURG, there were
many reasons why. Producing a new film for every new model probably proved
to be not cost-effective, given that it only be viewed by a limited public. Today,
the situation is different. Product films are made available to journalists and
employed as part of company presentations. Above all, however, the represen-
tational technique of the film occurs in a much broader cultural technique of
touring, which was given a new form by Autostadt Wolfsburg in 2000.

Experiencing Autostadt Wolfsburg

The construction of Autostadt Wolfsburg was initially part of a rigid streamlin-
ing measure. In 1992/1993, the Volkswagen Group once again found itself in
crisis. Demand fell sharply; by 1993, approximately 13,000 jobs had been elimi-
nated, which had direct consequences for municipal finances in Wolfsburg.*" In
order to win back lost customers and employees in the motor-vehicle sector, the
company turned to the concept of “Autovision,” that is, the idea of making a
large tourist attraction out of the factory and the city.** In this scheme, jobs
were created outside the company to compensate for those that had been lost at
the plant. With the help of Wolfsburg AG, to which the city of Wolfsburg con-
tributed five million Deutsche marks of starting capital together with the Volks-
wagen Group, the company city was supposed to become a national tourist
attraction, indeed the embodiment of a new service society.

Autostadt Wolfsburg is the expansion of a car-pickup center and was set up
on the former eastern parking lot, that is, in the immediate vicinity of the origi-
nal Wolfsburg factory. Autostadt is a theme park that entertains paying visitors
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Figure 3 Fldnerie, corporate style: Autostadt Wolfsburg

with driving-related attractions. Attractions like a training course, car exhibi-
tions, widescreen films, and family restaurants quickly established its reputa-
tion as being symptomatic of a society in which “experience has become the
dominant orienting principle.”** The presumptive postmodern “experience
boom,” which the company park stands for, is to a large degree the result of an
innovative marketing scheme, that of experiential branding. Attractions that focus
on a certain brand name and experiences like Autostadt facilitate “psycho-
graphic alignment with, if not direct involvement by, the consumer.”** Brand
parks and corporate lands ally consumers with the product by first ascertaining
their preferences and lifestyle with the aid of market research, and then addres-
sing them through a tailor-made, emotional experience with the brand.

As a streamlining measure directed at the customer, Autostadt is, however,
much less innovative than it initially appears to be. It's conception can be traced
back to the idea of Consumer Engineering that Earnest Elmo Calkins promoted
in the 1930s. More significantly, however, it expresses the all-encompassing
market orientation of Customer Relationship Management. This too is a way of
insuring the Group’s productivity in a period of crisis regarding sales and world
politics by stabilizing the relationship with the consumer — a relationship that
should also depend on a consciousness of quality, and emotions and loyalty.*
What is new here is the manner of touring made possible by Autostadt. If the
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tour can be understood as a cultural technique in which the experience of the
consumer is made economically productive, then Autostadt Wolfsburg is an in-
novation in this sense: it opens up a space on the company grounds that had in
the past been economically unexploited, making it accessible to the visitors pas-
sing through it. Much more than any individual film screened prior to a factory
tour could ever do, Autostadt serves to instruct its visitor. It was created to pre-
pare and control customer contact with Volkswagen products.

A moving sidewalk transports Autostadt’s visitors over the canal that sepa-
rates the city of Wolfsburg from the theme park. The movement of the sidewalk
exposes them to the panorama of a cleaned-up industrial landscape, with the
old original factory on the left and the imposing new gates of Autostadt on the
right. After registering in the monumental reception hall, those who have come
to pick up cars and other guests can stroll through the Lagunenlandschaft (lagoon
landscape) to the ZeitHaus (time house) or the MarkenPavillons (brand pavi-
lions); the Autotiirme (car towers), where “their” vehicles will already be “wait-
ing”, are visible in the distance.®® The primary attraction of the instruction
course for visitors is the WerkTour (factory tour). For those who have to wait
until the “big moment” of the “pickup experience” in the “customer center,”
there are two factory tours of different lengths available (6o and go minutes).
The visitors themselves do not see anything during this tour that concerns the
purpose of the business or the organization of work. This is made possible by
the dispositif that carries the visitors through the space, a works railway with
Golf cars that makes the tour completely controllable. The fastened-in visitor
cannot influence the speed or the stops; the view outside is framed by small
windows. Large parts of the trip entail crossing parking lots. Only small por-
tions of the assembly lines are shown, for instance, in the moldings factory and
the frame-construction area, while the facilities at hand tell laymen nothing
about the quality and effectiveness of production.

In this context, the altered function of media representational techniques, like
that of film, becomes clear. In fact, three media are employed to steer the specta-
tor’s gaze: the tour guide in the train, the DVD played over on-board monitors,
and finally, graphs and photographs in the manufacturing halls. The three med-
ia work together to create redundancies of information, a discourse of repetition
that demands attention and, at the same time, levels the information received.
As such, the guide’s commentary is limited, like in the early factory-tour films,
to pointing out the factory’s achievements by citing the size of the factory
grounds, the amount of its capital investments, the number of employees, and
similar statistics. Inside the factory, photographs show workers and assembly
stations that viewers do not get to see themselves; they contribute to turning
the factory into a museum, which will be expanded upon in the theme park’s
ZeitHaus in a glossed-over portrayal of history.*” Finally, the DVD offers a mod-
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ular form of advertising information that “fits like a glove,” by means of which
enthusiastic expectations are created at the beginning of the tour and empty
moments while driving over the factory grounds are filled. Each of the approxi-
mately five-minute clips about the production of the Touran model is a kind of
commercial that allows the experience in the factory to be carried over to the
pickup of the waiting product. As the factory tour makes clear, the film (or
rather, the DVD) is now just one representational technique among several,
which is specifically introduced to give the impression of manufacturing which
is not possible in the factory itself.

Conventions and “cooperative behavior”

Autostadt’s factory tour stands in direct relation to the instructions of the fac-
tory-tour film as it was already employed at Volkswagen during the 1980s. As I
have attempted to show, tours in the industrial context in general can be traced
back to the large-scale advertising and industrial exhibitions of the late 1g9th
century, which went on to include automobile exhibitions starting in the early
20th century. In the end, film was just one of many representational techniques
that were introduced in the framework of organized tours to instruct potential
customers.

As such, it would be problematic, starting from the example of the visitor
film, to look for overarching formal patterns of industrial film. As Thomas El-
saesser, Yvonne Zimmerman, and others have made clear, industrial film is a
phenomenon that constitutes an object of analysis only when its forms of pro-
duction and use as well as the occasion of its creation are taken into account.*® I
would even go a step further and claim that industrial film as representational
technique, even the Medienverbund or media mix into which it is usually inte-
grated, should be viewed as a symptom of a general economic phenomenon.
There is, as can be seen from the analysis above, something outside each of the
representational techniques that has a retroactive effect on its implementation
as a medium that facilitates visibility. This “something” can be described by the
term convention. I borrow the expression from David Lewis, who employed it
from the perspective of action theory and linguistic philosophy. Lewis under-
stood conventions as the consequences of coordination problems.** Conven-
tions are therefore regularities in the behavior of members of a society who act
as agents in a recurring situation in which these disturbances in coordination
appear. As internalized models of action that depend on shared knowledge
about appropriate behavior in such situations, conventions contribute to the
stabilization of these situations.’®
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As the crises in the automobile industry, the idea of “adaptation problems,”
the observed necessity of “cooperative behavior” in marketing and also the film
examples themselves have shown, there are economic phenomena that can be
explained through the term convention. Coordination problems can also arise in
markets, for instance, when production is too fast for distribution,* or when it
cannot keep pace with distribution.?” In these historical phases, conventions
contribute to economic stabilization and the mutual reliance of producer and
consumer. In order to facilitate this shared knowledge on which the functioning
of conventions is dependent, techniques of control are necessary, specifically
techniques of business communication that advertise to the outside world, and
those involving feedback from outside that are then integrated into the com-
pany’s system.?> Industrial films represent only one historical technique of busi-
ness communication, just as Customer Relationship Marketing is only one of
the many strategies that are employed in the basic processes of conventionaliz-
ing economic behavior. As this case study has made clear, it can therefore be
instructive to describe industrial film as a partial aspect of an economic practice
of development (like that of touring), a practice that for its part results from
overarching business coordination problems.
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Corporate Films of Industrial Work

Renault (1916-1939)

Alain P. Michel

During the interwar period, Louis Renault’s Motor Company became an em-
blem for the large French factory. The original small workshop from 1898
turned into a huge industrial complex covering 100 acres, with 33,000 workers
producing 58,000 vehicles in a wide range of models.”

Figure 1 The development of the Renault plant, 1898-1908
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Promotion brochure 1909, SHGR Archives

Meanwhile, Renault produced many images of its activities that included films,
photographs, posters, paintings, and industrial drawings.> On three main occa-
sions — in 1920, 1930, and 1934 — the firm presented its successful development
in full-length films, providing irreplaceable views of what was going on in the
factories. These moving pictures show unedited aspects of the company’s efforts
to streamline car production. These industrial documentaries were targeted
mostly at firm promotion, insisting on the founder’s personal success story and
using cinematographic techniques to give a proper vision of the working pro-
cess. Images were used as “visual evidence” of what the firm wanted people to
understand about its industrial activity. They represent a slanted representation
of work and labor.
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But in a micro-based historical approach, these images are also hints and
traces of an industrial activity that not very many written documents mention.
They are an opportunity to see details that no other records have kept. By ana-
lyzing the contexts of their visual discourse and questioning both the produc-
tion and reception of these corporate images, these films can help us understand
the way people actually worked. Cinema renews the technological, social, and
cultural history of Renault and enriches our global comprehension of the indus-
trial past.

The aim of this essay is twofold. First, to show the way Renault’s industrial
motion pictures can be analyzed in series to compensate for the absence of writ-
ten documents about their order, production, and reception (points 1 and 2).
Also to point out — through the cinematographic study of the three major docu-
mentaries of the interwar period — the way the representation of industrial work
evolved and how this reflected the changes in working conditions (points 3-5).

Figure 2 Shooting of a film in the Renault workshops, 1934

Production still, Picture Renault Communication/DR

l. Industrial films with no concomitant records

Unfortunately, most of Renault’s industrial films have to be interpreted without
written, explicit records of their production details. In the interwar period, the
company had no cinema department and did not keep records of their activities
in the field. No motion pictures from this period can be found in the company’s
archives. At the time, films were ordered from external production companies
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like Gaumont or Pathé, who indeed have kept some footage, but no concomi-
tant records concerning the commission, production, or utilization of those mo-
tion pictures. We have little information concerning the authors or their inten-
tions, and little is known about what was expected of these films and how
viewers reacted.

Written records would be of great help, but their absence does not compro-
mise the documentary potential of the images. It compels us to make a deeper
and more elementary analysis of the moving pictures themselves — exploiting
any hints they may disclose or clues they may divulge. First, we must keep in
mind that the ties between the client and the producer of images are implicit but
essential. These films are part of a visual device that was commissioned for spe-
cific purposes (promotion, news, education, etc.) and produced using changing
cinematographic techniques (sound, footage, supports, etc.). Thus, the interpre-
tation of the record-less motion pictures necessitates a study from within the
cinematographic archives they come from. The material characteristics of the
footage kept are worth looking at. The way they (re)appear today and the con-
dition of their conservation are major keys to understanding the views they of-
fer. Films have to be (re)considered from the archives they come from.

Second, it must be remembered that industrial documentaries never appear
alone. They are only a minor part of corporate films, which mostly presented
the products in action rather than the production in progress. Films were only
one part of the possible visual media used by the car company to promote its
activities and encourage car sales. Each type of image offers a different vision of
what was happening in the workshops. They show different aspects, follow
specific rhythms of production, and tell their own story. Industrial films have to
be compared to other documents, including visual documents, which help iden-
tify the vision they construct and the industrial situation they refer to. For that
purpose — like with any other document — each film has to be critiqued and
collated to other sources. They need to be (re)contextualized.*

Third, the effects of these industrial films are relatively discrete but determi-
nant. None of these documentaries reached the wide audiences of classic com-
mercial fiction productions. Being rather confidential and specialized items,
they leave few if any traces in the public sphere. But an industrial documentary
is commissioned by a firm and produced by a filmmaker only if the two expect
to turn a profit from it and if they believe the subject can attract an audience.
Efficiency is expected. Hints of this expectation are observed in the number of
films produced during different periods of time. Are there specific moments
when industrial films are made and others when the factory is not a cinemato-
graphic subject? What are the specific cinematographic means of communica-
tion that Renault used to present the industrial production of cars?’
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Figure 3 From 1916 to 1938, 30 films showing the Renault plans

add up to 210 minutes of industrial scenes

Synthesis of the Renault film corpus (1917-1938)

Subjects Identification|Date ] 110e Lenght [Nature |Support |Sound
Pa 1917| Enterrement des victimes de |'usine Renault mute
Pb 1917]| Usine Renault mute
AROUND Gh 1920)Aux Usines Renault 22 mn mont.  [b&w mute
Rétrospective des usines Renault (1898 -
A WAR Ge 1920]1920) ? mn mont. ? [b&w mute/insert
FACTORY Ge ? Les voitures Renault (usines) ? mn b&w
1920 Gf ? Les voitures Renault (industrie automobile)  [? mn b&w
Gg ? Renault, industrie automobile 2 mn b&w
AROUND
AN ECLIPSE Pc 1926|Incendie des usines Renault b&w
1921-1929
C. FdA | 1930(Fabrication d'une automobile 41 mn 14 |mont. _[b&w mute/insert
Gs 1930|Comment on construit une automobile 10 mn mont. [b&w mute/insert
AROUND Gu 1930|Usine - machines - boulons 11 mn mont.  [b&w mute
FABRICATIONS Gl Renault : Usine de fabrication ? mn b&w
1930 Gn Renault : Vues générales des usines ? mn b&w
Gm 1930 "Renault : Peinture et polissage” 2 mn b&w sound
Visite des usines Renault par une délégation
Ga 1916|américaine b&w mute
Gb 1917|Visite des usines Renault par Albert Thomas b&w
Visite des us. R. par le ministre de la guerre
AROUND Gd de Pologne b&w
Visite des us. R. par le ministre de la guerre
VISITES Gi 1921|polonais b&w
1916/1933 Gk 1930|Cérémonie a Versailles puis visite des us. R. b&w
Visite des usines Renault (XXVlle Salon de
Go 1933|I'Aut.) 8 mn 30 |mont. [b&w muet/intert.
Gw 1933|Montage de voitures aux Usines Renault 55s mont.  [b&w mute
Visite des us. R. par des délégations belge et
Gv 1933|hollandaise 1mn séq.  |b&w mute
P. AdF | 1934|L'Automobile de France 80 mn mont.  |b&w sound
AROUND Gt 1934|Saint-Michel de Maurienne 8 mn frag. b&w mute
AUTOMOBILE Gp Renault : "Centrale - Acier - Soudeur” ?mn b&w
INDUSTRY Gq(1) 1934|Renault : "Fabrication de carrosseries" (1) 5mn frag.  |b&w sound
1934 Gq(2) 1934 [Renault : "Fabrication de carrosseries” (2) 5mn frag.  |b&w sound
Renault : "Roulements a bille" (Vues int. des
Gj 1934|UR) 6mn 10 [mont. |b&w mute
Gr 1934 |Atelier de montage des automotrices 4 mn frag. b&w mute
SHGR [ 1936 15 mn 30 b&w
AROUND Brom. 1936|Gréves 10 mn b&w
STRIKES Gx 1936|Greve chez Renault et autres ? mn b&w
1936 Pe 1936|Greves b&w
CGT 1938|Jacques LEMARE, Les métallos

Source : Répertoires Gaumont, Pathé, Lobster-films, SHGR, CGT (Tangui Perron)

Alain P. Michel (2001)
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2. A corpus of 30 corporate films

More than 30 documentaries were shot inside the Renault factories between
1916 and 1940. The meticulous study of their origin, nature, and material char-
acteristics can help define the aim and chronology of this specific film produc-
tion.

Figure 4 During World War I, many scenes were shot in the Renault
plants to show the efforts of female employees behind the lines in
Aux UsINES RENAULT (1917-1920)

Pathé-Gaumont Archives

The camera first entered the workplace during World War I. In 1916, just before
the United States entered the war, an American military commission visited the
Renault factory. The event was filmed by military film-service operators.® Many
other scenes show women working in military production in order to promote
the civilian effort as a way of supporting the soldiers on the frontlines. A visit by
the Minister of War, Albert Thomas, on September 1, 1917, was also a subject of
interest at a time when industry was being remobilized and the workforce gal-
vanized for a battle that was being presented as the final one. These first indus-
trial films worked as patriotic propaganda.

There are also other specific incidents when newsreels were shot at Renault
factories. These broadcast documents show that film reporters followed a well-
known visitor through the factory one day. But here the person is the focus
rather than the workplace he is visiting. Outside scenes are favored over interior
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takes because daylight was essential for newsreel reporters who had no time to
light the scene. Since short takes were preferable for newsreels, the footage is
usually short and provides little information about the location. Other news
reporters entered the factory after accidents (the collapse of a building in 1917,
a fire in 1926, etc.). The factory was also highlighted during exceptional events
such as the occupation by the Popular Front in June 1936. In these cases, the
factory was not in operation, and very little was revealed about working condi-
tions. These factory scenes are just a pretext, and these films serve news, not
industry .

Figure 5 Visitors at a Renault facility, 1933

Picture Renault Communication/DR

Things were different in the early 1930s, because back then the camera followed
tours of ordinary people visiting the Renault plants. During the annual Auto-
mobile Exhibition in October, films showed a short version of this factory tour
as a substitute for an actual visit that only a few could actually experience.
These brief industrial films focused on what were then considered the most im-
portant steps in automobile production. They work for the cinematographic
presentation of factory work.
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In contrast to these relatively numerous short documentaries, the corpus con-
tains three medium and long films. The analysis of the more elaborate construc-
tion of these three films helps explain the logic of the entire corpus. The three
titles clearly indicate their pedagogical and didactic aims. The point was to
show how the Renault factory operated (Aux UsiNES RENAULT, 1920), how an
automobile was produced (FABRICATION D'UNE AUTOMOBILE, 1930), or reveal
the greatness of the French automobile industry (AUTOMOBILE DE FRANCE,
1934). The first was produced just after World War I, at a time when Louis Re-
nault wanted to take advantage of the prestige his firm had gained through its
commitment to the military effort, but did not want people to look too closely at
how he benefited from it. The second documentary was made at the inaugura-
tion of a brand-new Renault factory on Seguin Island, as well as the Wall Street
financial crash and the American economic crisis. The last film used the specific
case of Renault to celebrate French industry in general at a time when France
was suffering greatly from the global crisis. These long films construct a com-
plex representation of the Renault factory, containing numerous and invaluable
images of the work processes. Unlike military propaganda and newsreels, these
three films were a result of direct and close collaboration between the automo-
bile company and the film producer. These industrial films work for the firm.

3. Celebrating victory Aux UsiNEs RENAULT (1920)

In 1920, a film called Aux UsINES RENAULT (At the Renault Factory) was made by
the Gaumont film company to glorify Renault’s effort during the war and pro-
mote the firm’s reputation.” The Gaumont-Pathé archives possess a 14-minute
film, silent of course, and also without intertitles. This documentary shows a
succession of austere industrial scenes that are rather hard to identify and un-
derstand. The only written information we have about this film is the short no-
tice in Gaumont’s 1929 index,® which lists it along with the educational films.
How could such complex and totally silent industrial scenes be used as a peda-
gogical aid? The answer lies in its description as a “22-minute” film; the docu-
mentary is now six minutes shorter than the 1929 version. It turns out that, in
the 1990s, when the document was transferred from the original film version to
a new video format, all the intertitles and texts were cut. Thus, an educational
documentary had become a raw collection of industrial images.

But the written information on the original intertitles can be partly restored.
Systematic identification of the scenes and technological analysis of the succes-
sive operations presented reveal a rather coherent picture of the 1920 Renault
factory. The film is composed of 22 sequences showing scenes shot between
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Figure 6 The analysis of Aux USINES RENAULT reveals the film’s scenario
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1916 and 1920. The scenario roughly follows the steps of automobile produc-
tion. It starts with the delivery of the raw materials needed to build an automo-
bile (sequences 1 to 7). It then shows the metallurgical activities (3, 8, 15, 16, 17,
20), a set of machining operations (11, 12, 13, 21), and a scene with workers
leaving the factory (19). This discourse following the flow of production is dis-
turbed by three sequences (9, 10, 14) shot during the war. Probably a well-intro-
duced reminder — in the middle of the film — of Renault’s participation in the
military effort of World War L.

Figure 7 A short scene shows the chassis assembly line in
Aux UsINES RENAULT (1920)

Les chaines de montage
oprement dites sont installées

nouveaux
290 metres).

Some industrial scenes are spectacular and “speak” independently. For exam-
ple, in the foundries (8) the impressive sparks and incandescence of molten iron
do not need explanations to evoke power and glory. The lathe work of a man
(11) and a woman (14) also provide a snapshot of a machining job. Even if the
spectator does not know what they are manufacturing — that one is a skilled
worker while the women is a (relatively) unskilled munitionnette hired during
the war to produce bombshells — he or she has a clear idea of their activities.
These scenes call to mind common representations of industrial action, but
many other sequences are more disconcerting. For example, one shows a stamp-
ing operation (16). First smoke dissipates, then a worker puts an ingot of cast
iron into a press. The ferrule drops and produces a circular piece of metal,
which is rapidly hidden by a new cloud of smoke. This scene is neither expres-
sive nor spectacular. What can this action tell students about industrial activity
of the time? The action that is visible is of such short duration (less than 10
seconds) that the viewer has no time to understand what is going on. The
smoke effect only hides the operation and it is not used aesthetically as a transi-
tion. The sequence could only work if introduced by a text explaining what was
about to be shown. Indeed, technologically however, this scene shows an im-
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portant innovation in production. Thanks to this rapid operation the wheel no
longer had to be shaped with spokes by a trained worker. The stamping of a
cast-iron wheel frame made it possible to lower production costs of mass-pro-
duced cars. At that time, Renault began producing a large series of common 10-
horsepower cars on assembly lines.” Without written explanation or technologi-
cal context, this brief stamping scene is incomprehensible. Only the intertitle
and text can inform the viewer that this is a new and important innovation. The
images serve only as an illustration of what the car producer and the filmmaker
consider a scene worth showing.

Besides these recent innovations, the film also presents a short view of the
chassis assembly line (18). A 15-second sequence shows a succession of five
rows of frames being assembled on rolling trestles, guided by two rails on the
floor. No real work is being done during the shot. The workers know they are
being filmed; some act as if they are working, while others stare at the camera
and pose as for a photograph. Meanwhile, no chassis are moving along the line
and nothing is assembled. This sequence is nevertheless important because its
background documents the successive operations accomplished by teams of
workers. It is a manual assembly line similar to the first conveyors set up by
Ford starting in April 1913, and rapidly mechanized at his Highland Park
plant.” This type of assembly line was first adopted by Renault for the produc-
tion of military vehicles in 1917. The short motion-picture sequence proves that
the assembly line had been discreetly introduced in the Renault factory five
years prior to 1922, the year often given as the firm’s first use of an assembly
line. Pierre Maillard’s article™ is the first public and explicit presentation of Re-
nault’s assembly line. As a written document, it is often used as evidence of
Renault’s delay in introducing assembly lines in his factory, whereas, their exis-
tence was in evidence at Citroén as early as 1919. This assertion is contradicted
by photographs and motion pictures of Renault’s factory. A series of pictures
made between 1919 and 1921 of a plant inventory'* provide other views of the
same workshop and confirm the presence of this rudimentary form of assembly
line.

The short 1921 crisis that occurred during the switch from war production to
a peace-time economy postponed Renault’s need to promote assembly-line pro-
duction of its cheaper cars. Not being mechanized, this new assembly line was
outdated compared to the Ford equivalent at the time. It had nothing spectacu-
lar to show in a movie. Photographs and drawings were preferred to give the
proper vision of this industrial innovation. Thus, it is not through films but still
images that the Renault firm chose to present its assembly lines in the 1920s."
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4. Celebrating modernity in FABRICATION D'UNE
AUTOMOBILE (1930)

Figure 8 In November 1929, Louis Renault invites reporters to visit his new plant
on Seguin Island. The assembly line is not yet in operation here

SHGR Archives

On November 28, 1929, Louis Renault invited journalists from the sports press
to visit his new factory on the island of Seguin, before the plant was actually
finished. The American economic crisis had already begun to show its effects,
and the new factory was meant to prove the continuing strength of the Billan-
court plant. For journalists from auto magazines, Louis Renault’s triumph
proved that he was an astute businessman with foresight who had applied
Ford’s model with moderation. Louis Baudry de Saunier echoed this sentiment
in July 1930 in the journal Omnia, which he directed:

For some years now we have been familiar with a spontaneous fascination for what
comes from America. We have been won over by the prestigious development of an
industry that not only has enormous capital resources but that has also found, thanks
to a large population with much purchasing power, a considerable and immediate
market. The formula of production in “large series” appeared to be logic itself. The
most audacious and enterprising were those to admire. At this time, then, it was as-
tonishing that Louis Renault did not show his decisive spirit of conquest. Louis Re-
nault did not succumb to influence; he remained himself. Years have passed, and to-
day, we are able to see the results of his forsight, which have been consolidated into
an organization perfectly adapted to the needs of the French market. To be concise,
this is the magisterial and sovereign work of a great Frenchman whom we must all be
proud of.” ™
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Figure 9 In 1930, a film is shot in the Renault plant.
The chassis assembly line is now in full operation in
FABRICATION D'UNE AUTOMOBILE (1930)

That same year, a silent documentary with intertitles called FABRICATION D'UNE
AUTOMOBILE (Making of a Car)'® presented the major stages necessary for the
assembling of automobiles, from the raw materials to the final product. Henri
Le Masson, director of the advertising department at Renault from 1928 to 1932,
underlined what was exceptional in this type of cinematic promotional opera-
tion. Normally, a brand’s reputation rests on the quality of its finished vehicles.
Here, Louis Renault wanted a film to be made about the factories, not to pro-
mote the cars, but the modern methods of production:

There were five weeks of hustle and bustle. It was December, which did not make
things easier from the point of view of light and lighting. I visited the factory with
specialists who wanted to do tests to determine the number of lamps that would be
necessary to light up the workshops and assembly lines. These tests showed, espe-
cially in the foundry, that it would be necessary to start work very early (around six
in the morning) so that the dust from the previous day had time to sink or dissipate
and before new dust could pollute the altmosphere.16

A factory could not be filmed in just any conditions.

Renault had already become a vast industrial complex, dispersed over three
factories, composed of some twenty sectors, each one in turn composed of ap-
proximately one hundred buildings and several workshops. As Marcel Béreux
indicates in the January 1930 edition of his journal Je Sais Tout, a simple visit to
Renault was no longer possible. “What are we going to see? Where to start? You
have to choose, because if you want to see everything, it would take three to
four days.”"” In relation to the complexity of the automobile production circuits,
the 1930 film creates a triple illusion.
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First, that of fluidity as the documentary presents a continuous — and artificial
— succession of the different occupations that in reality are dispersed throughout
Billancourt. The film would have one believe that the operations were in an un-
broken chain, that the second group of operations were located directly after the
first one, leading to the final assembly process. This, incidentally, is what Marcel
Béreux believed: At Renault, “there is not one assembly line, but, starting from a
certain stage of production, a veritable crow’s foot, in which each branch turns
out chassis ready to be fitted.”"® This image is analogous to that of water flow-
ing from Ford’s model.

Figure 10 The successive scenes of FABRICATION D'UNE AUTOMOBILE (1930) do
not follow the production flow or a visitor’s steps

1930 -1 1930-11

© Alain P. Michel (2001)

The second illusion is spatial. The editing presents production as a simple as-
sembly of parts. Starting from the bare chassis, the film shows how assembly-
line work can be summed up as the addition, one after the other, of all the
organs which complete the automobile. Texts punctuate and comment on the
successive stages. They follow the “linear path of rational organization.”* By
placing documentary sequences on the factory map, the film shows a very dif-
ferent path. The main activities (forges and foundries, mechanical motor, body
work, assembly) are regrouped in distinct factories. The ubiquity of the film
narrative erases the distances and the detours taken by the parts being manu-
factured. The film constructs an imaginary geography of the production pro-
cess.

In the third place, the film proposes a symbolic representation of factory
work. It limits itself to emblematic operations that give an account of the pro-
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cess in its totality. Certain positions in movement become symbols of the pro-
duction work as a whole such as the installation of the engine, attachment of the
wheels, joining of the body and the chassis, the car leaving the line, etc. Thus, in
the early 1930s, while unforeseen delays meant that his modern factory was still
being built, Louis Renault could still celebrate his triumph. All he needed to do
was present a few notable workshops, such as the engine-testing room, the dy-
namo workshop, as well as the foundry lines. Such serialized work had become
a guarantee of quality and a selling point. This is the third cinematographic illu-
sion.

5. Celebrating industry: L’AUTOMOBILE DE FRANCE
(1934)

According to L’AuTomMOBILE DE FRANCE (The Car from France) things only con-
tinued to get better at Renault.>® This full-length sound documentary from 1934
was produced “for the glory of French industry” under the patronage of the
Ministry of Commerce and Industry. It was directed by Jean Loubignac, editor-
in-chief of the Pathé Journal and an enthusiastic defender of talking movies.
Shown for the first time at the Gala de I'Opéra on October 2, 1934, it was then
projected throughout France before being distributed, in several shortened ver-
sions, as a short film for the pre-feature program of the Pathé-Cinéma circuit
theaters.*" The reporting is particularly interesting since, four years after FABRI-
CATION D'UNE AUTOMOBILE, a second documentary film showed the main Re-
nault workshops in motion (if not at work). It is a propaganda film, and thus
presents a distorted picture, albeit in the actual surroundings of the assembly
lines at Billancourt.

A young employee in the advertising department, Paul Grémont, was put at
the service of the shooting team for a period of three months. His role was pri-
marily of a practical and economic nature. “It would have been unimaginable to
stop an assembly line for several minutes to set up lights. We decided to shoot
the scene on a Sunday morning, specially summoning all the necessary person-
nel so that the workshop didn’t appear too deserted.”** Industrial work can be
compatible with the constraints of filmmakers only with some difficulty. The
screenplay of this 1934 documentary minimizes this difficulty. It constructs the
story of a factory visit in the style of a fiction film. In the first scene, the journal-
ist calls the factory manager to organize the shooting. “It won’t be an ordinary
interview. We want to make a filmed report and we're simply asking for permis-
sion for our shots we take and our microphone. We are certain to discover some
unexpected things to show the public thanks to the magical but impartial eye of
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the camera.”*?> Convinced, the manager announces, “Monsieur, our factories are
open to you.”

The tour begins by presenting the great steel complexes at Hagondange and
Saint-Michel-de-Maurienne. From the very beginning, the boundaries of Billan-
court were crossed. The shots of provincial factories slowly reveal the spectacu-
lar operations such as the pouring of molten steel or the ballet of workers
smoothing out an incandescent line. The tour guide asks us to “notice the fact
that the materials are handled automatically,” whereas what is shown is essen-
tially manual dexterity and the metalworkers’ virtuosity. This survey of the pro-
vincial factories underscores the high degree of integration at the Renault enter-
prise, set up to control every stage of production, from raw materials up to the
automobile’s exit from the line. The report then presents the main basic opera-
tions at Billancourt: “Let’s go to the foundry, it’s about time to pour the steel.” It
stops to show the powerful hammering machines and the immense presses for
stamping out sheet metal. The report also depicts several precision operations
such as cutting of gears, selection of ball bearings, and turning of bolts, which
also provide occasions to show aesthetically pleasing long shots of sparkling
machinery.

The first section of the film underlines the fact that a large part of automobile
production was still done without assembly lines. The conveyors appear only
during the finishing operations and installation of the engine, in particular, in a
long traveling shot up the section of the mechanized assembly line for serially
produced engines. This line is clearly “more feminine” than before. In the begin-
ning, this was a relatively skilled and physical job since it demanded the man-
euvering of heavy parts. Mechanization and the structures for handling materi-
als allowed these constraints to be done away with and for numerous tasks to
be consigned to women. They quickly adjust certain parts before mounting
them, though while making the simple and rapid gestures of specialized work-
ers. Dexterity and attention to detail have replaced qualification and profession-
alism. Women workers performed an increasing number of jobs, which in-
creased their presence in the factories. The assembly line changed the nature of
work and the composition of the manual labor force. In this traveling shot the
impression of speed along the line is heavily accentuated by the movement of
the camera. In fact, the engine did not move along the line as quickly, but the
people had numerous tasks to fulfill, which forced them to work quickly, none-
theless. This shows that the assembly line, by mechanizing the handling of ma-
terials, reduced the burden of work, but not necessarily that of the operations to
be accomplished. If the work pace was moderate, the quantity of work was hea-
vy.

L’AuTOMOBILE DE FRANCE is a propaganda film. The fact that the French in-
dustrial sector was in crisis made the cinematic harmony of Billancourt suspect.
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In fact, the images seem to contradict the words. In the course of the factory
visit, the contrast between the reassuring tone of the commentary and the diffi-
culty of the work is accentuated. While the guide praises the logical progression
of operations, the camera shows a succession of ruptures in the flow, of manual
transfers from one belt to the next, by carts, hoists, forklifts, and elevators. The
editing, as was the case in 1930, takes us from one workshop to another with no
concern for the itinerary or the geography of production. The filmed visit allows
all the essential spaces of production to be viewed quickly without actually vis-
iting all of the factories. Nevertheless, in 1934, it was no longer a matter of
claiming it was an objective view of an industrial enterprise that went beyond
the boundaries of Billancourt. The documentary praises the complexity of an
extraordinary affair, bringing into play provincial factories, technological ac-
complishments and mysterious skills. The film does not explain, it fascinates
the spectator by showing a multitude of operations, simultaneously beautiful
and impressive. From this perspective, a scene of assembly-line work acquires a
symbolic dimension that cannot be reduced to what is shown, but to what the
image implies as the outcome of modern technological activity, and as a neces-
sary stage in the production of an object that is itself emblematic. The assembly
line has become a star.

Conclusion

There are times when documentaries showed the factory and other periods dur-
ing which there were no industrial films being produced. The 1920s was a time
of cinematographic eclipse of the Renault workshops. Apart from the Popular
Front films of the summer of 1936 strikes, no industrial documentaries were
made on the Renault premises from the second half of the 1930s until the 1950s.
The doors of the factory remained closed to the filmmaker for the most part
during this period. Work continued out of the camera’s view. The most impor-
tant factory motion pictures are represented by the three longer films, made
during a period of cinematographic interest in industry. Newsreels sought to
capture the events inside the factory while the firm was commissioning film-
makers to produce documentaries. This concordance is no coincidence.

The study of Renault’s interwar industrial films also shows that only specific
types of documentaries were made and that only specific filmmakers made in-
dustrial films.

The interwar corpus lacks “ergonomic” films on the work process. This type
of motion study was undertaken away from the premises of industrial compa-
nies by streamliners like Etienne Marey and Frank and Lillian Gilbreth.** They
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both tried to combine the study of human movements with techniques of gra-
phical visualization. By employing their cyclograph, the Gilbreth couple
showed the invisible aspects of work so that workers could understand their
mistakes and correct their movements. This use of cinema to help make work
more efficient had no counterpart in French industry at that time, even though
the question had been raised explicitly at the end of the 1920s.*> This type of
film was to make its first appearance at Renault only after World War I1.°
Thus, the factory’s doors were closed to some types of films and open to others.

Motion pictures give a mediated account of the way work was performed in
Boulogne-Billancourt in the first half of the 20th century. They do not present a
direct vision of the material and practical processes at work in the Renault fac-
tories. These documents deal with a representation, an image of the production
system. They produce a specific kind of discourse that makes it seem as if the
work was actually being done as it should. But these manipulated images are
constrained by the industrial scenery they are shot in, and by the evolution of
the cinematographic instruments they are shot with. Although the work scene
may have been arranged, the background was real. If the representation is a
vision, it is confronted by the changing public imagery of what a factory was.
Industrial documentaries serve history by comparing one period with another
and films with other visual and written documents.
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The Case of Renault (1950-2002)
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Because of their promotional function corporate films could be considered a
mediocre source of knowledge about economic and social realities. At the same
time, their apparent distance from the noble world of cinema disqualifies them
in terms of cultural history. Doubly marginalized, this type of film would ap-
pear seriously biased. Nonetheless, the quantity and diversity of business films
illustrate the importance that companies placed on cinema. Films were used as
a tool of industrial streamlining or training, as a means of internal or external
communication and mobilization, as a medium of information or debate. The
plurality of their usage and the variety of their intended audience reflect the
fact that industrial cinema is more complex and interesting than initially
thought. The study of the technical and economic conditions of their production
shows that these films cannot be completely dissociated from cinema as a
whole: The borders between genres are porous, and usages are multiple. These
films deserve to be reevaluated.

By working on the intersection of the two often-dissociated domains, the his-
tory of the company and the history of filmmaking, it is in fact possible to enrich
the study of business. In this respect, the cinematic archives at Renault are a rich
source of historical and social information. The automobile business has been a
great producer of animated images, most of them advertisements and promo-
tional documents for their cars. Others celebrate particular events like automo-
bile races, long-distance treks, etc. Only a minority depict automobile produc-
tion between 1950 and 2002, while some one hundred or so such films are still in
existence. By analyzing this body of industrial films we can trace the evolving
self-representation of an automobile maker. In this case, the study concerns how
the Renault company has visualized assembly line work in its factories,” and
more generally, the evolution of labor. The first part examines the rhythm of
film production, which takes into account both the hazards of the business’s
history and the evolution of the cinematographic conditions of that production.
Commissioned industrial images are therefore the reflection of a multitude of
interrelated stakes. The second part deals with recurrent messages promoted
by these films. We identify a few dominant themes whose meaning varies sig-
nificantly from one period to another. Finally, the different forms of film narra-
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tion used to represent work translate, in their own way, how the business sees
itself in society, and more precisely, in relation to its own personnel.

I. Connections between film and company history

An analysis of the industrial films collected by Renault’s video library suggests
that their production followed an irregular rhythm.* The number of films docu-
menting their workshops vary according to the time period, but this variation
does not correspond neatly to the stages of the company’s history, to changes in
industrial innovation, or even to the larger collection of Renault films.?> The pro-
duction of these factory films is linked to the adjustment between the evolution
of the company’s cinematographic structures (the staff, the professionals that
were engaged, etc.), and the techniques that they used. With these factors as a
starting point, two main periods can be distinguished.

The filmmakers’ period (1950-1983)

At the end of World War II, Renault did not use cinema to celebrate the peace as
it had done after the Great War.* At the beginning of Pierre Lefaucheux’s presi-
dency (1945-1955), the nationalized company only published the Bulletin d’infor-
mation in order to create a new image of the business and to show the value of
its national management.”

Internal production: the company’s cinema department (1950-
1961)

On March 27, 1950, Jean Farcy, a former student at the Institut des Hautes
Etudes Cinématographiques (IDHEC), was hired to set up and direct a film de-
partment at Renault. He had been active since 1948 in the amateur Caméra-club
created by the Comité d’entreprise (works council), which had brought together a
team of self-taught filmmakers.® To fill out his department, Jean Farcy turned to
other professionals who had also graduated from the IDHEC, such as René
Vautier and Jean-Jacques Sirkis. The creation of this department, which sug-
gests permanence, illustrates the company’s interest in cinema. Films were to
cover all aspects of car production, industrial, economic, and social, to play the
exemplary role intended by Renault’s management.

During this period of obsession with streamlining work and production,”
business believed in cinema’s capacity to improve industrial performance.®
Farcy’s first task consisted in shooting some 200 short analysis sequences for
the department of ergonomics, assembled back to back in around 20 films en-
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titled ETUDES DU TRAVAIL HUMAIN (Study of Human Labor).° Following the tradi-
tion of Gilbreth’s studies,"® they show the movements of men and women work-
ing in turn at the old job and then the new one. Jean Farcy stressed that these
scenes were made outside the workplace:

We didn't organize the shoot in the workplace where this operation was done, but in
the rooms at the professional school, which we transformed into a studio. I had to be
able to make shots in a set order, which would have been incompatible with the con-
straints of an active workplace. This technical argument obscured another one, which
was psychological. The presence of a camera in a workshop, filming the workplace,
would have been interpreted as a new method of keeping track of employees’ time.""

In 1953, Renault’s industrial film department began to reorient itself toward the
production of films aimed at a larger audience. The cinema was a promotional
tool that the company wanted to control directly. The advertising director asked
the cinema department to make a film to enrich the traditional factory visits
during the automobile trade fair."* A first attempt along 600 meters of the as-
sembly line at the Flins plant proved to be unsatisfactory. Jean-Jacques Sirkis
was given the task of redoing this traveling shot with all the necessary means.
He reported: “It was winter, there was no light. Color film then only had a sen-
sitivity of 35 ASA, far less than it has today. We had to use all the floodlights
available. We ‘ransacked’ all the studios in Paris and borrowed from all the gen-
erating sets in France. Cables were led over the roofs. We needed a week just to
set it up.” In doing so, Renault filmed, according to its maker, “the most expen-
sive shot in cinema.”

Figure 1 Preparing for a traveling shot: 24 HEURES A LA REGIE (1957)

J.J. Sirkis Personal Collection



190 Nicolas Hatzfeld, Gwenaéle Rot and Alain P. Michel

The films were often produced in several versions: French and foreign, short
and long, original and updated, explicitly for Renault or altered for screening in
cinemas and, as such, devoid of references to the company. Renault images
were used for national propaganda, and their wider use went beyond borders.*?
Between 1953 and 1960, the cinema department also produced some 70 house
magazines: the Magazines de 'automobile."* At the same time, in 1954, the company
ordered the 22-minute fictional documentary CHAMPIONS JUNIORS from an outside
director.”> At this time, industrial cinema had no lack of means and could hire
important filmmakers.*®

Figure 2 The shooting of RENAULT DAUPHINE (1959)

Picture Société d’histoire du Groupe Renault/DR

External production (1961-1983)

Pierre Dreyfus (1955-1975) succeeded Pierre Lefaucheux and left the company’s
film structure in place. But in 1961, following the commercial failure of the Dau-
phine in America,"” the film department was disbanded. During this time of
rapid technical evolution in filmmaking, commissioning outside film producers
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proved to be preferable. A second short period followed during which indus-
trial cinema was abandoned altogether.

Advertising basically became publicity in 1963. It was entrusted to Publicis, a
specialized partner that still does publicity for Renault. The documentary films
belonged to another circuit. The commercial director, Michel Rolland, ordered
them directly from other production houses, giving preference to former mem-
bers or colleagues in the Renault film department. So, until 1975, Caméra Unit,
led by Guy Morance, made several industrial films in the same style as those of
the former Cinema Department.”™® This resumption of industrial-film produc-
tion coincides with a change in the technical aspects of shooting. The introduc-
tion of the silent 1t6mm camera, lighter and easier to handle than the 35mm, as
well as the greater sensitivity of its film stock, allowed a reduction in the size of
film crews, lighting constraints, and more generally in the total cost of film pro-
duction.

Figure 3 Cartoon of an assembly line from MADE IN RENAULT (1983)

Jacques Rouxel and Georges Pessis

At Renault, however, the 1970s was a particularly poor period for commis-
sioned films about the factories, and during this time, anti-establishment film-
makers took over the subject.” For the company this drop in interest in factory
films had no internal consequences, since the production of documentaries had
been externalized (shopped out) by then. In 1983, Georges Pessis filmed MADE
IN RENAULT on the introduction of robots and flexibility at Renault factories.>®
The commission gave the director the autonomy and the time necessary to
shoot on location, do research, and write an original script. Animated sequences
by Jacques Rouxel — father of the Shadocks — gave a rhythm to the transitions.*
The filmmaker had the means to shoot a “real” cinema film on 16mm.** It was
one of the last Renault films. But the first signs of budgetary tightening also
began to appear. The shooting crew was reduced to three people, a cameraman,
a sound man, and a lighting engineer. The director negotiated with union repre-
sentatives for permission for the crew to be in the factories. This film marks the
end of the first period.
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The audiovisual period (1983-2002)

A triple upheaval was at work in the management and production of the Re-
nault films. On the one hand, the film archives were entrusted to an external
provider, Extension Vidéo, for servicing Renault’s Communication Depart-
ment.*> On the other hand, a small team of a half dozen people, the Service des
Moyens de Communication AudioVisuels (MCAV), was charged with coordi-
nating the production of films by engaging outside directors.** Furthermore,
some of the films were transferred from acetate to video. During this period
there was a change in government in France and a change in the company’s
president.* With the organization of a system of film archiving and coordina-
tion by MCAYV the production of images underwent a change in style. Film
went from being in the service of commerce to that of communication.

Mobilizing film and video against the crises (1983-1992)

Numerous industrial films were made between 1983 and 1985, during which
time Renault was undergoing the worst financial crisis in its history — accumu-
lating a deficit of 12.5 billion francs. This period corresponds to the great period
of business films and videos.?® Film served to restore customer confidence, mo-
bilize company personnel, or train workers in the “quality gesture,” as was
done in Sandouville in 1983: The filmed sequences show the proper way of
working on an assembly line.*”

Adapting the factories to the conditions of global competition was one of the
things essential to the company’s survival. The MCAV produced films that pro-
moted the decentralized factories’ contributions to the modernization effort.*®
These documentaries above all present intentions or anticipate results. With the
mallettes pédagogiques (“pedagogical briefcases,” starting in 1989) industrial film
was mobilized explicitly in service of public education, and it still plays a role in
the company’s politics of global communication.

The specific problem of adapting the factory at Billancourt to the new condi-
tions of production was a central theme during this period.*® The obliteration of
this “workers’ fortress” gave rise to a number of films and “historical” docu-
mentaries charged with following the attempts at adaptation and then, starting
in 1992, announcing the site’s closure. The subject was delicate due to the im-
portance of the industrial problem and the social and political implications. The
Communication Department asked one director, Loic Leguenedal, to film the
last moments of the Seguin Island plant with his video camera (BetaCam) and
make a short musical out of the last car to leave the assembly line.>* Shooting
conditions and industrial film production were thus transformed. It was no
longer the same “job”>" as it had been in the 1950s.
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Diversifying film production through video and digital media
(1993-2002)

Renault was no longer simply Billancourt, and its manufacturing plants were
now spread across France and the world. These decentralized factories them-
selves now produced their own industrial films.?* The local production of doc-
umentaries was facilitated by the wide availability of light cameras and the re-
latively low cost of video and digital cassettes. There was practically no need
anymore for extra lighting when shooting an industrial scene. In this period of
restrictions, film production was falling apart and becoming increasingly banal.
At the same time, restrictions tended to reduce both time for conceiving films
and money to make them. Each factory produced its own “business card” film,
quickly, inexpensively, and along the lines of television and advertising cul-
ture.’?

Starting in 1993 the maintenance of film archives had been reorganized. The
film collection was entirely managed by a branch of Publicis — Global Event
System?* — which indexed the majority of the historical films and numbered
them according to the requests for their images. At the same time, following a
larger tendency, the legal department had become the pivot point for film pro-
duction. The production of images was done through a contract that insured
that the company could use them for their internal communication needs while
respecting the rights of both the filmmakers and of the people filmed.

The distinction between films for internal use and those destined for a public
audience was reinforced, diversifying the discourse on industrial work. In 1996,
on the occasion of the Automobile exhibition at the Cité des Sciences et de I'In-
dustrie, Renault had a big-budget film on the manufacturing of the Twingo
made outside the factories.>> One of the objectives was “to stay as pedagogical
as possible, even if that means simplifying the stages of the process (that) will be
restored thanks to special effects in post-production.”3® Furthermore, the collec-
tion possessed more and more films shot abroad — due to the internationaliza-
tion of the Renault concern. These “transplanted” factory films served to trans-
mit an image of specificity in the process of Renault manufacturing, raised to
the level of the productive model, at a time when the group had developed a
strategy of transnational alliance, first with Volvo, then with Nissan.

Several work-study films prolonged the initial experiences of the Film De-
partment and those of the videos made in the 1980s. Thus, upon the initiative
of the Flins factory, the movements of the workers in an elementary work team
(UET) were filmed in 1997 in order to improve productivity. In 1999, MCAV
produced a ergonomic film in order to make the study engineers more sensitive
to the practical consequences of their conceptual work in the workshops.?”
Films were therefore a means of communication and a link between depart-
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ments of the same company, and between branches of an international group.
Renault had gone from cinema to audiovisual communication.

Figure 4 ACTIVITE DE TRAVAIL AU MONTAGE (1999)
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Renault Communication/Stéphanie Leloutre DR
2. Onvrecurrent subjects and changing messages

Having established the rhythm of the film productions commissioned or made
by Renault, what about their content? On the one hand, the films tackle subjects
in a recurring way. On the other, the treatment of these subjects varied consider-
ably over time. Several themes, treated with particular importance, illustrate
this duality. First of all, though, it is important to make some remarks about
vocabulary. The firm did not always maintain the same language to designate
people at work. The employees were first referred to as “workers,” then as “op-
erators” throughout the 1980s before the term “technician” appeared, albeit
rarely, and then in some recent films the employees are identified by their first
names or surnames. Because of these linguistic cosmetics, the specificity of the
factory context becomes blurred.

Modernity: From new to obsolete

As one of the systematic stakes of film discourse, modernity illustrates the com-
pany’s aptitude for facing the future. In the 1950s and 1960s, this word was
synonymous with industrial power. A series of films in Magazines de I'automobile
emphasized the means that were used in the service of mass production: “All
the industrial potential of the factories, from the electromechanical heads down
to the ultramodern assembly lines, all are used for the serial manufacture of a
great car.”® This potential was detailed machine by machine, workshop by
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workshop, and plant by plant, whether at the workshop or the factory. The
same film lyrically evoked “the power of the company’s enormous industrial
machine. The Vulcan forges ring out day and night on Europe’s loudest anvils.
At Billancourt, the volcanoes free the metal by smelting it, showers of sparks
flying out.” Another insisted on the “console from which one orders the syn-
chronous running of the assembly by pushing a button.”?° From potential to
production, the slippage is barely noticed. The birth of the Dauphine was touted
in a film that, from one shot to the next, seemed to send an unchanging series of
vehicles from the end of the assembly line straight to the highway ramp: the
fluidity of production was directly connected to the future of transportation.

Modernity was equally situated on the terrain of innovation. The theme ap-
peared, here as well, during the presentation of the budding factory at Flins,
praising “the most modern means,” causing this plant “to prosper and the com-
pany to keep going.”#° One of these means is an aerial conveyor that lifts the
cars up “to allow workers easier access,” while at the press “the most modern
safety measures allow the employees to work without danger.” Modernity was
therefore extended from industrial resources to working conditions. After the
Flins factory, the opening of Sandouville in 1966 was widely celebrated, evoking
the telex, kilometers of conveyors, and the painting equipment.** Starting in the
late 1980s, the release of new vehicles had been the occasion to emphasize the
investments made while modernizing the means of production in the new
plants. Modernity was then often synonymous with the absence of people in
the workplace. The same discourse that pointed out the modernization of the
factory at Billancourt in 1985 had to resort to cinematic acrobatics: the camera
avoided the dilapidation at the Seguin Island plant — as well as the age of the
employees — and focused on the fresh paint job on the conveyors.+*

Figure 5 MAGAZINE DE L’AUTOMOBILE, N° 15 (1959)

Renault Communication / DR

In this discourse of modernity, the representation of time played an essential
role. Throughout this period, the films avoided a before, generally marked by
defects and limits, in favor of a now that promised solutions and new possibili-
ties, which then would become part of the future. This was the case for working
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conditions® and the organization of production.** The comparison of images
representing the old procedures and the new ones accentuated the message.*’
Later, another representation of time accentuated the company’s long history.
Recycling images, in particular those of the founder’s mythic shed, these films
situate themselves in general between the serious crisis of the 1980s, which
threatened Renault’s future, and its 100-year anniversary in 1998. They cele-
brated a company always undergoing change, always innovative.*®

Automation: From machine to robot

Automation plays a leading role in modernity. During the creation of new fac-
tories, the flow of conveyors and the large presses illustrated industrial poten-
tial.#” The cinematic apogee of this particular image of automatic power was
reached in two versions of Jean-Jacques Sirkis’s film, 24 HEURES A LA REGIE,
made in 1957 and 1961. During the 1980s, the theme returned to Renault’s films,
in which the automated synchronization of the production flow was empha-
sized.

In manufacturing, electromechanical groupings were used to produce motor
units since the 4CV had been launched in 1947. It took several years before films
began to deal with the subject. Since that time, starting in 1954, the machinery
itself*® had become a film “star” which the camera captured in great detail,
showing the combinations of automatic procedures, of manufacturing in a strict
sense, and of control, which could be observed in the impressive succession of
vertical and horizontal movements in MACHINE TRANSFERT in 1956. For several
minutes, chunks of metal are grabbed by large claws, carried off by conveyor
belts, perforated by dozens of drills, or finished by cutters, all of this without
visible human intervention, while learned commentators invite the uninformed
spectator to survey this range of technical prowess. The high point of the genre
was reached by the film Us, made in 1959 by André Cantenys, who uncompro-
misingly applied the exercise for more than 20 minutes. Then the machinery
merged into images of generalized automation. Made in 1969 by the same di-
rector, AUTOMATIQUEMENT VOTRE attempted to argue for the irrevocable gener-
alization of the tendency: “Industrial production today anticipates the reality of
the future. For the automobile it is inevitable. It will conquer Europe just as it
has already conquered America.”

The next image of automation was that of robots. Their presentation took
time to settle in, and at the beginning of the 1980s, one spoke of an “arrival of
new machines called robots” or of a “computer and its memory associated with
a robot.”4? The films progressively insisted on the sophistication of the move-
ment, speed, precision, and regularity of their actions, and therefore on the
manufacturing flexibility that their programming permitted. They showed their
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spectacular interventions for the assembly of car bodies, for intricate soldering,
painting, or the sophisticated application of putty. The robot took the inevitable
leading role in the Renault films.

Quality: From best to better

Remarkable in its continuity, the theme of quality was used to gain the confi-
dence of external spectators or mobilize personnel. Then again, the idea
changed according to different themes which sometimes followed one another
and at other times appeared simultaneously. On several occasions, filmmakers
emphasized the rigor of the engineers who endlessly analyzed and developed
the most effective, most beautiful, and most durable procedures and products:
“a chain of attempts, of uninterrupted experiments, therefore a continually re-
newed and deeper knowledge of the primary matters, that’s another aspect of
the secret.””° Fifteen years later, the message insisted on “researching the best
manufacturing procedures and the development of new technologies.”>"

Automation was often presented as an essential factor in quality. While the
machinery already mentioned allows for a “consistency in the quality of real
work,”>* a filmmaker in 1966 evoked workshops where “quality and precision
are automatically achieved on the new soldering machinery.”>> Precision was
frequently brought in to supplement regularity. The same assets were empha-
sized to praise the robot’s contribution, “having become an essential factor in
the improvement of quality and reliability.”>* Regular and untiring, the robot
renewed the virtues of automated activity that could also be found in the con-
veyors: “As a guarantee of additional quality, all transfers and conveyance are
entirely automated without any human intervention.”>>

But the company could not maintain this message without demoralizing its
personnel, and therefore, it spoke highly of the employees, notably in those
areas where manual labor was overwhelmingly predominant. As a commenta-
tor indicated, in the assembly areas, for instance, “quality is first and foremost a
human matter.”® The working body might be evoked: “The Clio benefits from
a new quality control measure called stroking (paluchage). This is done by tech-
nicians capable of detecting any possible defect by touch.”*” Humans were then
prized for their sensitivity in addition to their organizing skills in the frequency
and variety of quality control: “There’s no miracle. But there are two fundamen-
tal principles. The first, as you have seen, is quality control. Checking the metal
at the beginning, checking every stage of production, and checking at the end of
the production cycle.”>® After the crisis in the 1980s, the inversion of factors first
of all presented quality as a question of mobilization, notably in films for inter-
nal use. In the “struggle for quality,”*® everybody must remain vigilant, taking
on their share of responsibility, to themselves and to others, up to the customer,
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who justified the following statement: “The hunt for the grain of sand is severe.
Slacking off during surveillance is in nobody’s interest. We work hand in
hand.”®°

Men and machines, a fluctuating relationship

Throughout the often intricately intersecting themes of modernity, automation,
and quality, the films outline a changing relationship between workers and ma-
chines. The emphasis on automatic facilities, on their speed, regularity, and pre-
cision, tended to obscure the employees. Reflecting this, activity was shown fea-
turing no human presence in the workshop,°* except for occasional slips of the
camera.®* These films from the 1950s and 1980s associated progress with a re-
duction in the number of employees, and they encourage the spectator to con-
sider the workforce a factor of industrial imperfection and the weak link in pro-
duction. In the films from the following period, the machine is the welcome
assistant of the employees, in the sense that these “robots have permitted con-
siderable progress in the ergonomics of the workplace.”®> The machine plays a
subordinate role, classically represented as such following Lewis Mumford®:
“But man in all this? He checks the work of his army of robots. In a certain sense
he becomes the manager of the machines. A computer takes charge of data
while man keeps the best for himself: quality control.”® In the same year, an-
other film took up a similar discourse: “Robots are machines... I would say
much like other machines. They are much closer to machines than to men. Ma-
chines are incapable of working by themselves. Man is an element, he is the
necessary link in a factory like ours and even more so in a robotic factory than a
classical fac:’cory.”66 Filmmakers, however, sometimes mix up the roles to the
point that it is no longer clear who is at the service of whom: “While the robot
assembles the pieces loaded onto the consolidating platform, Monsieur Ziant
can change the electrodes on the soldering tool. But he can also do quality con-
trol without slowing down production, having to reload the conveyor belt.”®”"
Variations in the discourse, however, can coexist during the same period. Thus,
starting in the 1980s, the company speaks simultaneously, but differently, to
visitors, consumers, and employees.

3. Adiversity of cinematographic styles featuring work

Cinematic discourse has numerous ways of presenting industrial performance,
of glorifying a business, of recounting its history, of announcing the industriali-
zation of a vehicle, or of presenting new managerial methods. Between the line-
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ar representation of manufacturing and the use of stylistic procedures such as
metaphors, pastiches, etc., the filmmakers” methods to film the factory, its pro-
duction, and finally, the work, are borrowed from eclectic sources.

The narrative of production

Representing the process of manufacturing in its chronology, stage by stage, is
one of the classic kinds of business film. This method of narrating occurs during
all of the periods mentioned, from the 1950s®® to the present day.® It stresses the
techniques of manufacturing, and when celebrating the introduction of a new
vehicle, attention is directed toward the car or one of its subgroups.” In these
presentations of flow, the factory is presented as a well-oiled machine. A break-
down is never documented ,”* and thus becomes an inconceivable event for the
spectator. When one does appear on the screen, it is done deliberately to show
the company’s ability to react quickly.”* Following the linear flow can, with re-
gard to the passage of time, cover a production process in its entirety (as was
accomplished at the Billancourt factory) or in a more limited way, notably when
the factories shown have neither foundries nor power hammers (such as the
sites at Flins and Sandouville). But the characteristics of the individual factories
do not sufficiently explain the representational choice”: The places shown are
selected very carefully. The films integrate the conception phase,”* or they re-
main confined to the perimeters of certain workshops. In ProTo 117, the paint-
ing workshops are not represented, while in FABRIcATION MEGANE II Douar the
stamping workshops are absent. Though it is difficult for the uninformed spec-
tator to perceive, examples of gaps in the process are numerous. The workshops
(or workplaces) that are given priority are very often those that have undergone
modernization. Thus the detour into the sheet-metal workshop seems almost
unavoidable when the multipoint welding machines arrive,” or more recently,
with the latest generation of robots,”® whose elegant dance has a fascination of
its own. Aesthetic qualities of certain spaces can influence the cinematographic
preferences. The shots of the entry into the light tunnels needed for quality con-
trol are shown regardless of the time period. If, on the one hand, filmmakers
find their attention drawn to the agile and effective gestures of the workers, on
the other hand, they avoid filming the most tiresome operations or those likely
to tarnish the company’s image.

The traveling shot seems to be unavoidable when representing a factory.
What could be more natural than having the camera follow the movement of
the rolling conveyor belt”” to suggest the flow of production? The most remark-
able one was made by Jean-Jacques Sirkis in 24 HEURES A LA REGIE RENAULT
(1957). The traveling shot can even make a stopped line seem to be mechani-
cally flowing along.”® Thanks to the rolling bridges of the stamping workshop,
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the factory offers filmmakers the technical possibility of easily making traveling
aerial shots. Charts or drawings are sometimes brought in to accentuate and
accompany this presentation of flow and reinforce its scientific quality.

Another didactic interlude is the insertion of “past” images to underscore the
modernity of the present. The play on the opposition between periods is even
accentuated by showing the images in black and white (even if they were ori-
ginally in color) and accompanied by sound that suggests the rough quality of
earlier times. In these films, images are rarely sufficient: the sound and the com-
mentary contribute to this narrative of flow. Aggressive sounds are reduced or
even eliminated. Sounds are added, as in Sirkis’s film (1957); to accentuate the
effect of the machines’ power the director inserted the sound of an air pump,
though not without creating a certain anachronism!”® Music (classical music in
the early productions, replaced by electronic music in the contemporary ones)
also plays an important role in the construction of the narrative. Triumphant
and alert, it serves to present grandeur in the 1960s films, when the company
was in full expansion. The shift that it brings also allows the representation of
the factory universe to be softened and reinforces the feeling of ease.®> Another
sonic element is the jarring voice-over that comes in to simply describe the
images. In the 1950s, the monotonous male voice did not hesitate to describe, in
very technical terms that recalled the language of engineers, what the spectator
was supposed to appreciate. André Cantenys’s aforementioned film, Us, is em-
blematic of this type of production. The accumulation of details serves to
“prove” rationality, expertise, efficiency.”" In more recent films, organizational
aspects — such as the question of logistics or computer science — are equally in
evidence.® This group of films, with standardized scripts, offers an entirely
controlled industrial universe.

Visits, guides, and “witnesses”

In order not to lead the spectator through a disembodied production process,
some filmmakers returned to the principle of the factory visit, led by “guides”
who accompany them in their discovery of the factory.

By positioning themselves at the level of fiction, several of these films present
outside characters, children who discover the factory and its manufacturing in
an impromptu or programmed way. The spectator is invited to follow them in
their initiatory journey. What does a child see? A world that, in principle, is
forbidden to him (CHAMPIONS JUNIORS), or where access has been authorized
as an exception (VISITEURS D'UN JOUR). A world of fascinating surprises, but
which may also present certain dangers. The small size of the child contrasts
with the immensity of the factory, which becomes a playground where the child
can slip into the Fenwicks or hide there, play hide and seek among the ma-
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chines, and lose him or herself in a place where everything is astonishing. Chil-
dren make it possible for the film to be both pedagogical and playful at the
same time. This meeting of two “foreign” worlds takes place in another cin-
ematic genre: the “newsreels” made for a wide audience and screened in cine-
mas before the main features. Filming prestigious visitors raises the status of
both the factory and those who work there. Thus, in the splendor of the 1960s,
celebrities like Grace Kelly, Nikita Khrushchev, Queen Elizabeth, the emperor
Haile Selassie, and certain African kings came to visit the Flins plant, as a sym-
bol of the industrial grandeur of France.

Figure 6 Queen Elizabeth at the Flins plant (1957)
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The tour guide was associated with the company since he was an employee
(worker or manager) who showed spectators the way. Upon entering, the focal
point was delimited by the referential universe of the “hero” one will be follow-
ing. The scale of representation was extended when the person being filmed
was seen in several places. One could see the research department and various
workshops while walking along with the head engineer or the manager.®?
When the guide was a worker it was above all his professional universe, that is,
his work area that was being filmed.** Until the beginning of the 1980s,% the
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framework of the narrative was supported by voice-over commentary, which
did not let the employee speak. By the end of this period, the humanization of
the production universe, which meant taking an interest in the men who
worked there, assumed a dimension both more collective and more direct. The
perfecting of these procedures of sound and image recording, but also the re-
newal of the narrative’s contours by mimicking television news reports, trans-
lated into a more systematic use of interviews in the workplace. The explana-
tory voice-over, however, was not abandoned; it was merely placed between
two interviews® and even spoke from other sources, such as slogans embedded
in the image.®”

Figure 7 Photograms from VISITEURS D'UN JOUR (1957)

Renault Communication/Guy Cavagnac DR

Eclecticism, shifts, and imagination

Even when it concerned assembly-line work, the film often turned to the ima-
ginary and the unexpected. Thanks to special effects and editing techniques,
filmmakers could recreate the industrial universe. Techniques such as stop mo-
tion, superimpositions of images (posters, photos, etc.),*® insertions of humor-
ous cartoons, video animation, graphic processes, and graphic representations
to suggest the flow of production were diverse and sometimes astonishing. The
offbeat tone turned up again in the use of literary techniques. Thus, the com-
mentary of MADE IN RENAULT in 1983 could avoid a boring demonstration
thanks to a text rich in culinary metaphors, embellished with country music or
a harp piece that could accentuate the impression of fluidity: “First you take a
few hundred kilos of various metals and melt them in a very hot fire. Then you
go to the mold ... sprinkle in some electronics and add four or five hundred
other ingredients ... wrap it up in string, garnish it with leather, watch it while
it's baking. After all is said and done, you have an automobile.”
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A living quality was evoked to embellish a universe of dead metal. The accent
was on the magical and secretive side of production, the importance of the hu-
man factor, but also the “adding of the soul” located in the factory universe.
Human groups could be associated with the factory: a football team, the orches-
tra,% or even the family,”® or the army.”" These, however, were not used to des-
ignate robots. The filmmakers employed fantasy when they evoked the “steel
monsters” or the “mastodon” when referring to machines. Even the metaphor
of voracity was employed: “Here, automatic mechanisms bring each machine
its ration of metal.”?* But the steel monster also had a benevolent face, since “it
does the taxing and dangerous work.” The factory’s vastness and its power are
therefore suggested. In other films, it is the car that is presented as a living
being. In the film RENAULT EXPRESS FABRICATION, the description of a utility
vehicle’s production process was accompanied by a languorous female voice.
This voice, which was attached to a woman’s face®® between each presentation
of a different workshop, gave a first-person account of the birth of this vehicle.
The description was garnished with sexual allusions: “With agile and skillful
movements, a robot accompanies me and decks me out with a perfect-looking,
shiny coat of paint. Embellished in my most beautiful colors, they warm me up,
check my outfit. I'm ready.” Ten years later, a film promoting the introduction
of a new model®* took up the erotic metaphor again: “In the beginning, I was
just a spool of steel, as round as a wheel. But be aware, not just any steel, but
high-quality steel. No time to lose. I unroll myself like a rug so my metal can be
carved up. But quickly they mold me, finally they end up giving me a shape.”
We should also mention that the vocabulary of the factory lends itself to this
style of alluding to activities such as grooming and stroking (paluchage). Human
properties are regularly attributed to the automobile: “Embryos of cars grouped
into finished products, but they’re still missing one thing they need to come
alive: the engine.”%”

In the end, the categories chosen to represent assembly-line work all merge.
As one advances in time, the combination of procedures becomes more sys-
tematic. The association of the insistent voice-over and interviews, falling back
on special effects, and drawings are often put together in the same film. It is
important to point out that one of the most significant evolutions was giving a
voice directly to the people being filmed. In more recent films, it is rare that
films do not appeal to the word “from below” (workers and supervisors on
hand) to consolidate what the word “from above” (that of the voice-over) has
said, at the very time the company has become more careful to praise the merits
of participation. This could not have been done without the perfection of cin-
ematic techniques that make it possible to conduct interviews using synthetic
sound at the very locations where work is being performed.
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4. Conclusion

While business films could be considered an expression of management posi-
tions and an explanation of their strategy, studying these films reveals a more
complex and richer reality.

First of all, the history of corporate films translates the history of cinema in its
own terms. This is more than a simple tropism. To best utilize cinema, despite
the technical limitations of film stock and recording materials, the postwar
world of film relies on a heavily structured professional armada. Renault pro-
vided sizable funding for a permanent department of professionals from the
best schools who shared the progressive ideas of their generation. The breakup
of this cinema department in the early 1960s did not by itself change the way
films were made. What was more significant was the introduction of lighter
cameras, then videos, and finally digital media. There were also technical
changes in the evolution of film production, which related to the changing sta-
tus of the films made, from auteur productions to communication products.
Throughout the postwar period, cinematic language developed a wide variety
of styles and was clearly a part of the history of cinema.

Moreover, these films illustrate the evolution of the modalities of business
communication. Even though we don’t always know the target or actual audi-
ence of these films, it is obvious that the majority of those made between 1950
and 1960 “speak loud and clear” (to paraphrase a Gaullist formula) in the name
of a company, in a way that is sure of itself and triumphant. The global self-
representation of the firm has become blurred in recent film productions, pro-
moting the cars themselves as much as the industrial establishments that pro-
duced them. In the 1980s, these films acquired a more focused message as they
were clearly addressing a more limited audience. They were even used as a
means for internal communications between industrial establishments or var-
ious services. The shift from periods of doubt and reform to times of confidence
invoked or rewarded was clearly reflected in these films. The voice of French
society was never far away in the tone these films adopted or the arguments
they employed, either as a source of the situations evoked or as a spectator the
films had to convince.

Ultimately, the images of work were variable. Until the end of the 1960s, work
was the exclusive subject of industrial films thought of as streamlining tools, or
was well founded in the lyrical images of industrial power. More recent films
have taken work as a problem to be resolved according to the individual case by
simply getting rid of it or making appropriate tributes, by promoting the solu-
tions or making interjections. Thus, the Renault films constantly updated the
firm’s relationship to its own workers.
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Eccentricity, Education and the Evolution
of Corporate Speech

Jam Handy and His Organization

Rick Prelinger

Although the work of Jamison “Jam” Handy (1886-1983) and his multimedia
production company, the Jam Handy Organization, have received almost no
scholarly attention, both exerted a major influence on the development of the
American sponsored film and the evolution of American corporate speech. Dur-
ing a production career that lasted almost 70 years, Handy’s company produced
some 7,000 motion pictures, many tens of thousands of slidefilms, thousands of
mixed-media training products and innumerable live “industrial theater”
shows. As interest in sponsored films grows and we begin to assess their influ-
ence upon 2oth-century cultural and social spheres, it is high time to examine
Handy’s long career and come to terms with the vast number of works he left
behind.

Jam Handy came of age in an era characterized by unprecedented industrial
concentration and heightened class struggle, factors that encouraged corpora-
tions to develop communications strategies to address workers and the public.
Fast-growing corporations engaged in the continuous rationalization of produc-
tion processes turned their attention to rationalizing internal communication,
training, and sales. New challenges led them to experiment with and embrace
emerging media, including lantern slides, the phonograph, the slidefilm, the
theatrical performance, and ultimately the motion picture. Handy became a
communications consultant and service provider to large, decentralized enter-
prises.

Though an original and often idiosyncratic thinker, Handy had his antece-
dents. First among his direct influences was John H. Patterson, the charismatic,
paternalistic, and autodidact head of National Cash Register. Patterson’s passio-
nate and very personal interest in the processes of production and selling led
him to experiment with photography as a means of employee education. Initi-
ally turning to the inexpensive lantern slide, he organized a photographic de-
partment in 1896, building a glass slide collection that would ultimately total
some 68,000 images, each depicting a particular moment of interaction between
management and worker, sales trainer and salesman, and salesman and custo-
mer. Building a massive matrix of imagery that functioned as a semiotic dissec-
tion of everyday business activity, Patterson then assembled slides into training
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sequences. It was only a short step to the slidefilm (also known as a filmstrip),
which combined still images onto a one-meter-long strip of film that could be
shown with a pocket-size folding projector, and from the slidefilm a short step
to the motion picture. Handy’s career would follow a similar trajectory.

Jam Handy and his organization

“As a young man it seemed to me that the most important use I could make of
my life was to find better ways for the transmission of instructions, and the
transfer of experience. It seemed a shame that so many instructions were mis-
understood, that information offered was so hard to understand, that the ex-
perience of my elders was so hard to get at, and so many good ideas lost.”"
Born to the eminent newspaperman Moses Purnell Handy on March 6, 1886,
Henry Jamison Handy exhibited an interest in the media business and strategies
of representation at an early age. At the age of seven, he asked and received
permission from his father, then Chief of Promotion and Publicity for the
World’s Columbian Exposition, to miss school and instead spend his days at
the Exposition. For two years, he regularly visited the fair and treated the exhi-
bitors as his teachers while being exposed to the Exposition’s celebration of in-
dustry and invention.”

Any detailed analysis of the rhetorical strategies employed by his films might
well begin with an assessment of the rhetoric and the visual culture of the Ex-
position. He matriculated at the University of Michigan in 1902, hoping (by his
own description) to agitate for the stronger presence of visual imagery in educa-
tion, but his formal education ended when he was expelled for writing a free-
lance article for the Chicago Tribune which offended the professor whose class he
described.’? Offered a job by the Tribune’s publisher, he worked as a journalist in
every one of the Tribune’s departments from 1903 to 1910, eventually leaving to
work with the pioneer animator John R. Bray, who had begun a business focus-
ing on the production of animated technical drawings and filmstrips. The exact
chronology of his business involvements in the 1910s is difficult to pin down,
and there was apparently a dispute concerning the invention and ownership of
filmstrip technology. We do know that Handy gained experience in the produc-
tion of animated training materials during World War I and that he served the
US government as an “Americanization consultant,” working under Franklin
Lane, then Secretary of the Interior, advocating the wider use of visual material
in textbooks and the news media so as to make them more accessible to illiterate
Americans, which at that time were numerous.*



Eccentricity, Education and the Evolution of Corporate Speech 213

Working first through the Keeley-Handy Syndicate (which later evolved into
the Newspapers Film Corporation, which later became the Jam Handy Organi-
zation [JHO]), Handy produced filmstrips and also worked with newspapers to
release factual films in theaters. This media synergy does not at first appear to
have been a wildly successful business, and it was not until the 1920s that his
company seems to have achieved stability with the acquisition of a number of
blue-chip clients, preeminently (in 1923) the Chevrolet Motor Company. After
cementing his relationship with Chevrolet, Handy’s company moved to Detroit,
which would be its central headquarters for fifty years. Detroit’s strategic loca-
tion within 250 miles of most heavy manufacturing industries made it the host
to two other large, industrial film producers, Wilding Picture Productions and
the Metropolitan Motion Picture Company.” Handy’s large, well-staffed, and
vertically-integrated studio, less than a mile from the General Motors headquar-
ters building, is said to have employed up to 600 people. Departments included
slidefilm and motion-picture production departments, a full lab, an animation
department, and, reputedly, two full orchestras. The Organization was not sim-
ply a producer of films, but also offered complete, vertically integrated media-
production, distribution, and exhibition services to its clients. Handymen drove
mobile projection vans across the country, presenting films at meetings, conven-
tions, and public events; a complete Sales Manager’s Service was offered to
Chevrolet dealers, thus centralizing and standardizing the sales training curri-
culum; an almost incalculable number of training and marketing slidefilms
were produced every month for their regular clients. Although Handy’s multi-
media pursuits have yet to be fully described, their existence and extent tell us
that his motion pictures must be considered in the context of the other concur-
rent channels of communication that accompanied them. In fact, perhaps a ma-
jority of Handy films did not stand alone; they were probably coordinated with
slidefilms, live shows, press articles, or training materials. Restricting historical
and representational analysis to the films themselves falls short of a full assess-
ment.

Handy films played in theaters before the main features, and in more special-
ized venues as commercially sponsored infotainment. Typically, several short
subjects, often sponsored films, preceded the feature attractions in many thea-
tres. In special cases, theaters were rented especially to premiere or showcase
sponsored films. Newsreel theaters existed in many cities, showing newsreels,
studio-produced and non-studio short subjects, and frequently sponsored films.
Automobile industry films targeting consumers were projected on kiosks or in
special rooms at auto dealerships. Many Handy films were either produced for
school use or found their way into classrooms, often by way of the Association
Films and Modern Talking Picture Service distribution channels, which distrib-
uted sponsored films to schools and non-theatrical venues under contract with
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sponsors, who paid fees based on the size of the audience that a particular film
reached. MasTER HANDs (1936), for example, began its life as a theatrical film
and later was channeled into trade schools as a “vocational subject” because it
showed automobile manufacturing in detail. Educational venues were typically
unfriendly to films containing explicit advertising, which likely influenced JHO
to produce many films that simply mentioned sponsors’ names and nothing
more. Finally, world’s fairs functioned as highly promotable frames for commer-
cial speech, and as such were great showcases for sponsored films. JHO work
was well-represented at both the 1939 and 1964 New York world’s fairs.

JHO continued to produce carefully crafted industrials and sponsored films
well into the 1960s. But as other companies modernized the appearance of their
films, Handy’s films remained stagey, formal and static, reflecting only super-
ficially the visual culture’s ferment during the late 1960s. Could JHO’s founder,
by then in his 8os, have successfully revitalized the look of its films? We will
never know. In the summer of 1967, Detroit and many other American cities
burned as economically and socially marginalized African-Americans took their
anger to the streets. White people and the economic capital they controlled fled
the city over the next several years, leaving behind a city that has lost half of its
population since the 1950s. In 1972, JHO was sold to Reeves Teletape, a nation-
wide producer of industrial and training media, and became known as Teletape
Detroit. This change of ownership did not last, and the company was divided
into The Jam Handy Organization and Jam Handy Productions. The new JHO
produced a number of little-known films, largely undocumented and using out-
side contractors, under the Jam Handy name. Bill Sandy, a Handy executive,
turned Jam Handy Productions into a new company, The Bill Sandy Company
(now Sandy Corporation), which managed to retain the Chevrolet business.®

Handy died in 1983, at the age of 97. Even before that the company, down to a
staff of two, had already begun to contract and divest itself of its resources be-
fore that. Its Grand Boulevard studio building in Detroit, once the anchor of a
six-building studio, became a religious television studio called Faith for Mira-
cles. Most of its archives were dumped, although many of the films were recov-
ered by scroungers and collectors. The studio building still survives, largely be-
cause of the depreciated value of Detroit real estate.

A brief assessment

Though the work of understanding JHO’s vast body of film has only begun, it is
possible to make a few preliminary statements.
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First, JHO'’s work is remarkable for its longevity and quantity. Few if any pro-
duction units in or out of Hollywood can boast of having produced so many
films over such a long period of time under the supervision of just one person.
For this reason alone, it would be worthy of a deeper and more thorough exam-
ination. Second, Handy cultivated relationships with many large corporations,
including General Motors, DuPont, RCA, Dow Chemical, Xerox, IBM and Na-
tional Cash Register. GM was especially active in a two-decade attempt to sway
public opinion away from the New Deal and toward free-enterprise economics,
and many of the key films made as part of this project are Handy films.” Handy
often stated that he felt committed to bridging the gaps between corporations
and the public, and between corporations and workers, and as such, his films
deserve consideration as early articulations of corporate speech through emer-
ging media. Third, the ubiquity and reach of sponsored films merit a more thor-
ough investigation and analysis than has thus far occurred. With some films
reaching an estimated 20 to 30 million viewers, it is clear that sponsored films
constitute a mass-communications medium that has largely been ignored by
scholars. While many members of the public age 40+ recall seeing sponsored
films in school, on TV or elsewhere, for the most part they only remember spe-
cific titles and forget the ubiquity of these films, which were almost as wide-
spread and ubiquitous in the culture then as corporate-image websites are to-
day.

Stylistically, Handy’s work is also sui generis. A detailed analysis of its repre-
sentational strategies would have to consider such attributes as its frequent de-
ployment of animation, including a number of striking stop-motion animation
sequences that recall the work of Oskar Fischinger; its extreme concentration on
visualizing the unseeable, as exemplified in the many scientifically oriented
films that are part of the DIRECT MASs SELLING series; and the relation between
narration and picture, considerably more hierarchical and ritualistic than many
other sponsored films. Frequent viewing of his films also reveals a number of
eccentric, almost fetishistic attributes, such as the use of the three primary colors
red, blue and yellow in almost every scene of his late big-budget productions,
including AMERICAN LOOK (1958), AMERICAN ENGINEER (1956) and AMERICAN
MAKER (1960). It is hard to explain choices like this without attributing them to
Handy’s oft-expressed, unusual ideas about visual culture and the nourishment
of viewer attention.

Finally, Jam Handy and his Organization are credited as formative influences
by many who worked with them or who followed them in the industry. If we
are to understand the influences that contributed to the growing commercializa-
tion of public discourse, I suspect that we can trace many of them back to Han-

dy.
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What should be done?

Sponsored film scholarship presently resides at an early stage which one might
call the “summary level.” Little in-depth work has been done on collections,
subjects, or styles, and I am not aware of any analysis that dares to consider the
entire oeuvre of a producer. There are probably some 8oo to 1000 Handy films
in various archives that are probably available for study. This is a scholarly op-
portunity that is probably unequalled anywhere in the US-sponsored film field.
Almost every film is keyed to a specific conjuncture of corporate strategy and
media tactics, and situating them historically will be a fascinating, if difficult,
endeavor. Since the Jam Handy papers are primarily of biographical signifi-
cance rather than business record, work needs to be done in the archives of
corporations sponsoring Handy films to assess intentions and understand the
business reasoning that motivated their production.

Reception poses difficult issues for the scholar of sponsored films, as we have
little record of how audiences reacted, and trade press reviews and publicity
releases provide little help. But the questions of reception continues to come up.
Scholars who find and interpret records that illuminate this complex issue will
make valuable contributions.

Finally, work needs to be done to preserve Handy’s films and make more of
them accessible to scholars and to a broad public audience. In theory, this
should not be difficult because almost all of the Handy films are in the public
domain. Funding to do this has not yet materialized, however, and then there is
the matter of access to the works, an issue we hope will improve in the future.

Brief summary of Jam Handy Organization productions

The earliest identifiable JHO films known to survive date from approximately
1925 (though older films may exist without clear attribution), and I have been
told by former employees that JHO produced films until the early 1980s, using
contract employees hired for specific jobs. Production records that survive begin
in approximately 1930 and end in 1968, and list approximately 7,000 distinct
moving-image productions, though many productions are derived from pre-
vious works, while others represent projects such as contract shoots rather than
finished films. The extant films represent a spectrum of genres and styles, ran-
ging from motion slidefilms (motion pictures incorporating still images, some
moving shots, narration and some sync sound) to full-blown, feature-length
dramatic narratives; from single-strand Kodachrome industrial and process
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documentation films to high-end three-strip Technicolor productions; and ani-
mated technical diagrams to detailed cel-animated theatrical cartoons.®

Though it is risky to divide JHO’s motion-picture production into chronologi-
cal categories, it may be worthwhile to point out common characteristics of
films made during different time periods.

1922-1934. Many films produced for Chevrolet and other divisions of General
Motors, including Oakland (later Pontiac), Frigidaire, Delco Light; some work
for National Cash Register, Ralston-Purina, Curtis Publishing and Coca-Cola.
Key titles in this period include SAND ON THE SLIPPERY SIDEWALKS OF SALES
(1925), a semi-dramatic film about the repair and maintenance of Frigidaire re-
frigerators; AROUND THE WORLD WITH G.M. (1927), a four-reeler depicting GM’s
decentralized management strategy under Alfred P. Sloan and their operations
in many countries; and A CAR FOrR EVERY PURSE AND PURPOSE (1926), a consu-
mer marketing film showing GM’s different product lines. Similar to films from
other producers in this period, JHO’s production combined silent-film dramatic
style, technical animation, and relatively static views of cities, buildings, and
machines. As far as is known, every film in this period was shot using the
35 mm negative-positive process.

1935-1941. The DIRECT MASs SELLING series, totaling 115 films (7 min. to 40
min.), was made for Chevrolet. Produced for theatrical exhibition, these films
combined entertainment and instruction and directly addressed consumers.
Some titles included MAGIC IN THE AIR (1941), showing the workings of televi-
sion; BACk OF THE MIKE (1938), showing how sound effects were produced live
in the radio studio; A CoacH FOR CINDERELLA (1936), said to be the first Techni-
color industrial cartoon; and PRECISELY SO (1936), on the technology of mea-
surement, featuring a memorable Oskar Fischinger-style stop-motion march of
compasses, slide rules and micrometer gauges. Also in this series was MASTER
HANDs (1936), the Wagnerian “industrial symphony” showing all stages in the
production of Chevrolets, the first sound industrial film to be named to the US
National Film Registry. Like many sponsored films of the time, they contained
no explicit advertising, in order to render their messages more palatable in thea-
tres and schools, an attribute that would serve them well in the late 1930s when
TV stations with experimental licenses, which were not permitted to run com-
mercial materials, broadcasted these films. Other significant films of this period
included To NEw Horizons, the part-Technicolor film version of Norman Bel
Geddes” HicEwAYys AND Horizons exhibit at the 1939-40 New York World’s
Fair, which documented the famous Futurama. During this time, JHO also pro-
duced Minute Movies, one-minute theatrical screen ads for a number of na-
tional clients, typically distributed through the General Screen Advertising
Company, and a wide variety of sponsored films for other entities, including
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Bayer Semesan, DuPont, Dow Chemical, and the Republican National Commit-
tee.

Beginning around 1936, JHO began to produce a few high-budget films in
three-strip Technicolor, and in 1939-1940, started to experiment with the lower-
cost 16mm Kodachrome process. Some early JHO Kodachrome films, such as
To MARKET To MARKET (for General Screen Advertising, 1941), mix 35mm
black-and-white photography with a single reel of Kodachrome, while others,
including the tremendously successful WE DRIVERs (for General Motors, 1935),
mix 35mm Technicolor and black and white on a single reel. As an example of
the reach of sponsored films of the time, WE DRIVERS was shown in 7,000 thea-
ters in 10 months and was also seen by an estimated 24 million viewers in non-
commercial venues. The 1935 production was remade in 1947, 1955, 1962, and
1976.°

1941-1945. Like many other companies, JHO “went to war,” producing sev-
eral hundred training films and filmstrips for the military services (primarily
the US Navy), many of which were restricted or classified. JHO also broke new
technological ground in the development of what were euphemistically called
“training aids,” meaning simulators that permitted pilots and gunners to en-
gage with virtual attackers and targets. After the war, this technology became
the Cinesphere system, an immersive screening technology that projected
images onto a half-dome above the audience.

While JHO continued to produce films for its prewar clients, its wartime films
typically did not promote specific products, but rather depicted corporate activ-
ities in wartime or told stories designed to promote production or address spe-
cific corporate issues that arose. Typical titles from this period include THESE
AR THE PeOPLE (for Kimberly-Clark Co., 1944), paying tribute to the paper-
processing workers in Neenah, Wisconsin, the home of Kleenex products; To
EacH OTHER (for United States Steel, 1943), a widely shown dramatic film ur-
ging retired workers to rejoin the labor force; and THe OPEN DoOR: THE STORY
of ForEMAN Jim BaxTer, His Famiry, anDp His Jos (for General Motors Public
Relations Staff, 1945), a lengthy film made to discourage factory foremen from
joining unions.

1946-1968. Jam Handy films reflect the postwar industrial shift from military
to consumer production, the outmigration from cities to suburbs, and the pro-
free enterprise, anti-communist discourses of the period. During this period,
JHO produced in many film formats, and also made films primarily intended
to be shown on television, which in this period became one of the major distri-
bution outlets for sponsored films. A few important titles from this prolific per-
iod include LookING AHEAD THROUGH RoHM & Haas PLEXIGLAS (1947), in
which Plexiglas serves as an example of economic reconversion to peacetime
production; UNFINISHED BusINEss (made for U.S. Steel, 1948), dramatizing the
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return of war veterans to the civilian workforce; AMERICAN HARVEST (made for
Chevrolet, 1951), the first of five big-budget “American” films on the impor-
tance of the automobile industry to the national economy; and Out oF THis
WORLD (made for General Motors, 1964), which depicts a visit to the World’s
Fair Motorama exhibit, heir to the 1939 Futurama.

JHO production records from this period list innumerable films for large and
small companies, including many titles intended for internal training and dis-
cussion. Many of these films are extremely difficult to contextualize without
knowledge of the specific corporate cultures in which they sought to intervene.

1968-1983. Aside from the ubiquitous training and management-orientation
films produced for the automobile industry, I know little of JHO’s production
from this period.

Resources for the scholar

The largest single collection of JHO films resides at the Library of Congress,
where it currently awaits a move to the new National Audiovisual Conserva-
tion Center in Culpeper, Virginia. Until the collection is accessioned and
opened, the primary access point remains the Prelinger Archives, which pre-
sently holds 404 JHO titles that have been transferred to videotape. Most of
these titles are available for free viewing and download as digital video files at
the Internet Archive.” The Prelinger collection is represented by Getty Images
for the sale of stock footage."" The collection of Handy films (mostly titles pro-
duced for Chevrolet) given to the Bill Sandy Company is represented by His-
toric Films for the sale of stock footage.™

Handy-produced slidefilms are frequently sold on eBay. The largest collection
of them is held by a private collector, who also holds a portion of the still-photo-
graph library used in the production of the filmstrips. Some production records,
including checklists of films produced from ca. 1930-1968 and some JHO com-
pany promotional material, are held by the author.

The Jam Handy Papers are housed at the Burton Historical Collection, Detroit
Public Library, Detroit, Michigan; the collection illuminates Handy’s early life
but contains fewer documents related to JHO'’s film production from the 1930s
on. John H. Patterson and NCR’s glass slide collection is held by the Montgom-
ery County Historical Society in Dayton, Ohio."?



220

Rick Prelinger

Notes

10.
11.
12.

13.

Undated autobiographical fragment, Jam Handy Papers, BHC.

Mildred Handy Ritchie and Sarah Rozelle Handy Mallon (eds.) and Isaac W.K.
Handy, Annals and Memorials of the Handys and Their Kindred (Ann Arbor, MI: Wil-
liam L. Clements Library, 1992), p. 669.

Linda Robinson Walker, “The Suspension of Jam Handy,” Michigan Today, March
1995, at http://www.umich.edu/%7Enewsinfo/MT/g5/Marg5/mtimgs.html; accessed
January 28, 2008.

“Biographical Material - Mr. Handy,” circa late 1940s, Jam Handy Papers, BHC.
Arthur Edwin Krows, “Motion Pictures — Not For Theatres,” installment 16, The
Educational Screen (February 1940), pp. 58-61. Published in 58 installments from Sep-
tember 1938 to June 1944, Krows’s unfinished series recounts the fascinating (if
sometimes less than accurate) story of early US industrial and educational film pro-
duction.

Robert T. Eberwein and Bill Sandy, “The Contributions of the Jam Handy Organiza-
tion to American Commerce and Culture,” Oakland Journal, 4 (Spring 2002), pp. 82-
92; Ray Pointer, posting in GAC Forums, at http://forums.goldenagecartoons.com/
showthread.php?t=5779, accessed January 28, 2008.

For a detailed treatment of this corporate crusade, see William L. Bird, Jr., Better
Living: Advertising, Media, and the New Vocabulary of Business Leadership, 1935-1955
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1999).

Jam Handy Organization, Motion Pictures: 1935-1968 (Detroit: Jam Handy Organiza-
tion, n.d.), available at Prelinger Library, San Francisco. Typescript listing produc-
tions in production-number order.

Rick Prelinger, The Field Guide to Sponsored Films (San Francisco: National Film Pre-
servation Foundation, 2007), p. 98.

http://www.archive.org/details/prelinger.

http://www.gettyimages.com.
http://www.historicfilms.com/library_pages/jamhandy.html.
http://www.daytonhistory.org/magiclantern.htm.



Centron, an Industrial/Educational Film
Studio, 1947-1981

A Microhistory
Faye E. Riley

Give them more than they expect and charge them less than they expect.
Russell Mosser

At one time industrial/educational film studios were as prevalent in the United
States as Hollywood studios. They employed hundreds of film technicians, ac-
tors, and directors. Thousands of industrial and educational films were created
and widely distributed, and catalogues and archives probably contain more ti-
tles in this category than any other, including Hollywood’s fictive features.
These films impacted the lives of countless viewers, and yet, film scholars have
so far largely neglected this important body of work. While the history of Holly-
wood cinema has largely been written in the last twenty or so years, the history
of industrial and educational films remains as yet to be researched, both in
terms of film styles and modes of production. Addressing this particular gap in
film scholarship, this essay proposes a microhistory of one particular company,
Centron, in an attempt to contribute toward a more comprehensive production
history of industrial and educational films, which eventually will have to be
written on an international level as well.*

Centron is of particular interest for a study of this type because of the com-
pany’s relative longevity, and because it was a regional company that was able
to compete on a national level during the heyday of industrial- and educational-
film production in the US. Centron operated out of Lawrence, Kansas from 1947
to 1981. During that period, the company, founded by Art Wolf and Russell
Mosser, produced approximately 500 industrial, educational, and government
films.

Writing microhistory

My research into the company’s history was guided by an interest in the key
elements that allowed this relatively small regional company to compete on a
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national scale. I began without any real preconceptions as to what these “key
elements” were. Instead, I was looking for clusters, patterns, what might be
called particular motifs that aptly characterized the company. To this end, I in-
terviewed Centron co-founders and staff and examined documents and films in
the Centron Collection at the University of Kansas Kenneth Spencer Research
Library. In addition, Russell Mosser’s memoir, Centron Remembered (1999), was
a valuable source of information.

In my research, I examined small incidents within the Centron company, such
as relationships between people, or identifying common patterns that evolved
into “motifs.” By motifs I mean some sort of pattern, some sort of theme, some
sort of characteristic of Centron’s way of doing things. When I found one of
these characteristics that seemed to be woven through the history of the organi-
zation, I culled it out. During the course of the research, I found several motifs
that characterized Centron. I did not consciously do this, but was drawn to re-
curring statements by Centroners themselves. I chose microhistory as the meth-
odology for my research because I felt that the inner dynamics of the company
were germane to the success of the company and its ability to compete within
the larger industrial/educational-film industry. Perhaps the best explanation of
microhistory is given by Giovanni Levi:

Microhistory is essentially a historiographical practice whereas its theoretical refer-
ences are varied and, in a sense, eclectic. The method is in fact concerned first and
foremost with the actual detailed procedures which constitute the historian’s work,
so microhistory cannot be defined in relation to the micro-dimensions of its subject
matter... In fact, many historians who adhere to microhistory have been involved in
continuous interchanges with the social sciences and established historiographical
theories without, however, feeling any need to refer to any coherent system of con-
cepts or principles of their own. Microhistory, in common with all experimental work,
has no body of established orthodoxy to draw on. The wide diversity of material
produced clearly demonstrates how limited the range of common elements is. How-
ever, in my opinion, such few common elements as there are in microhistory are cru-

cial and it is these that I will here attempt to examine.>

In addition, Levi states the following: “In microhistory ... the researcher’s point
of view becomes an intrinsic part of the account.”*

As I began to go through my research, I realized existentially what Levi’s final
comment meant. I realized I could not separate myself from the data. Thus, as
will be seen, my point of view as researcher had become an “intrinsic part of the
account.”
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Centron: A history of motifs

Centron was an industrial/educational-film company which would come to the
forefront of the industrial and educational film companies in the United States
during its life from 1947 to 1981. Centron was incorporated on June 17, 1947.
The founding partners were Arthur H. Wolf, president; Russell A. Mosser, sec-
retary-treasurer; and Fred S. Montgomery, vice-president. Each purchased stock
in the amount of $ 1,000. Later in the same year, when Centron needed more
working capital, each partner bought an additional $ 1,000 of stock, bringing
the initial investment to $ 6,000.°> Montgomery was a silent partner who left the
corporation in 1959. The first location of the company was 1107 Massachusetts
Street.®

Figure 1 Wolf and Mosser on Centron Soundstage

Courtesy Russell Mosser

Wolf and Mosser had met in the third grade in Topeka, Kansas (around 1922)
while living in the same neighborhood. They decided to start a club in a chicken
house in Art’s backyard. After cleaning the chickenhouse, they disagreed on
who would be president and vice-president and the club broke up. The results
of this argument proved significant during the formation of Centron when Wolf
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became president and Mosser vice-president. Their paths separated briefly
when Mosser moved. Then they reconnected in junior high, only to again part
and meet in 1938 at the University of Kansas (hereafter KU) Bureau of Visual
Instruction. They would continue a relationship until Wolf’s death in 2002.”

KU Bureau of Visual Instruction

The KU Bureau of Visual Instruction was one of the four largest and longest-
established film libraries in the nation. As Mosser recalled in his memoir, Cen-
tron Remembered, the library was the only western distributor of films from the
Museum of Modern Art (MOMA).® In an interview, Mosser talked about the
reasons for MOMA'’s selection of the KU Bureau: “They wanted somebody in
the west and we were located right and also we were one of the best distributors
of educational film so we did the shipping. They did it to shorten shipping
times.”?

During his six years of association with the Bureau, Mosser viewed these clas-
sic MOMA films as well as previewing most of the educational films being pro-
duced, acquiring first-hand knowledge of a great body of work released in the
audiovisual field.™ It also gave him insight into the areas not being adequately
supplied with audiovisual resources.””

Art Wolf again met Mosser at the Bureau of Visual Instruction in 1938, when
Wolf came to the department and asked to use a camera to film an athletic con-
test. Although Wolf did not get the camera, Fred Montgomery asked Wolf to
film a KU-Washburn game the next weekend.” Thus, Wolf began by filming
athletic contests and doing clerical work for the Bureau. Wolf and Mosser
would continue filming KU athletic contests until 1960.">

During World War II, both Wolf and Mosser went to work for Boeing, the
aircraft company, in Wichita, Kansas. Wolf worked as a field engineer and Mos-
ser worked in the personnel department. After the war, Mosser went to Chicago
to work for an advertising agency and Art went to Kansas City to work for the
Calvin Company. During this time, Art Wolf coined the word Centron in a letter
to Russell Mosser written between 1945 and 1946. Recalling that letter, Mosser
would write that, “The name was CENTRON which he [Wolf] said would work
for most anything as we’d probably locate in the central part of the country, and
it was the electronic age.”"*

In many ways, a study of the industrial/educational film-company, Centron,
is a portrait of the lives of two men: Art Wolf and Russell Mosser. Their lives are
inextricably woven into the fabric of the company. The meshing of their respec-
tive talents, skills, and abilities shaped the company and its growth.

Mosser handled the finances and personnel decisions. He instituted a cost
accounting system, with expense categories for building overhead, payroll,



Centron, an Industrial/Educational Film Studio, 1947-1981 225

film-shoot expenditures, and hired and fired personnel. He also watched the
rough cuts of films.

Wolf wrote scripts, created original music scores, directed films, introduced
technological advances and, as the company expanded, oversaw and signed off
on scripts, rough cuts, and assignments of directors to film projects. He had
final say on all projects. He also made sales calls, as did Mosser, during the
company’s initial stages of growth. Mosser and Wolf consulted with one an-
other, with each making decisions in his own area.

Wolf was the more creative one, according to both Wolf and Mosser."> Wolf
took up photography at the age of seven and edited his high school yearbook in
Topeka. Mosser, on the other hand, studied personnel administration at KU and
worked as the secretary for the Bureau of Audiovisual. Further, his experience
as a personnel administrator for Boeing Aircraft prepared him to handle per-
sonnel management at Centron. Moreover, their work for large corporations in-
formed their ability to understand and anticipate the challenges and politics in-
volved in running their own company. They also understood that there was a
client to please and they knew how to proceed in fulfilling this need.™

Together, Wolf and Mosser made the hard decisions of laying people off
when the economy faltered and selling the company when they were both
ready to retire. The synergy between the two kept the company afloat and en-
ergized during the intervening years. “We ran the place like a couple of broth-
ers,” Art Wolf said."”

When I met the two men for my initial interview in 1998, they said that after
the chickenhouse conflict, they never had another fight. The mutual respect that
I saw in them confirmed this statement. While they admitted to occasional
bouts of disagreement, each had his area of expertise and each respected the
other’s boundaries.”®

This respect carried over into their feelings about their employees. Generous
profit-sharing plans motivated employees. Rushes of films were shown to
everyone, with comments from all considered, but Wolf had the final say.
Learning and experimentation were encouraged.” An atmosphere of camarad-
erie pervaded the company. Each employee’s birthday was celebrated, often
with limericks composed in honor of the person by employee Charles Lacey.
Silly skits were presented. As a result, employees of Centron enjoyed their
work. Very often, when I would ask a former employee of Centron what it was
like working there, he or she would get a faraway look in his/her eye and say
wistfully, “I had so much fun working there.”*°

This is not to say that things were always easy at the company. Standards
were exacting; time schedules enforced; tempers sometimes flared. Careful doc-
umentation of time and equipment checkouts were kept; budgets were mini-
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mal; innovation was mandatory. As one Centron director said, “you either had
the personality to work there or you didn't.”**

Personnel

Centron personnel grew from two to approximately 10 during the initial phase
of the company. In the beginning, employees came to Centron through recom-
mendations from friends or serendipitously. As Centron grew, potential em-
ployees went through several interviews before a decision was made to hire.
When questioned, Russell said they just talked to potential employees and tried
to get to know them. In the initial 1998 interview, Wolf also stated:

I mean, we were just very fortunate. I guess we were pretty picky who we hired but
we got the kind of people who were happy to some degree that were happy at being
here in Lawrence, Kansas and not in Chicago or New York and happy with what they
were doing and for the most part content with the way the company was run and
managed and so that was part of why we were successful.**

Figure 2 Trudy Travis and Norman Stuewe (foreground) on
studio set of BEYTOND THE TOWERS (1949)

Courtesy Norman Stuewe

Once hired, on-the-job training began with the new employee beginning at an
entry-level job, then progressing toward more responsible positions when the
first area had been mastered. Cross-training, with employees learning more
than one job, was common. This practice allowed Centron to be responsive to



Centron, an Industrial/Educational Film Studio, 1947-1981 227

changing demands, pursuing a wide variety of subject matter and location or
studio shooting. The first four employees of Centron were Norman Stuewe,
Charles Lacey, Margaret (Trudy) Travis and Harold “Herk” Harvey. These em-
ployees assisted with all of the tasks involved in production in the fledgling
company.

Finances

Wolf and Mosser paid cash for everything but the mortgage, two IBM Selectric
typewriters and Centron’s Oxberry animation stand. Mosser said that this kept
them from getting into a cash-strapped position, which would have made it
very hard for Wolf to work because of the resulting stress.*

Their economic strategy was simple, yet effective. Mosser created a system of
cost analysis per foot of film. Crews kept track of expenses. Mosser and Wolf
evaluated the economy. If a recession were imminent, for example, they would
know that the industrial-film companies would cut their budgets. Then, 18
months later, this cut would result in a cancellation of an industrial film con-
tract. During economic recessions, educational-film contracts sustained the
company.>*

On the larger economic scale, Mosser and Wolf used the “Uncle Henry”
method to decide what subject matter to film for the coming year. Mosser’s Un-
cle Henry was a farmer. Every year he would visit his neighbors and ask them
what crops they were planning to plant that year. When he had determined the
predominant crop, perhaps wheat, he would plant a different crop, because the
demand would be greater. Comparably, Mosser and Wolf would talk to other
companies at trade shows to determine what subject area was in vogue that
year, and offer films in subject areas that were different from that of the compe-
tition. For instance, in 1958, the year Sputnik was launched, Wolf and Mosser
correctly assessed that because the market for science films would prove the
most popular for the coming year, they would make geography films instead.*

Centron tried to satisfy the educational market first and then branched into
the industrial market. The inclusion of the industrial market in Centron’s mar-
keting strategy came through word of mouth and contacts. Wolf and Mosser
doggedly pursued potential clients for several years in some cases before they
were able to secure contracts. Through these contracts, a loyal customer base
evolved.

Location in the Midwest

Wolf related a story of going to New York to a film company to make a sales
call and waiting for hours in the company’s lobby. When he was finally ushered
into the New York executive’s office, the executive announced that he didn't
have time to meet with him; rather he just “wanted to see what someone from
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Kansas looked like.”*® The joy of having a film company in the Midwest often
met with disdain from large companies on the coasts; however, when Centron
began to win awards, the attitude toward it began to shift.

Indeed, Kansas was hardly considered a major industrial location during this
postwar period, but the location was not without its many benefits. One advan-
tage of having a company in the Midwest was cheap labor costs. Kansas was
not unionized. A large university also provided a labor pool of actors and em-
ployees. Finally, the postal service from the Midwest to either coast created a
competitive advantage for Centron.

Early clients
Centron made films for “organizations” as Russell Mosser labeled them in his
memoir.”” During this period between 1947 and 1981, these organizations in-
cluded the University of Kansas, Kansas State University, the University of Mis-
sissippi, the American Medical Association (AMA), the American Hospital As-
sociation, Howard University, the Mott Foundation, the Kansas Children’s
League, the Topeka and Wichita Chambers of Commerce, the Kansas Economic
Development Department, the Sears Foundation, the American Iron and Steel
Institute, and the United Methodist Board.?®

Centron also made films for industrial clients such as the Spencer Chemical
Company, General Motors, General Electric, Exxon, Phillips Petroleum, Conti-
nental Oil, Skelly Oil, the Monsanto Chemical Company, Eli Lilly & Company,
Hallmark, Sears-Roebuck, Caterpillar, John Deere, Tenneco, and Union Pacific
and Company. Eventually, Centron acquired government clients, including the
United States Navy and Air Force, for which they made training films.*?

Wolf’s strategy of cutting edge technology

In my initial interview in 1998, Wolf said that in order to compete with larger
companies on both coasts, Centron needed to stay on the cutting edge of tech-
nology. Perhaps the best example of this is Centron’s prescient purchase of the
then revolutionary Nagra portable tape recorder, invented by Stefan Kudelski, a
Polish inventor living in Sweden. Wolf traveled to Europe shortly after he
learned that the device was available and purchased it in 1966. He elaborated
on the need for cutting-edge technology in the interview.

Well, I was always very interested in technical ways to either avoid work or get
ahead. And I carefully watched everything that was going on and had the feeling all
along that you had to get ahead. But we were particularly vulnerable, because here
we were out in Lawrence, Kansas and we were facing the so-called big shots who had
been established for years. People like Jam Handy and I can't think of all the names of
various companies that we were actually in competition with and I speak more of the
industrial things that we did rather than the educational.*®
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For Centron, the purchase of this device freed them from the confines of the
studio and allowed them to do location shooting, not only in the United States,
but throughout the world.

Competitors

Centron was in direct competition with industrial film companies: Corporate
Productions of Toluca, Lake, California; Calvin Corporation of Kansas City; Bill
Stokes of Dallas, Texas; Saul Bass of Los Angeles, California; Jack Hennessy of
Pasadena, California, and Vision Associate of Nevada.>* Educational-film cor-
poration competitors of Centron included Churchill Films.>*

Centron’s success and standing in the industry brought it into revenue com-
petition with most of the internationally famous industrial/educational-film
companies.?> For example, Tom Hope, editor of Hope Reports (a major industrial
trade publication) created a custom analysis which compared Centron’s reven-
ue with that of other industrial- and educational-film companies for the year
1981.>* Hope concluded that Centron ranked 10th nationally among educa-
tional producers with its revenue of $ 2.09 million. The largest competitor had
revenues of $ 10.9 million while the smallest had revenues totaling $ 1.3 million.
Further, Centron ranked 12th nationally among industrial film producers with a
revenue of $ 0.925 million. The largest revenue it was competing with was with
$ 17.6 million and the smallest was $ 0.9 million. Combining the two categories
of producers, Centron ranked 13th out of 25.>° The educational producers were
Churchill; Coronet; Disney; Encyclopedia Britannica Educational Company;
Film Fair; Films, Inc.; International Farm Bureau; Journal Films; Learning Cor-
poration; McGraw-Hill; Phoenix; Prentice Hall; Pyramid, and Weston Wood.
The industrial producers were Altschul, Comcorpos, Creative Visuals, Envision,
Image Stream, R. Manning, Motivational Media, Fred Niles, Reeves, Sandy, Sor-
gel, and Tilton.

Revenue

In 1947, revenue was $ 4,000 and the staff numbered six. By 1954, revenue had
risen to $ 162,164.36 Meanwhile, the film production revenues had increased to
$ 296,468 by 1960.>” Personnel increased to some 15 during that six-year peri-
0d.?® Revenue from film production increased from $ 296,468 in 1960 to
$ 1,050,001 in 1970.>° Centron employed approximately 36 staff members in
1970.*° Income from film production increased from $ 1,050,001 in 1970 to
$ 3,005,486 in 1980.#" In that year, the staff numbered approximately 49.4*

The building of the studio
Eight years after Centron was founded, they had already acquired enough
money to build a new studio. Thus, they bought a piece of property at 1621 W.
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gth Street. At the time, the area was zoned for residential dwellings, but the
owner of the property said he could get it zoned for business, so Mosser and
Wolf bought it after it was rezoned.*> The new property was located closer to
the University, which made it convenient for KU actors. They paid $ 5,000 for
the lot. Verner Smith, a KU architect, drew up the plans. Wolf visited an MGM
studio and based the dimensions on the standard Hollywood sound stage. The
Centron sound stage was 1/4 the size, to scale, of a standard Hollywood sound
stage.** It was 60 feet by 40 feet with a 23-foot ceiling.*> The building had 6,000
square feet of studio and 5,200 square feet of office space for a total of 11,200
square feet.*® The cost for the new studio was $ 90,000, which they borrowed
from the City National Bank in Kansas City for ten years at an interest rate of
5%.47

Economics
Ironically, concomitant to Centron’s move into the new facility, the US experi-
enced an economic contraction during 1957 and 1958. The industrial-film mar-
ket was more sensitive to the economy than the educational-film market. Thus,
Centron wisely relied on educational films, rather than industrial films, for their
income. Centron’s focus was educational films from the beginning and gener-
ally the educational films comprised 2/3 of total company income. Fewer indus-
trial films were needed to make up the other 1/3 of income because of the differ-
ent pricing structures.*®

Centron stabilized its income with royalties from the educational films, while
simultaneously trying to gain entry into the more lucrative, but volatile, indus-
trial market. In contrast, revenue from industrial contracts was a larger amount
paid in a lump sum upon the completion of a film.* In the economic recession
of 1958, Centron’s income was also bolstered by the Right to Work contract.

The films were part of a campaign to pass a constitutional amendment in
Kansas to prevent unionization. The amendment was passed on November 4,
1958.>° Centron created approximately 15 TV and radio ads and programs,
newspaper ads, and billboards. Cecil B. DeMille appeared in SHOWDOWN (1958)
for the committee. Wolf went to Hollywood to direct Mr. DeMille in his Holly-
wood office.”" In a November 26, 1967 Kansas City Star newspaper article, Wolf
commented on the experience: “Somehow, without anybody saying a word,
everyone knew the second DeMille entered the building. Your backbone just
stiffened. I've often wondered how he did it.”>*

Working at Centron

In the new building, adjustments were made by the entire staff. The larger phy-
sical structure created a separation between personnel, limiting the free commu-
nication they were used to when working in the smaller space. The Monday
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morning meeting was scheduled for 8:30 a.m. to provide cohesive communica-
tion regarding the status and assignment of projects.>

The need for communicating was satisfied in another way, informally dubbed
“The Coffee Hour.” Loren Dolezal, an animator, recalled in a September 16,
2000, interview that “at 9:30 or 10:00 the secretary would announce that coffee
was ready. There would also be donuts and rolls. I thought, whoa, this is hea-
ven.”>* At the dedication of the former Centron soundstage to Herk Harvey in
1996, Wolf said the gathering was like a homecoming that reminded him of the
“coffee hour” in Studio B. It was named that because the 15-minute Centron
coffee break turned into an hour. Many things were decided there. Wolf said,
“We finally had to put a limit on it. There were many things decided and dis-
cussed around that coffee table. Management had to slow it down.”>®

Wolf said that there was spray painting done on the tables used for the “cof-
fee hour.” A design was left on a piece of wood on one of the tables. One of the
employees said, “I'm going to enter that in Art in the Park.” He framed it and it
won first prize in the contest. Wolf said this example was meant to show how
creatively this group worked.>®

Creativity

When asked about things that were important about Centron, Dolezal said that
the freedom to innovate was strong. Some directors would say exactly what
they wanted done while others, like Herk Harvey, would say “here’s some ma-
terial and this is what I want to do and it’s up to you to get it there...”” This
extraordinary amount of freedom allowed Dolezal to create through trial and
error.

This atmosphere of innovation combined with support affected the entire
Centron organization. Centroners had autonomy and an encouraging atmo-
sphere to test their ideas. Linda “Sam” Haskins, a director, confirmed this crea-
tive atmosphere in a March 8, 2001 interview:

I just saw it all as a mechanical, you know, problem solving thing. And we can find
creativity in the smallest things, you know what I mean? It was, everybody seemed to
be into that and their little niche. They would find something creative, you know, a
problem to solve. It was a creative thing and that was kind of nice to observe it. But
everybody was doing that with whatever they were working on. They were putting
everything into it, you know, and really just trying to do their best and try to come up
with something that would be better than the average. So, right on down the line
everybody was doing that, and we all felt we were working for ourselves because we
were on a profit-sharing plan.58
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Figure 3 Herk Harvey and Norman Stuewe preparing for a shoot

Courtesy Norman Stuewe

Sales
Centron was a complete production house from the concept to scriptwriting, to
photography, to the casting of the actors, to editing and sound. The ability to
throw out ideas and carry them from beginning to end was a great selling point.
Other small production companies had to outsource or subcontract cinemato-
graphy or editing, creating an uneven finished product in terms of quality.
Buck Newsom, vice president of industrial sales, stated in a sales memo of
July, 1984, that “Centron is unique in this day because we are one of the few
successful companies in the industrial/educational-film businesses exclusively
that has a complete in-house staff.”>® The advantages of having their own crews
were that they had a cohesive philosophy of quality, they had a staff at the
ready for any project, and the quality of the product was consistent.

Production crews

During the 1960s, Centron truly hit its stride. At times, there were four or five
production crews on the road, traveling across the United States, Europe, Latin
America, and Canada, shooting industrial and educational films. Centron’s
small size and cross-training allowed them to be flexible. International projects
involved a minimum of people and of cost. In Latin America, Harvey, Bob Rose,
and a sound person shot footage for an award-winning geography series. In
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addition, a crew went to Canada to shoot footage of the dogsled races for John
Deere.®

Conoco and Dennis Day

Centron was still using local people and KU actors, but they had reached a
point of economic stability that allowed them to hire professional Hollywood
actors, as well as actors from national television shows. For example, in 1962,
they developed a sales meeting film, MORE SteEPs UPWARD, for Conoco which
employed the famous television actor Dennis Day. As part of this contract, Cen-
tron hired George Gobel, then one of the most-beloved television comedians.
Other stars included Anita Bryant, Rowan and Martin, and Ed Ames.

SECRET TO THE 60S (1960)

SECRET TO THE 60s, a groundbreaking film, was made for the Phillips Petroleum
Company in 1960 for a sales meeting. The film ran 96 minutes and included 250
slides at a total cost of over $ 100,000.°* This was a multimedia presentation,
incorporating three screens with slide shows running simultaneously at the
edges of the frame, with some live action. This was one of the Centron’s longest
productions.

Phillips Petroleum wanted to begin the new decade with a revolutionary type
of national sales program. Phillips 66 contracted Centron to create a special
multimedia presentation that would combine live action and film action, giving
a local touch to the program, though professional. It would consist of a “ribbon
screen” (a screen that was slit vertically in several places) upon which an actress
was projected before she walked through her own image. Afterwards, three un-
slit film screens were erected with three synched film projectors that created a
remarkable triptych effect of the subject filmed from three different angles. The
screens imitated the aspect ratio of the then-current widescreen cinematogra-

Phy 62

Centron addition

Centron built a 18,200-square-foot addition onto the studio in 1965. The cost
was equal to that of the original building — $ 90,000.> As they expanded and
began to entertain high-level clients, they needed a nice office area for preview-
ing films. Consequently, on the second floor, they added a conference room
with an attached projection room and seven offices for more staff.

Leo

Centron’s nomination for an Academy Award in 1970 in the Documentary Short
Subjects category for the film LEo BEUERMAN (1969) stands as one of Centron’s
greatest achievements. Leo Beuerman, the main character in the film of the same
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name, lived on a farm outside Lawrence. He had been physically handicapped
since birth. He drove a tractor to Lawrence, carrying his display of pencils and
other items, which he would sell in front of the First National Bank at Eighth
and Massachusetts Streets or in front of the Woolworth store in the goo block of
Massachusetts.*

Mosser and Wolf decided to shoot some footage of Leo in the late 1960s, with-
out any specific plans in mind. After getting the initial footage, Wolf put a se-
quence together and assigned a writer to do a script. The sequence proved diffi-
cult to view because of the deformity of Leo’s body and face, and Wolf shelved
the piece for some time.® Then, a year or so later, Wolf gave Trudy Travis the
project and asked her to rework the script. Additional footage was shot and was
screened by Centron personnel, and Wolf said, “when we saw it in this room in
the work print stage, it just made me feel this is something out of the ordina-
ry.”®® Right from this point, Mosser and Wolf did everything possible to make
LEeo an outstanding film. Wolf planned to go to Vienna to write and record the
music for an AC Spark Plug sales meeting film, so he decided to record the
music for LEo in Vienna.®”

A Hollywood writer, William Bowers, who had written the comedy SupPORT
Your LocAL SHERIFF (1969) starring James Garner, visited the University of
Kansas Speech and Drama Department and asked if he could tour Centron.®®
Bowers wanted to sample something that Centron had done. The film Leo
wasn't finished yet, but they played the workprint on an interlock projector.
After he had seen the film, Bowers said that it was Oscar material.®> Wolf and
Mosser were not convinced, but when Bowers returned to Hollywood he sent
an entry blank to enter the film into the Academy Awards. Wolf, Mosser and
the staff continued to work on the film, making a special 35mm print that was
officially required to book LEo into a Los Angeles theater and then submit it to
the Academy.” The Academy notified Centron of LEO’s nomination on Febru-
ary 12, 1970. The credits for the film were: Ernie Johnson, production assistant;
Bob Rose, cameraman; Mrs. Kenneth (Trudy) Travis, script writer; Gene Boom-
er, director; Dave Lutz, sound engineer; Art Wolf and Russell Mosser, produ-
cers. This was the first time that credits were added to a Centron film. The
Academy required that all films nominated must include credits.

Centron did not win the Academy Award.”” However, the film LEo did man-
age to win a total of 13 top awards in American and international festivals. To
quote Russell Mosser, “The film was inspirational, it was motivational, it cre-
ated sensitivity to others, it had a rather basic philosophy of life. In retrospect it
spoke to each viewer [in] some special way and that was its genius.””*

LEO’s voice-over was translated into several languages, including Spanish,
German, French, and Japanese, facilitating its international distribution. The
film, released in 1969, was 11 minutes long with a production cost of $ 12,000.
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By 1981, approximately 2,300 prints had been sold, generating estimated gross
sales of $ 600,000. To put the film’s success in perspective, an average of 300 to
500 prints of an educational film was considered a good sale at the time.

Centron Educational Films (CEF)

After LEO’s Academy Award nomination, Wolf and Mosser took it to McGraw-
Hill, their distributor, for distribution. However, there was a new vice-president
who had replaced the one with whom Art and Russell had worked before. The
new vice-president said it was a nice film but that she did not know where it fit
and thus chose not to distribute it. The refusal by McGraw-Hill ironically cre-
ated an opportunity for Centron to begin distribution of their own films and
acquisition of other films to distribute. Wolf and Mosser formed Centron Edu-
cational Films (CEF). In time, Centron became known in educational markets as
“the Leo company.””> Moreover, the company did a complete sound reorgani-
zation in June, 1970, at a cost of $ 14,885, to upgrade the soundstage to state-of-
the-art standards.” Ironically, however, at this pivotal point, the United States
was suffering two pronounced economic contractions, and a powerful technolo-
gical revolution began with the advent of videotape recording, which had been
invented by Ampex in 1964. These forces would prove to be a harbinger of the
company’s eventual demise.

Potential sale of Centron

In 1972, Centron entertained an offer from the American Broadcasting Com-
pany (ABC) to buy the company. Representatives from the company came to
Centron for a week to discuss details of the company’s transfer to ABC. There
was an educational convention in Las Vegas with Harry Reasoner as the guest
of honor who was going to make the announcement. The sale had to be ap-
proved by the Board of Directors. Apparently, two vice-presidents presented
two different projects, one being the acquisition of Centron, but in the end, the
Centron project was not chosen. The entire staff was aware of the possible sale,
which created a lot of tension and stress and drove productivity down.”

Chatsworth Distribution

In 1979, Malcolm Heyworth, of the British educational- and informational-film
company in London, toured the United States to select a distributor for their
films. He contacted Wolf and selected Centron. The association of Chatsworth
and Centron was a profitable one for both companies. Heyworth wrote to Cen-
tron in a faxgram on November 4, 1980, that Centron had “exceeded the guar-
antee by a considerable margin” when revenues reached $ 1.3 million for the
year.”®
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The 1970s saw Centron reaching its peak in achievement and recognition
within the industry. At the same time, however, the rapid advancement of VTR
and VHS technology from 1971 to 1978 led to the introduction of an extraordin-
ary new technology. Wolf had anticipated this early development in the indus-
try, just as he had foreseen other technological advances and used them to keep
Centron competitive.

Corporate mergers swept the United States from 1975 to the late 1980s, and
Centron was among the last wave of corporate mergers. In 1980 and 1981, there
were two recessions. At this juncture, Wolf and Mosser decided to sell the com-
pany. When I spoke to Wolf in March of 2002 and asked him how technology
had influenced Centron, he confirmed that technology was a great factor in
Centron’s success and in the eventual decision to sell the company:

Greatly. As a matter of fact, that’s one reason why we sold the business, because we
were at the point where film production was probably not going to do it anymore and
we faced the problem of investment of a million and a half at least to convert all this
to video stuff — at least have that capability, and Russ and I were at retirement age
anyway, and then we got this great offer from New York, and neither one of us had
any children that wanted to be involved in this or were capable of it, and so we —
placing all those things — we sold the company. But we were right there at that point
where you no longer could just rely on the film business. I mean, I could see it com-
ing. Russ could too. If you're going to be able to do something, you had to be in

television of some sort in order to survive.””
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Figure 4 Three-camera filming setup.
Left Jim Bird, middle John English, cameraman, right Ron Means

Courtesy John English

Wolf and Mosser received an offer from Esquire, Inc., parent company of Cor-
onet Films, in July, 1981. The earlier unsuccessful sale to ABC had resulted in
stress among the staff and management alike, which led Wolf and Mosser to
negotiate the sale in secrecy. They flew to New York, where they reached an
agreement and signed the contract to sell Centron. The company was sold on
December 31, 1981. Mosser and Wolf continued to function as consultants for a
year.

The entire staff was surprised by the sale of Centron.”® Reactions varied from
shock to acceptance to outright hostility. In a 2005 interview, Trudy Travis said
that she knew that Wolf and Mosser were going to New York for a meeting, but
did not know that the purpose was to sell Centron. Travis felt that even though
it was time to sell Centron, Russell and Art were sad to see it come to an end.”®

Although the sale of Centron was a blow to Centroners, for the most part, the
family atmosphere that permeated and enhanced Centron continued. Cen-
troners stayed in touch with one another, professionally and personally. In
2007, Centroners were still meeting at a local restaurant for coffee on the first
Thursday of every month.
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From commission to delivery

The process of gaining a commission of an industrial film from a company,
creating the film and delivering it might end up taking weeks or months, de-
pending on the scope of the film project. For example, a film such as Centron’s
SHAKE HANDs wiTH DANGER (1980) was designed to illustrate the safety issues
of Caterpillar tractors. The running time of the film was 23 minutes and fea-
tured several vignettes encompassing large-equipment safety issues. In the final
sequence, a Caterpillar tractor overturns. SHAKE HANDS wiTH DANGER received
the Golden Eagle award from the prestigious Council on International Nonthea-
trical Events, Inc. (CINE) in 1980. Russell Mosser talked about the process in a
2005 interview.®

He said that initially, a representative of the company would call Centron and
request a film. Art usually traveled to Caterpillar and met with representatives
of the company to determine the content of the film, the budget, and the time-
line. Next, Art would assign John Clifford to read through the research and
write the script. A deadline would be established for delivery. Once the script
was completed, Art would read it over and determine whether it met the com-
pany’s expectations. If not, it would be returned for a rewrite and resubmitted
to Art. According to Russell, Art was quality control; if the writer could sell Art
on the script, then he or she could sell the client. After Art approved the script,
either Art or the writer would travel to the company and read through the
shooting script with company officials. The script was usually approved.

Art assigned Herk Harvey to direct the film. Art and Herk had a meeting to
go over the script. If Herk had changes or questions, then the changes would be
made. For instance, if the script called for 20 extras and the budget supported
only six, then Herk would make changes in script to make it look like 20 extras
to stay within the budget. The budget and time frame for shooting would be
examined. Once the director and Art had come to an agreement, the director
would pick his or her crew and schedule the location or the studio and proceed
with filming. The director had complete control although Art was available for
consultation if questions arose.

In SHAKE HaNDs wiTH DANGER, much of the film was shot on location in
Pittsburgh, Kansas, at an old coal mining site. Hollywood stunt men were hired
to execute the more hazardous and spectacular stunts. These included setting a
person on fire, exploding a highly charged coil into a pickup truck window, and
overturning a Caterpillar tractor. The three or four cameras used were operated
by cameramen Robert Rose and John English.

After the shoot, the film was sent to the lab, and the editing process was be-
gun when the print was returned. Herk met with the editor and explained what
he was trying to do. The editor would edit the film and call Herk if there were
questions.
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Animation, sound, and music would be created. In SHAKE HANDS wiTH DAN-
GER, Jim Stringer, Centron’s sound engineer, wrote and performed the music.
Charles Oldfather performed the vocals. After the editing process, a rough cut
was prepared. Art, sometimes Russell, the director, and anyone who wanted to
watch would view the film and offer comments. Following the discussion, Art
would usually be the one to take the print to the company for viewing, or the
client would come to the Centron studio to view the rough cut. The client would
generally approve the print.

After the rough cut was approved, the film would go to the lab for an answer
print. From there, the company would determine how many prints they wanted
and Centron would order them. The prints would be hand delivered to the
company.

Payment from industrial clients usually came in the form of 10% upon sign-
ing of the contract, 30% upon approval of the shooting script, and 30% upon
approval of the rough cut, with the balance upon approval of the answer
print.®’

Conclusion

Centron was unique in that it produced both educational and industrial films.
The motifs that emerged were technological innovation, camaraderie, creativity,
geography, and financial and economic structures. At this writing, I would posit
that these five motifs are not intended as definitive characteristics, but provi-
sional characteristics that were formed by the melding of my perceptions with
extant data during my research. That is, while Centron shared much with its
competitors, its curious combination of an awareness of technological innova-
tion, of an almost family-like sense of camaraderie, exceptionally fertile freedom
for individual creativity, its distinct location in the middle of America’s Heart-
land, and its efficient business structure provides a fine example of an indus-
trial/educational film studio.
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1. Production histories of industrial film companies have been proposed by Manfred
Rasch and others in Germany. See Rasch’s publications in the international biblio-
graphy at the end of this volume.

2. Russell A. Mosser, Centron Remembered, (Lawrence, KS, n.p., 1999)
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Films from Beyond the Well

A Historical Overview of Shell Films'

Rudmer Canjels

Founded in 1907 and currently active in over 140 countries, Royal Dutch/Shell is
one of the largest private-sector energy corporations in the world. Like other
major companies, Royal Dutch/Shell, an Anglo-Dutch multinational, developed
a keen interest in the moving image as early as the 1920s. Shell management
recognized film as an ideal medium for reaching out and building public sup-
port for its activities. Over the years, Shell has produced hundreds of documen-
taries, many of them dealing with scientific and technological subjects. Beyond
questions of scientific significance and educational value, the Shell films are of
particular interest in that they reflect and serve to implement some of the com-
pany policies of a major global player in one of the key industries of the 20th
century. Furthermore, in the case of Shell and particularly in the early films,
company policies intersect with Dutch and British colonial interests, as they do
with global geopolitical concerns in the later films, up to discussions of global
warming in the films from the late 1990s. Accordingly, the Shell films may be
read as exemplary media interfaces that tie some of the key economic and poli-
tical discourses of the 2oth century into a visual rhetoric which systematically
links company interests to larger political and societal goals. While the limited
scope of this contribution does not allow for a detailed discussion of the com-
pany’s communication strategies, of how these relate to the film medium and
how they evolved over time, I will provide a brief history of the production,
use, and purposes of Shell films, with an eye to future research.

Cataloguing the world

Probably one of the earliest moving images of Shell employees in the Dutch East
Indies can be seen in the BATAAFSCHE PETROLEUM FILM (1924). The three-hour
documentary film was commissioned by the Bataafsche Petroleum Maatschap-
pij, an operating company of Royal Dutch/Shell.* It was made in the Indies by
well-known Dutch documentary filmmaker Willy Mullens in cooperation with
C.W.A. Van Bergen, who worked for the Bataafsche marketing organization.
The film premiered on June 18, 1924 at the majestic concert hall of the Kurhaus
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in Scheveningen, near The Hague.”> Many important representatives from the
government, the diplomatic corps, the business community, and the press were
present among the 1,600 invitees.

A classic example of both the “record” and “rhetoric” functions of industrial
films,* the film documents company activities with the aim of inducing coop-
eration from the public. Combining images of the colonies that exhibit exotic
nature with promotional sections that posit the company as an important player
on the world market, the film also had a clear educational function, displaying
the production of crude oil and oil products, and the uses to which they were
put. A review of the film in a Dutch newspaper seems to suggest that the strat-
egy of the tactfully planned propaganda film paid off. The documentary
“taught us that the petroleum industry is not a money-making concern for
shareholders ... but it, wherever it goes, creates a prosperous colony, spreading
its benevolent influence far and wide.”> After the premiere, the film toured the
Netherlands and was shown at various societies and associations.

As documentary films from a colonial viewpoint remained popular, in later
years, new films were made by reediting used and unused scenes from the ma-
terial shot in 1924. In 1931, Van Bergen resigned from the Bataafsche marketing
organization and received a film camera as a farewell present. On a business
trip around the world, he produced several new films, creating an extensive
visual catalogue of all Royal Dutch/Shell activities.®

The beginning of the Shell Film Unit

The interest in film in the United Kingdom increased when, in 1933, the adver-
tising policy of the Shell Group was under review and the influential John Grier-
son was asked to write a report on the potential use of film.” Grierson recom-
mended the creation of a central film-production unit to serve all the areas of
the Group and to distribute the films mainly non-theatrically in cooperation
with educational and cultural organizations. Six types of production were sug-
gested: general propaganda films that dramatized dominant themes in the oil
industry, sales-promotion films, popular-science films, technical films for spe-
cialized audiences, staff department information films, and a Shell newsreel. By
the end of the year, the managing directors had endorsed the plan for the Shell
Film Unit (SFU).®

On Grierson’s recommendation, Edgar Anstey, one of the documentary film-
makers from the General Post Office Film Unit, became the first producer of the
SFU. The Unit’s first film was AIRPORT (1935), documenting a “day in the life”



Films from Beyond the Well 245

of Croydon Airport, at that time London’s main airport and one of the world’s
busiest.

Figure 1 The first film of the newly formed Shell Film Unit was AIRPORT (1935).
Note that Shell is not mentioned anywhere on the leaflet

PACKED WITH
THE WONDERS
OF THE WORLD'S
MOST FAMOUS
AERODROME

‘Compelling Entertainment.
(The Cinema), [

Directed by ROY LOCKWOOD, ff

The film linked Shell with the new glamour and excitement of flying while pre-
senting a record of the air-transport infrastructure. Anstey, however, finding the
slow rate of progress and political implications of working for an oil company
difficult to endure, had by that time already left the Unit, though he would
return a few years later.” As problems arose in connection with his departure, a
new production policy was adopted. Though Shell had its own Film Unit, the
planning and supervision of the films would be done by the Film Centre, set up
by Grierson to function as a liaison between documentary filmmakers and
sponsors.” It gave the films an appreciated sense of detachment from the
Group, making them more universal. The arrangement of the Film Centre and
Shell would last until the early 1970s.

Under the guidance of Arthur Elton, who until his death in 1973 would re-
main an important figure for the Unit, several other short documentaries were
made during the 1930s. These 35mm films, usually lasting ten to twenty min-
utes, dealt with scientific and technological subjects related to Shell products
and research. The innovative use of animated drawings or diagrams helped to
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explain difficult technical processes clearly. With a few exceptions, prestige was
to be obtained through association instead of by clear propaganda. Shell’s name
appeared only in the credit titles. The SFU films, however, were not meant as an
end in themselves, but were still considered in relation to other media and sales
promotion to create goodwill, improve demand for Shell products, and improve
efficiency and knowledge within Shell as well.™

New horizons

With the start of World War 11, the Film Unit was closed down. This inactivity,
however, did not last very long. In view of the likely shortage of film produc-
tion, Shell decided in early 1940 to place the services of the Film Unit at the
disposal of various government and national agencies that required films. Dur-
ing the war the Unit produced over 40 films to support the war effort, with such
subjects as the production of Stirling bombers, malaria control, mobilizing pro-
cedures, debris tunneling, and confidential Admiralty training films on asdic
and radar. Most of these were made for the newly formed Ministry of Informa-
tion, which showed the films in theaters or lent them at no charge to schools
and institutions. Films were also distributed to theaters in neutral countries
through commercial and non-theatrical channels, carried out by the British
Council.™

After the war, scientific subjects continued to be featured in SFU films. Tech-
nical, chemical, or physical processes that related to Shell products and research
were shown. There were also the very popular films on the principles of flight,
used as training films by the air forces of various countries, as well as several
films on car and motorcycle racing. From that time onward, the Film Unit also
became more international in its operations. More foreign language versions
were made and Film Libraries were set up all over the world, loaning 16mm
films at no charge to educational and technological institutions. Through the
use of this non-theatrical distribution system, a Shell film was aimed at a speci-
fic, limited audience already interested in the subject. Shell subsidiaries, such as
those in the Netherlands, France, Germany, or the US, continued to sponsor
selected films that were to be made by local film companies, as they had done
before the war. In most cases, this was done in consultation with the SFU during
international film meetings. These locally produced films were intended for lo-
cal distribution, but some of them were also distributed internationally through
the SFU.

During this period it became clear that the SFU’s films could aid host nations
to see Shell as an interested and creative member of the community with a sym-
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pathetic understanding of their culture and a sense of public responsibility. This
was especially important in countries where there was a threat of nationalist or
political unrest. In 1947, Shell sent Anstey to Venezuela to devise a program of
six films together with the 17 oil companies operating in that country.” Shell,
one of the major foreign companies in Venezuela, sent a crew from the Unit to
produce two films. Filming started in June 1948, but with an overabundance of
locations to film, floods, a military coup, and a change of government, Hor1-
ZONTES NACIONALES (New Horizons, 1949) and LAs BASES DEL PROGRESO (Harvest
for Tomorrow, 1950) were not released in Venezuela until 1950. Both films were
designed to show the population the impact and development of oil on the Ve-
nezuelan economy, while at the same time stimulating the government to start
gradually investing the proceeds of the oil in social services and industrial de-
velopment.** Though it is not clear how these films were received or what im-
pact they had on Venezuelan policy, the intention of oil companies to influence
the population and the government through film is a striking and curious ex-
ample of local involvement to say the least.

Creating an international audience

With the widening international interest in Shell films, influenced by the ever-
growing global spread of the Group, additional Units were set up. They were
manned initially by key creative and technical personnel from London, but de-
signed to be taken over by trained local staff. The Australian Shell Film Unit
was established in 1948, and Venezuela followed in 1952. Other Units were set
up in Egypt, Nigeria, India, and Southeast Asia. In these regions, the films were
often shown in a theatrical setting, but mobile units were sometimes also used.
Although the films of the national Units were made for local consumption,
some were distributed internationally, gaining fame and winning international
film awards. With so much activity going on, it is perhaps no wonder that, dur-
ing the 1950s, more than 130 Shell documentary films were made worldwide. In
1951, there were almost 160,000 screenings around the world with an audience
of more than 8.5 million. In 1960, the international audience had grown to 45
million, and films were shown in some 30 countries.”®

Shell’s growing awareness of worldwide social and economic problems can
first be seen with the SFU production THE RivaL WORLD (1955), directed by the
Dutch filmmaker Bert Haanstra, who had already made several sponsored films
for the Bataafsche.™® Shot in East Africa, Sudan, and Egypt, THE RivaL WORLD
shows man’s battle against the insect as a pest and bearer of disease.
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Figure 2 A promotional leaflet for Bert Haanstra’s THE RtivaL WORLD (1955), one
of the best known Shell films

A vital part of controlling the insect enemies was using chemicals and insecti-
cide, relating to the business of Shell Chemicals, one of the sponsors of the film.
With its mix of public relations, commercial interest, and social concern, THE
RrvaL WoRLD is a landmark among the Shell films. It was the Unit’s first pro-
duction in Eastman color and was produced in 27 languages. Its cinematogra-
phy received a great deal of praise and won several international film awards.
THE RivaL WORLD is still one of the best known Shell films.

While producer Arthur Elton focused more on the technical aspects of Shell, it
was Stuart Legg who, from THE RivAL WORLD on, stimulated a new stream of
films dealing with themes related to world health, food research, agrarian de-
velopment, and environmental problems. Besides these social-issue films, many
documentaries in the 1960s were also made that related to the Group’s business.
Films were made that dealt with modern refining processes, plastics and their
place in modern industry, the history of motor racing, or the history of paint. In
1962, over 70 countries received films, while 4,500 prints were ordered for dis-
tribution by operating companies.”” The audience numbers that saw an SFU
film also continued to grow. In 1965, a total European audience of over 10 mil-
lion had seen an SFU film (in 196,000 screenings), while in America the figure
was nearly 18 million.”® Approximately eight films were made per year.
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Figure 3 National Shell companies also sponsored selected films; the documentary
DE LAGE LANDEN (1960) was made in the Netherlands

Offshore chances

In the 1960s, however, as the Group itself was still undergoing a thorough re-
structuring in the interests of greater commercial efficiency, reduction in the vol-
ume of film production and the contracting out of technical facilities were
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deemed necessary." The costly tradition whereby the director made a complete
production, doing the research, scripting, shooting, and editing, was aban-
doned.*® The SFU’s permanent staff would gradually be reduced, working free-
lance on a film-to-film basis. At the same time, the difference between and use
of “hard-sell” (sales promotion and advertising) or “soft-sell” (public relations,
like most productions of the SFU) films was debated.*" As economic pressures
grew to provide guaranteed results in the years to come, it made public-relation
films without a hard sell increasingly difficult to produce. One film, however, is
considered to have managed this very successfully, creating a strong company
image while keeping the direct link with Shell to a minimum.

As onshore concessions became more costly and harder to find, offshore be-
came the new frontier in the 1960s. Oil was sought in ever-deeper waters, reach-
ing depths of several hundred meters. As other international oil companies
were also looking toward offshore production, Shell used film to prove its skill
and expertise. Filming for THE UNDERWATER SEARCH (1965) took 18 months to
make with scenes shot in nine countries, and the final product had (for an SFU
film) the rather long running time of over 40 minutes.**

Figure 4 Director John Armstrong and cameraman Ron Bicker on location in the
Louisiana swamps for THE UNDERWATER SEARCH (1965)

AT

However, instead of putting the very expensive and prestigious film into world-
wide distribution, the film was timed for limited release in relation to local de-



Films from Beyond the Well 251

velopments in offshore legislation and applications for concessions. In the Neth-
erlands, the film was shown at a time when a mining bill that addressed gas
and oil extraction in the Dutch part of the North Sea was being discussed. Min-
isters, MPs, government officials, and the press were invited to the premiere.23
The film was shown to the general public in cinemas as part of the regular pro-
gram in The Hague, Rotterdam, and Amsterdam. How much THE UNDERWATER
SeARcH indeed helped Shell worldwide is not known, but it must have been
seen by many statesmen and ordinary people alike. The film was released in
many countries, receiving much praise. John Chittock, industrial film corre-
spondent for the Financial Times, was enthusiastic about the film, both for its
creativity as well as for how it fulfilled its functional aim. “After seeing this, no
one could ever doubt the supremacy of Shell.”**

Repositioning film and new technologies

In 1973, Arthur Elton died, and not long afterwards the Film Centre closed its
doors. For over 35 years the Film Centre had functioned as an independent ad-
vising body of the SFU. It had acted as a buffer between the interests of the Shell
Group and those of the director, creating productions with a fair amount of
artistic freedom while providing Shell with a positive corporate image. The
SFU continued to make films, but more were being produced by external film
companies and placed under the banner of the Unit.>> Many of the films from
this period were color remakes of the black-and-white classics of earlier days.
The films on offshore production continued to be made as Shell’s activities in
the North Sea increased after the 1973 oil shock. These films blended drama
with documentary to make it clear to the audience that Shell had the right tech-
nical means but also the right people to get the job done, often working in ex-
treme weather conditions. Films on marine and offshore safety were also made
for internal staff use, explaining subjects like offshore evacuation, first-aid du-
ties, or how to handle oil spills.

As the costs of film production rose considerably and the effectiveness of
reaching a non-theatrical audience remained difficult to measure, budget cuts
were also in order at Shell.2® The number of productions declined, both for the
SFU as well as regionally sponsored productions; national units had already
stopped earlier. From the early 1980s onward, more productions were made,
replacing 16mm or 35mm film with the cheaper video formats. However,
screening the films remained popular at educational and technological institu-
tions. In 1983, the Shell Film Library in the UK had roughly 40,000 16mm book-
ings per year, while France and the Netherlands each had loaned out some
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Figure 5 FREE TO MOVE (1983) dealt with the effects of friction and how they could
be reduced by lubrication

30,000.7 In the years to come, videocassettes would slowly become the pre-
ferred medium of distribution. Films that explained the use of petrochemicals,
the working of the gasoline engine, or the formation of oil were popular. Social-
issue films were also produced to show the causes and consequences of tropical
deforestation, the attempt to provide water and food to the Third World, or the
solutions to eradicate malaria. However, with continued budget cuts, many film
libraries closed down.?® At the same time, the Shell Video Unit that had been
established at the start of the decade was now producing videos in ever-greater
quantities for internal communication as well as promotional use. In 1986, the
SFU was combined with the Shell Video Unit to form the Shell Film and Video
Unit. With the merging of the Units the focus shifted from public affairs films to
training, marketing, and internal communications programs.

In the 1990s, films were made on subjects such as the threat of global warm-
ing, geology, and the search for new sources of energy. At the same time, more
marketing-oriented films were also produced. Not unlike THE UNDERWATER
SeARcH, the film EXPERIENCE IN DEPTH (1995) showed Shell’s latest deep-water
technology in offshore exploration and production. However, while the former
showed Shell’s expertise by indirectly referring to it, EXxPERIENCE IN DEPTH used
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Shell’s name and the Pecten logo in the film. Other documentaries, such as those
on the Gannet and Nelson oil and gas fields and the use of renewable energy,
also used Shell’s name and logo in a direct manner.

Today, dozens of training and marketing productions are made each year.
Together with internal communications programs, these productions form the
most important production function of the Shell Film and Video Unit. Through
digital and web technology the videos are distributed worldwide in several for-
eign language versions in their efforts to create a strong positive image of Shell,
showing the company’s commitment, skills, and expertise.

Revealing the world

Ranging from the first films that had a strong cataloguing character linked with
a colonial past, to the educational films showing the new promise of a technolo-
gical and scientific world, to the training and promotional films of today, Shell’s
films show a history that is remarkable and perhaps unique in both its depth
and its continuity. For over 8o years Shell has produced documentary films that
have been seen all over the world by hundreds of millions of viewers. Other
multinationals (including other oil companies) have also made use of sponsored
films, but none had the global scope or the longevity of the Shell Film Unit. By
setting up film libraries and other national film units around the world, films
could be produced and consumed both locally and globally. Creative films with
a sense of detachment from the Group were stimulated by key figures in British
documentary history and were made by internationally renowned or up-and-
coming directors. As the films were distributed mostly to non-theatrical venues
like schools, societies, and associations, or shown during working hours to staff,
trainees, and technicians alike, an already-interested audience was reached. By
using impressive visuals, the latest techniques, and clear explanations, the films
from the Shell Film Units gained a high reputation.

Further research on this unique corpus of films will further emphasize the
Shell unit’s important contribution to the development of the documentary film
on an international scale, open up new angles on the role of cinema in modern
society, and shed light on the dynamics of a global media discourse.*® At the
same time, the films document the cultural, social, economic, and environmen-
tal impact of the world’s ongoing search for scientific and technological pro-
gress. As corporate films, they may easily be classified according to the three
R’s, “record,” “rhetoric,” and “rationalization,” proposed in the functional heur-
istics of Hediger and Vonderau.>* However, the Shell films also point to the fact
that industrial organizations, particularly large ones like multinational energy
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corporations, always have to coordinate their goals and interests with broader
cultural and societal concerns. In an exemplary fashion, the Shell film catalogue
shows that corporate films are perhaps the most important among the multiple
media interfaces where this negotiation takes place. Both in terms of the history
of the documentary image in the 20th century and its impact as a medium of
political and societal discourses, then, the Shell films warrant further research.

Notes

1. With kind permission from Royal Dutch Shell, this article is based on the more de-
tailed “From Oil to Celluloid: A History of Shell Films,” in Jan Luiten van Zanden
(ed.), A History of Royal Dutch Shell (vol. 4, Oxford University Press, 2007). This vol-
ume also contains three DVDs that include several complete Shell documentary
films. All illustrations with kind permission from Shell Photographic Services/Shell
Int. Ltd.

2. The original credit title is OVERZICHT VAN DE BEDRIJVEN VAN DE BATAAFSCHE PETRO-
LEUM MAATSCHAPPI] IN NEDERL. O0sT-INDIE. At the time, as well as later, the film
was usually referred to as the BATAAFsCHE PETROLEUM FILM. Roughly 40% of the
film survives and is preserved at the Filmmuseum, Amsterdam.

3. For a description of the journey to the Indies, the presentation of the film, and the
response to it during the screening, see “Onze Indische Petroleumfilm,” Maandblad
van het Personeel der Verbonden Petroleum-Maatschappijen, 7, 8 (1924), pp. 114-119; and
Willy Mullens, “Een film van onze film voor de Koninklijke,” Het Vaderland (13 July
1924), pp- 1-2.

4. See Hediger and Vonderau, “Record, Rhetoric, Rationalization: Industrial Organi-
zation and Film,” in this volume.

5.  “De Petroleumfilm,” Het Vaderland (19 June 1924), p. 3.

6.  “Afscheid C.W.A. van Bergen,” De Bron, 14, 1 (May 1931), pp. 90-91; “Personalia,”
De Bron, 14, 7 (August 1931), p. 204. These silent films, of uncertain date (such as
KONING OLIE, AARDOLIE, VAN PUT TOT POMP, and DoING OI1LLAND IN AN HOUR) as
well as several of the other Bataafsche films are preserved in the Filmmuseum, Am-
sterdam.

7. The films of Shell-Mex & BP that were made between the early 1930s and 1975 will
not be discussed here. These films were intended for the English market only and
consisted mostly of promotional films, unlike the SFU films that were meant for
public relations and prestige purposes.

8. “The Record of the Film Unit” (1951), pp. 2-4. Shell Film & Video Unit archive. Un-
fortunately, Grierson’s report and the various responses to it are lost.

9. Interview with Edgar Anstey, 10 February 1983, pp. 8-9. SFVU.
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The Personnel Is Political

Voice and Citizenship in Affirmative-Action Videos in the
Bell System, 1970-1984'

Heide Solbrig

In the period of the 1960s through the 1980s, the Bell System produced films
and videos for use in implementing affirmative action programs. Affirmative-
action plans at Bell recruited, trained, and sought to promote traditionally un-
deremployed and segregated members of the community and the company, i.e.,
women and minorities. The Bell programs began in the early 1960s, in conjunc-
tion with President Lyndon Johnson’s Plan for Progress, a voluntary plan for
workplace racial integration signed by AT&T, Western Electric, and Bell La-
boratories. This initial voluntary plan lead to aggressive recruitment, but was
not successful in changing occupational segregation; despite the massive hiring
of minorities in the 1960s, women and minorities remained in the lowest-paying
jobs in the company.” This led the government to issue several EEOC (Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission) consent decrees for AT&T and the
Western Electric Company in the 1970s. The videos produced within the Bell
System to implement affirmative-action management training provide a histori-
cal record of how media was simultaneously a part of institutional change and
capitalist stasis.

Industrial media and the bell system

The Bell System and its subsidiaries (AT&T, Bell Labs, and Western Electric®)
have been deeply involved in both the technological and ideological develop-
ment of industrial media products since the 1920s. In 1928, Electrical Research
Products Incorporated (ERPI), a research wing of Western Electric (initially es-
tablished to develop sound products for the Bell Company) produced and dis-
tributed educational film products outside the Hollywood market. While this
unit was dissolved in 1936 in Bell’s first divestiture agreement, companies
spun-off from the ERPI group went on to establish the core of postwar indus-
trial film production and distribution, including Audio Productions and Ency-
clopedia Britannica Films. In the postwar era, along with other large industries,
AT&T used industrial films to train managers in the principles of human-rela-
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tions management theory. Both local telephone companies, Long Lines and
Western Electric, created films that were shown both in-house and at high
schools for promoting jobs and recruiting young people in the human relations-
centered corporation. In the 1950s, many sectors of the giant corporation had
their own production units as well as hiring independent producers to create
narrative film products. These films by and large told stories of a self-conscious
company man whose loyalties lay first with himself, and then with the com-
pany. As soon as television technology became available in the 1950s, AT&T
began to experiment with the uses of closed-circuit corporate television commu-
nications. This new communication technology would become a critical tool in
the implementation of affirmative-action programs, as it came to be used not
simply to circulate ideology but also to document its circulation as a defense
against legal action by the EEOC in the 1970s. Multiple divisions of the Bell
System, along with other large corporations, were producing film documen-
taries and video instruction systems that sought to introduce new dialogues
about gender and race within the corporation. The films were produced despite
managerial resistance and were part of efforts to literally change corporate con-
versations about race and gender, albeit in limited, rationalized, and produc-
tion-oriented ways.

The Bell Company’s videos take some of the early practices of the 1950s hu-
man-relations management films and rid them of the familiar, cheerful-but-
ideological story lines produced to emulate Hollywood. Early corporate video
opted instead for strict and pedantic language instruction, case studies of man-
ager-worker interactions, and first-person lectures produced with a low-tech
televisual realism. In a sense, what this shift points out was the perceived lim-
itations of ideology as an effective medium through which to change social or-
ganization. The switch from film to video was part of a shift away from a ro-
mantic ideology of the Hawthorne Effect — the idea that, if the proper attention
is paid to a small group of workers or managers, they will create a reality that
could supersede class loyalties. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, confidence in
these mass-influence propaganda models had faded. Bell Company manage-
ment needed media products that performed more concrete tasks and produced
more quantifiable results. Videos were used to train employees in rational inter-
actions within a newly diverse workforce. They gave clear instructions to white
and male managers concerning how to talk to women and minority workers.
Videos also taught women and minorities how to speak as managers (at times
even giving minorities instructions on how to speak as white men). These vi-
deos taught corporate subjects the particular language permitted for speaking
about race and gender within the workplace, delimiting the arena of work and
economic productivity from that of social or political equity. In contrast to the
public relations campaigns that presented the Bell Company as a partner in the
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civil-rights movement, the Bell Company and its subsidiaries, Western Electric,
Long Lines, and Bell Labs, were focused on the bottom line. However, these
videos clearly and repeatedly assert the economic importance of successful affir-
mative action within the Bell Systems over its social value, on the other hand,
they did serve to open the discussion of social differences, inequality, and ra-
cism within the corporate culture, perhaps furthering that discussion in the
broader culture — not an insignificant contribution. Video education at AT&T
was a part of the complex discursive line walked between incorporating race,
gender, and diversity while defending corporate governance and class hierar-
chy from both political and social realms.

“Plan for Progress”: A community service proposal
(1964), THE GREAT UPHEAVAL

It was in the early 1960s that the government began to implement various
equal-opportunity initiatives through collaboration projects with business and
government.* During that same period, AT&T, Western Electric, and a number
of local Bell Companies signed voluntary Plans for Progress, a government-
business initiative to integrate US workplaces. It is not surprising that, consider-
ing the special relationship that Western Electric and some AT&T Long Lines
enjoyed with the US government, they were among the earliest to sign volun-
tary agreements to implement workplace integration. The 1961 Joint Statement
for the voluntary Plan for Progress,” signed by Lyndon Johnson and Western
Electric’s president, H.I. Romnes, put the “Dissemination of Policy” as its first
priority, which included both the distribution of information and discussion of
the new equal opportunity policies at management seminars.

One of the earliest strategies for disseminating information about affirmative
action was the production of films. A series of treatments in the development of
the Plan for Progress film THE GREAT UPHEAVAL gives us some insight into the
ways in which narratives about affirmative action and integration were nego-
tiated between divergent interests:

To accomplish these objectives the film will follow the course of the two revolutions
that are simultaneously changing the face of America today: The revolution in civil
and human rights and the revolution of modern technology and education... [I]t is a
film utilizing this method that we propose to show to the Negro citizen in order to
motivate him to enter the mainstream of American society and after having done so,
allow the social revolution to complement and strengthen our technological revolu-

tion.®
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There is some truth as well as a fair amount of bitter irony to the celebratory
narrative connecting civil rights with the technological revolution. The entrance
of African-American women into the Bell System, mostly as telephone opera-
tors, was indeed in response to both social and technological change. As post-
war urban demographics changed and computer systems became increasingly
significant in the workplace, the job of operator was rapidly de-skilled, and the
Bell Company needed access to a low-wage workforce from the urban core. In
October 1969, AT&T’s vice president, Walter Straley, stated in a private meeting
of company presidents:

[We need skilled workers.] And from now on the number of such people who are
available will grow smaller even as our need becomes greater. It is therefore perfectly
plain that we need nonwhite employees. Not because we are good citizens. Or be-
cause it is the law as well as national goal to give them employment. We need them
because we have so many jobs to fill and they will take them.”

As Venus Green recounts, corporate executives were in search of cheap, skilled
labor. This was not so much a rights issue as it was an economic demand. How-
ever, it dovetailed with the demands of affirmative-action initiatives that of-
fered tax breaks and other legal incentives for the company to bring more wo-
men and minorities into the workforce. By the end of the 1960s, the Bell System
had drastically increased the demographic representation of women and mino-
rities as they used affirmative-action initiatives to fill their own employment
shortages. Workplace demographics changed significantly from 1960 to 1970,
because the majority of black workers were operators, a corresponding change
in occupational segregation did not take place.

Operators’ jobs had become de-skilled because of Direct Distance Dialing
(DDD) and Traffic Service Position Systems (TSPS) that changed the operator
position to more repetitive, less skill-orientated labor, which also made the job
increasingly stressful. With these changes in the job itself, and with new hiring
practices, the traditional “white lady” image and actuality of the AT&T work-
force was replaced in a matter of four or five years by an almost entirely Afri-
can-American workforce. New female operators comprised the majority of
black workers at the Bell System.® At the same time, the computerization of the
operator’s job meant that the numbers of jobs available in this position quickly
dwindled from the 1960s to 1980s. Changing technologies had indeed opened
opportunities for black women, but they closed them up again in a period of ten
years.

These and other problems with the voluntary implementation of affirmative
action led to legal action against AT&T in the early 1970s. The massive public-
relations programs of the 1960s promoted AT&T as a great partner in the social
changes of the era, but when the smoke cleared it seemed evident that these
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changes had yet to take place. In order for “equal opportunity” to be achieved
new workers needed to be integrated into management. This was a change that
required a change in AT&T’s corporate culture, which was widely know for its
rigid, hierarchical organizational structure. It was the failure to successfully
break down occupational segregation, i.e., move African-Americans and wo-
men into management, that led to the EEOC ruling against AT&T in 1973.

It is in this context of an institutional change and social upheaval that affirma-
tive-action training videos were introduced into the Bell Company culture.
They are found in all of the company’s divisions, Long Lines, local phone com-
panies, Western Electric, and Bell Labs. The Corporate Education Center of the
Bell System (in New Jersey) produced a significant amount of the corporate
communication which was shown to large audiences of East-Coast workers
during the 1970s and 1980s by way of closed-circuit corporate television sys-
tems.? At the same time, that these social changes needed to be implemented,
corporate communications systems were undergoing dramatic changes intern-
ally, and by the time the consent decree demanded institutional change, video
technology had become the dominant mode of internal visual communication
at AT&T, with the Corporate Training Center producing a large number of vi-
deo products from the 1970s onward.

The video produced for Bell was used for general communication between
corporate executives and management groups, for small-group lectures on
management behavior, and for inter-departmental communication. This video
was a required dimension of training for lower, mid- and upper management in
the expected communicative behavior in the affirmative-action context, and was
used to facilitate dialogue between managers and workers in this charged set-
ting. Video was able to communicate corporate public policy as well as fine-
tuned instruction in terms of specific, individual behavior for various job cate-
gories. Video, shown on corporate closed-circuit television, became corporate
public space where the rights, relationships, and duties of workers were de-
fined, not in the cheery ideological narratives of the 1950s but clearly, point-by-
point. The earliest Bell System video, titled simply AFFIRMATIVE ACTION,"® SUR-
VIVES SOLELY IN A FILM PRINT."" IN THIS FILM/VIDEO PRINT, RicHARD HOUGH, A
SENIOR VP, CONNECTS THE PERSONNEL/PERSONAL WITH THE STATE:

[T]hat’s the way I read the law of the land, more fundamentally that’s the way I read
our country’s purpose, a purpose we have a responsibility to help fulfill, and further-
more that’s what I personally believe is the right course for us, in short: affirmative
action to achieve equal opportunity is a major factor in every Bell System Manager’s
job, a factor on which he can expect to be measured on the basis of the results that he
achieves.
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These video/films also contain warnings that, without compliance, the worst
could happen, i.e., allowing the state to step in between white men and minor-
ity hiring. This prediction had some foresight, as in the next year, 1971, the FCC
ruled that the Bell System had “systematically discriminated against women &
minorities,” and in 1973, AT&T signed a voluntary consent decree to “hire,
transfer and promote a ‘targeted’ number of women and ‘minorities” into high-
er-paying management and craft jobs, as well as to place men in some of the
female dominated jobs” within six years of the EEOC agreement."*

Equal-opportunity policy and terminology

The video WESTERN ELECTRIC Co. EQUAL OPPORTUNITY POLICY AND TERMINOL-
0oGY™? gives a sense of how video differs from film narratives regarding corpo-
rate culture. First, the Bell System used video in an attempt to delimit the mean-
ings of affirmative action with very explicit instructions, not stories. Video
during this period often used a non-fiction style that simulated the television
talk show, news hour and lecture series. This video defined the company’s affir-
mative-action policy and, more specifically, the permissible speech according to
this policy, in strict economic terms. In this video, M.D. “Mac” McDonald, Di-
rector of Corporate Equal Opportunity, defines the terms equal opportunity,
anti-discrimination and affirmative action as specific parts of corporate policy.
This video is designed very simply (cheaply, one might say), with two men
seated next to one another in classic talk/news-show format. Each of the key
words, as it is discussed, flashes across the screen over Mac while he explains
its function in Western Electric policy.

Jack: 1 guess the best place to start is with the term equal opportunity itself. How does
the company define the term equal opportunity?

Mac: Well, Jack. Equal means equal. Not more and not less. Opportunity means a
chance. Access. Consideration. So equal opportunity means to be accorded an equal
or fair chance. A fair shot at job and career opportunities based upon legitimate job
factors and not on factors of classification unrelated to the performance of the job...
[E]lqual opportunity does necessarily mean the same treatment or the same outcomes
or the same status. It’s equality of opportunity not necessarily equality of condition.
Equal opportunity is a neutral concept.
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Figure 1 EQUAL OPPORTUNITY POLICY AND TERMINOLOGY (1975)

AT&T Archives and History Center, Warren, NJ

Equal opportunity in this definition is essentially economic citizenship. Simply
put, the right to work. Two hundred years after English serfs were allowed to
move about freely to seek employment outside guilds or their social class, Afri-
can-Americans and women were being afforded the same opportunity. How-
ever, the fundamental tenet of US affirmative-action legislation and programs
was that this was an inadequate remedy in the face of these long historical in-
equities, affirmative action by necessity asked more of employers. The effort to
improve African-Americans’ self-esteem and bring them into the mainstream of
American life represents an expansion of corporate goals and responsibilities far
beyond human-relations theories of individualism and company loyalty. In this
new environment corporate management had to create a hybrid between hu-
man-relations initiatives that encouraged empathy and compassion for the sake
of small group and corporate identification, and a form of mental Taylorism in
which identification needed to become intensely rationalized. In order to ad-
dress these goals the company adopted language of sociological analysis to re-
place the political language of “civil rights,” “racism,” and “sexism.” Mac ex-
plains the term “cultural bias”:

Mac: [Clultural bias is the only term we’ll be discussing that does not reflect the com-
pany position. Cultural bias is a term I use to shed light on what we're dealing with...
[ilnstead of words like discrimination, prejudice, racism, sexism, and so forth, which
can be emotionally charged words to some people... I'd like to try something with all
of you: picture in your mind that you are taking a trip by air. Picture yourself board-
ing a plane: you walk up the steps and you glance to your left as you hand in your
ticket and you notice a woman at the controls. Now be honest, what is your gut reac-
tion? Neutral, comfortable, or slightly nervous and uneasy? In any case, the plane
takes off, you get to your destination and it lands safely, as you get off you glance to
your right. And there’s that woman pilot. What is your feeling now? Is it “I guess I
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was wrong about woman pilots, theyre probably as good as men are,” or was it “I
sure am glad that trip is over, I hope I never get another woman pilot.” Now those of
you who were nervous getting on or off the plane should realize that that’s cultural
bias operating and that it’s despite performance evidence to the contrary. The point is,
when individual employment and placement decisions are made, none of us can be
sure, not even the individual decision maker, the extent to which these cultural biases
may be working.™*

The corporation found itself charged with addressing that which it had always
struggled to exclude from the workplace: the emotional, the unconscious, the
cultural, and, most unnervingly, the political. The solutions at the Bell System
were varied but predictable: more systems for regulating hiring in order to ex-
clude bias, building in more standardized procedures for hiring based upon
aptitude testing, and increased monitoring of the systems of hiring.”> Increased
emphasis on the strict adherence to “job-related selection criteria” was ideal for
the purely economic citizen. Increased vigilance meant that work rules became
more rigid, and informal affiliations and external group membership (nepotism,
union affiliation, and so on) lost ground as a new kind of workplace governance
emerged to renegotiate the categories of corporate citizenship for a new popula-
tion of workers. As the human-relations paradigm was altered to relate to this
new workforce, it used some of the theories of “humanizing” the workplace
that were popularized in the 1950s and systematized them to increasingly ratio-
nalize basic modes of human communication, such as language, conversation,
and self-image. This negotiation built new boundaries for corporate citizenship
that helped to negotiate, but also limit, the demands of increased social equity —
these careful linguistic tightropes were communicated through video.

Corrective action at Hawthorne: Getting feedback

The history of Western Electric’s affirmative-action programs (beginning with
the Plan for Progress) followed a track that was almost the exact opposite of
AT&T. While Long Lines and the Bell Company subsidiaries had hired black
women operators and promoted white women into careers in management,
Western Electric was a model for the company development of minority busi-
ness and the advancement of minorities into management positions.

Those blacks who aspired to supervisory jobs realized that they would face consider-
able requirements beyond their job descriptions. At Hawthorne, a black engineer
named Bill Alexander organized a support group. The group — four or five at first —
met at Alexander’s home or onsite to discuss what it took to succeed and how best to
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bring about change. They decided that any gains they made had to come within the
context of the company’s success. The group grew rapidly in the late 1960s and
needed more space. They finally became sufficiently established and well known that
works manager Wyllys Rheingrover circumvented the line of command and met with

them.™®

Support groups had begun to take hold of the psyches of not only management,
but also those groups who aspired to management. As minorities began to ad-
vance in the company, however, the opposite was true for women at Western
Electric. A class-action suit brought by over two hundred women, won in 1979,
accused Western Electric of “discrimination in promotion and access to train-
ing.” The terms of the settlement required Western to develop women into posi-
tions of equal opportunity.’”

Figure 2 CORRECTIVE ACTION PROGRAM (1979)

EMPLOYEE

AT&T Archives and History Center, Warren, NJ

We find the same discourses of national and personal commitment to affirma-
tive action in a video with much more specific intentions. Made ten years after
AT&T’s affirmative-action company communiqué, Western Electric’s Corrective
Action Program (CAP) training video was a response to an EEOC consent de-
cree signed in 1979. The implementation agreement required, in the words of
this CORRECTIVE AcTION (CAP) video, that Western Electric and the Hawthorne
plant exhibit “real,” “visible evidence” of the women factory workers being gi-
ven opportunities to advance into managerial positions. Hovering between a
mechanistic approach to interaction and the sort of immediacy of Candid Cam-
era, the video’s interaction between worker and manager appears partially
scripted but still informal; the video first shows diagrams of communication/
information theory (information, feedback, noise) and then a manager explain-
ing to a woman worker her options for advancement at the Hawthorne Plant in
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a near cinéma-vérité style. The CAP video shows how personal interaction be-
comes “evidence” of compliance: the company talks to the state with images of
personal work review and advancement.

This was also one of many examples of the ways that interaction was broken
into specific skills that could be repeated and transferred and remain consistent
from manager to manager. In the conversation between Jessie and her supervi-
sor, which lasted twenty minutes, the supervisor explains various job cate-
gories, and Jessie expresses interest and explains her qualifications. The video is
instructive in the specific types of behavior required for management interac-
tion with employees, contributing to the various managerial and work skills
involved in the promotion and management of economic citizenship within the
company. And finally, with Jessie’s quiet assertions of her right to participate,
and her interest in various categories of work that the CAP made available, her
presence in the video can be seen as an assertion, however docile, of her right to
social equity. Here, Jessie is both data for show and an actual person who ap-
pears excited to have an opportunity she did not have before. The sociological
diagram which begins the video frames Jessie’s conversation about her rights as
literally another mechanical function in factory production, while her genuine
interest in new life possibilities seems to resist seeing this mechanical construc-
tion as the only aspect of a conversation about increased possibilities for wo-
men.

There are several reasons that the study of corporate media is especially sui-
ted to help us understand how US corporations have negotiated between the
economic, political, and social dimensions of citizenship during the implemen-
tation of affirmative action. The first is that films and videos constituted a con-
duit between both the company and the state, on the one hand, and the com-
pany and the workforce on the other. Films and videos were used as evidence to
demonstrate to the state the corporate commitment to, and specific implementa-
tions of, affirmative-action policies."® This also includes films that were used to
recruit a new workforce, in part through advertisement of the company’s new
commitments and, early on, some films that documented particular policies
such as those produced by Plan for Progress committees.” The second reason
is that video shown on in-house corporate television systems was in some sense
creating a public space for communication about affirmative action within the
company.

Sometimes this tele-visual space was used for rigid instruction in relation-
ships with minorities and women (such as SRT videos), sometimes it was used
as a place for employees to speak from their own positions so that the company
could communicate between multiple departments. This video pedagogy de-
scribes, acts out, and reiterates a variety of combinations of economic, political,
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and social citizenship that converge to model a new rights conscious economic
citizen in the Bell System.

Race and rights: The public, the private, and the
therapeutic

Two contemporary books frame an ethical debate over the uses of social psy-
chology in creating the (sometimes) coercive training programs for the expan-
sion of rights and categories of “corporate citizenship” in this era. The first, Race
Experts (2001) by Elizabeth Lasch-Quinn,*® critiques the uses of social psychol-
ogy, particular those forms of sensitivity, encounter groups, and work-diversity
training that have produced a discourse of white guilt, racial identification, and
a politics of racial anger. Quinn argues that this therapeutic approach to politi-
cal problems has undermined the radical integrationist spirit of the civil-rights
movement:

Surprisingly, it turns out that our new rituals and rhetoric about race cannot be un-
derstood apart from the culture of therapy. The therapeutic sensibility, which inter-
prets all of social and political life in terms of its relevance for individual “growth,”
emotional well-being, and gratification, has become deeply implicated in the way we
view race.”’

Lasch-Quinn argues that one of the profoundly disturbing problems of the dis-
courses of race and therapy is how these systems have broken down distinc-
tions between the public and the private in the political debate. Diversity is
grounded in self-serving economic justifications, not social equity: what is good
for the individual or the company is automatically what is good for society —
sexual harassment will damage one’s possibilities for career advancement, a di-
verse workforce will help in brokering international deals, etc. Lasch-Quinn
points out that this is particularly evident in diversity training films.

Like those of the diversity training films, these guidelines are predicated on the idea
that the primary reason why an elaborate etiquette exists is that each group requires
the other in order to fulfill its economic goals. Since workers and customers will be
increasingly diverse, lack of tolerance will compromise profits. Mere tolerance is the
only goal that remains - not an inspiring foundation for any social world.**

Corporate video is particularly effective for this therapeutic translation because
it is able to turn the social/political meanings of affirmative action into rational
language and the types of behavior that should be practiced by the individual.
Reinterpreting the political meanings of ideological speech, for example, into
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the “value-neutral” categories of “equal opportunity” or even the sociological
language of “cultural bias” turns the profoundly political moment of the civil-
rights movement into a set of job skills to be learned by individual workers. For
Lasch-Quinn, the divisions between the public and private are hard and fast
barriers that, when breached, have led to political and personal demise: “The
highly touted authenticity of behavior in actuality leaves individuals dry, since
it fosters transitory emotional revelation rather than the richer expression that
takes place only when private boundaries have been maintained.”*> Diversity
training driven by economic goals in its various incarnations, while impoverish-
ing the personal, also limits efforts at political discourse over social inequity.

On the other hand, Cynthia Estlund argues in Working Together (2003)** that it
is in fact the workplace (which I argue here is fundamentally shaped by social
psychology and its attendant media tools) where integration and diversity has
become the most functional in the United States. Estlund writes that

the very involuntariness of interactions within the workplace turns out to play a cur-
iously constructive role in making possible the extraordinary convergence of close
and regular interaction and a relatively high degree of demographic diversity. Both
the external law governing workplaces and the constraints that operate within work-
places help to make the often-troubled project of racial integration work relatively
well there. People can be forced to get along — not without friction, but with surpris-
ing success.”

Estlund argues that the ability of the state to regulate workplaces along with the
ability of workplaces to coerce workers is a necessary function in the creation of
a diverse society. While Lasch-Quinn laments diversity training’s coercive re-
duction of rational civil discourse, Estlund argues that coercion, from both state
and business, is necessary for the functional production of a diverse society.
Estlund’s argument carries more nuance here: workplace diversity is a difficult
problem when “’the preponderance of empirical evidence suggests that diver-
sity is most likely to impede group functioning,” unless steps are taken to ad-
dress these problems.”>® Estlund writes that when the law has a limited ability
to address the “cultural bias” that research has shown still predominates in the
workplace, it does not seem unreasonable that interpersonal training ap-
proaches, however imperfect, could conceivably be a part of the solution.*”
Both Lasch-Quinn’s critique of invasive and politically compromising meth-
ods of psychological training and Estlund’s argument that certain forms of coer-
cion at work can be socially and politically productive, provide two poles from
which to understand the problems and possibilities for notions of citizenship
framed by corporate media. Private business’s obvious commitment to econom-
ic productivity above general social equity raises some of the fundamental ques-
tions about the uses of media communication for the promotion of rights con-
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sciousness. A new rights consciousness emerged from the civil-rights legislation
implemented in the 1960s, and many new legislative demands were put into
practice using new interactive technologies of communication and social psy-
chology. As Michael Schudson points out, many areas of life that had never
before been a part of public culture or government now came under state juris-
diction:

”ou

Today, terms like “date-rape,” “marital rape” and “battered women” are familiar.
“Deadbeat dads” is a political rallying cry, a nominee to the Supreme Court has been
publicly embarrassed by charges of sexual harassment, and state policy about wo-
men’s decisions on abortion has fueled the most extensive populist movement of our
time. The notions of representation, justice, and political participation have extended

far beyond the sphere of conventional politics into “private” life.?®

The videos I discuss here can be understood as early communication tools for
the translation of the private into the public. A range of communicative strate-
gies were marshaled for implementing affirmative action and “equal opportu-
nity.” Some of these were quite intimate, some quite political, and all were de-
signed to serve the company’s economic demands. Videos, shown in the public
space provided by in-house corporate television, played a role in influencing
the opinions of managers about integration and their behavior toward a new
population of employees brought into the company. The uses of film and video
for shaping beliefs and behavior, in particular as they relate to rights, occurred
in the critical juncture between the civil-rights movement and Reagan’s initia-
tion of an ongoing roll-back of the welfare state. This brings us to the questions
raised in the early years of film research: To what degree can democracy be
shaped, or reshaped, through the applications of social science embedded in
visual communication technologies?

As the “silent rights revolution” of legislation that had accompanied the so-
cial movements of the 1960s were put into affect, corporations needed ways to
incorporate difference into the corporate structure in ways that they had never
done before. And in many cases, video’s much touted “immediacy” supported
the requirements of corporate management to make the real changes (or at least
“real” evidence of changes) in employee “consciousness” deemed necessary for
these demographic changes to be effective. Corporate television and video man-
agement systems could amplify the group dynamics and sensitivity training
that film training had embraced in the 1960s. Video was ideal for showing ex-
tremely specific types of relationship changes that could be incorporated into
the workplace.*® Corporate consciousness-raising systems in the 1970s con-
gealed into video training that showed employees and managers highly me-
chanized systems for emotional relationships, and introduced the skills neces-
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sary for their economic citizenship (i.e., the skills required to keep their jobs)
through detailed models of psychological behavior.

Supervisory Relationship Training: New technologies for
new citizens

The technology of video allowed for the production of very simple examples of
relationships for in-house audiences, emphasizing simple dyadic (two person)
interactions, rather than either fictional or documentary narrative styles.

These videos had lower production costs and values than television; they
were characterized by their poor lighting and continuity, their simple graphics,
their use of employees as actors and their limited narrative structures, which, in
the case of both Supervisory Relationship Training (SRT) and CAP, relied en-
tirely upon a set of behavior instructions combined with examples of conversa-
tions between two people. Unlike the producers of many industrial films, the
producers of these videos were often not related to the Hollywood industry at
all, but instead were educational technologists, psychologists, and corporate
media managers. SRT videos are good examples of how race and therapy meld.
Managers are instructed in listening when encountering discrimination com-
plaints, in sympathizing with workers who do not want to work for a woman,
etc. Political solutions such as disciplinary or legal action are replaced with con-
sideration, understanding, and an increase in work rules. It is probably not sur-
prising that the narrative uses of video were limited in this early video period.
While the film producers of the Plan for Progress committees had attempted to
construct large social overviews of technology and civil rights, video programs
from the 1970s focused upon a technology of personal interaction. Video dyads
began with a corporate narrator, whose pedantic voice recalled the earliest ERPI
educational voice-over, who laid out the main points of the directive with the
aid of simple graphics. Despite this apparently stripped-down simplicity, the
video intensified the ways in which this technology was able to address work-
ers and managers in an intimate way. Television viewing is more personalized
than film because it is easily viewed by a single individual, or a small group.

Corporate video spoke from the position of individual (corporation) to indi-
vidual (manager, worker, governmental official). Television, with its location in
our homes rather than theaters, has historically claimed a greater intimacy and
immediacy with the viewer. In the case of the corporate video, this intimacy is
both shown on the screen — managers speaking candidly to employees and one
another about personal relationships, problems on the job — and also replicated
by the sometimes more personalized viewing experience between worker and
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monitor. Video communication itself reproduces a dyadic quality between
viewer and monitor that was different from the viewing of large, dramatic nar-
ratives about productivity shown in cafeterias with other employees that was
the standard viewing practice for the classic industrial film. Corporate televi-
sion was able to address problems within the corporation quickly, specifically,
and with a basis in company policy and current political mandate, even as these
conditions changed throughout the 1970s.

Videos engaged the vocabulary of company policy (as we have seen) and
trained managers to subsume both political and personal discourse within eco-
nomic mandates.

The voice of the manager

Supervisor Relationship Training (SRT) was a large-scale video training pro-
gram for management used at both AT&T and Western Electric. This 1974-1978
program used video vignettes to illustrate a wide number of dyads described as
“supervisory relationships.” The wide range of job categories represented in
these productions suggests that the program was used extensively throughout
the Bell company.>® Each interaction is introduced with a series of “learning
points” and is then followed by an interaction between a manager and a super-
visor, both roles performed by members of AT&T’s public-relations group.’*
The videos illustrated how issues perhaps once deemed too personal or private
for such public discussion, such as hygiene, resistance to female supervisors,
fear about aging and discrimination, and complaints about racism, could be
talked about in managerial terms. The types of interactions featured in the pro-
grams are numerous and yet of a specific, recognizable form. For example, one
of the videos explains and illustrates a white manager suggesting to one of his
black foremen that the manager would like the foreman to attend SRT training.
The manager explains to his employee that he might be having trouble working
with a woman on his crew and that SRT, a training program offered one day a
week over a series of weeks, might give him some skills for working with her.
The video’s “learning points” encourage the manager to observe his foreman as
the foreman attends the seminar. The videos purport to teach the standard skills
of therapy: listening, observing oneself and others, and sensitivity.

The video training sometimes deals with mundane issues of authority and
reprimand, while using African-Americans or women as either manager or em-
ployee without comment as to their non-traditional roles. In one particularly
telling example, the manager uses the Supervisory Relationship Training itself
as a tool for increased employee supervision. This video turns the very raw con-
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flict of racial division in the workplace into a problem that can be solved
through increased management, while at the same time fostering interactive
skills and bringing legitimacy to the discussion of feelings about race and the
experience of racism within the workplace. That the introduction of race into
the workplace led to increased work rules is evident in this interaction; this is
also consistent with Venus Green’s report of the deep levels of contention be-
tween older white workers and newer black workers as older values of group
affiliation and social support were replaced by rules that circumvent informal
relationships.

Figure 3 SUPERVISORY RELATIONSHIP TRAINING (1976-1978)

AT&T Archives and History Center, Warren, NJ

Discrimination complaint against a peer

Joan (manager): Shirley, I know that you wanted to talk to me today.

Shirley (worker): Yes, Joan, I'm very upset about what’s happening on the job.

Joan: Well, I'm certainly sorry about that. What seems to be going on?

Shirley: Well, I think the other girls are making my work harder, and I think its [sic]
because I'm Black. And Ijust can’t take it anymore and I had to talk to you about it.
Joan: Well, I'm very glad you came into see me about it and I suppose there is the
possibility, though we don’t like to admit it, that someone would feel that way about
you because you're Black, but there’s also, I guess, the possibility that some of the
problems come from just being new on the job and...

Shirley: Well, I'm the only Black in the office and Sheila’s newer than I am and she
doesn’t have that kind of problem.

Joan: Well, tell me how it came about. Probably something must have happened to-
day to make you especially concerned and upset. ...

(Shirley then explains being excluded, ostracized, and not getting assistance in her daily work
requirements.)

Joan: Shirley, might there be anything that I've done to contribute to this situation?
Shirley: Well, I don’t know if you've done anything, directly, but maybe you could
have some more formal meetings, for example with the communications thing? Tell-
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ing us where things are in the file, and how we go about getting them so I wouldn’t
have to rely on someone telling me where the information in the file is.

Joan: That’s a good point. In other words, something like a short meeting on a series of
maybe Friday mornings when we’re not quite as busy as usual, and exchange infor-
mation, whose [sic] getting what data, what is already in the file, where do you get
material, would this help?

Shirley: Yeah, that would be really good. I think that would help me a whole lot. A
great deal.>*

Shirley’s discrimination complaint and Joan’s “sensitive listening” lead to an in-
crease in the various forms of bureaucratic work rules. Instead of reprimanding
or disciplining employees for making Shirley’s job more difficult, Joan proposes
more meetings, a system for formalizing procedures that were previously infor-
mal, and a way to oversee these new systems in order to make Shirley less de-
pendent upon social supports deemed both hostile and unchangeable. For this
video, the “learning points” encourage the supervisor to acknowledge workers’
feelings and find a solution. These are certainly fine goals. Joan’s sympathetic
but pragmatic approach to racism shows viewers how to be efficient and ra-
tional about race and gender and other issues of a “personal” nature. The posi-
tive affirmations of the discrimination complaints are coupled with a response
to problems on the job, however, that ignores racism as either a social or a legal
issue, only to address it in terms of productivity. Joan at one point comments, “I
can see how that might be upsetting, particularly if it affects your job,” opting
instead for the implementation of rules and hierarchies that reduce worker
autonomy on the job. In the case of management, video interactive technologies
involving sociological communication actually circumvent emotional relation-
ships through bureaucratic practices.

We should remember that this transference of social difference into work
rules was practiced in the context of efforts to internally promote minorities
and women into the managerial ranks. The training session of this video pro-
gram was to teach minorities and women to speak from a position that was
unidentified with their race or gendered position. One SRT video has a woman
manager speaking to a subordinate about his difficulties in being managed by a
woman. As the learning points instruct, the woman sympathizes with the man
who tells her, “I just can’t get used to the fact of you being a female.” The man-
ager goes so far as to agree with the employee’s sentiment by noting that she too
is not comfortable with her new authority. This sequence concludes with a less
cut-and-dried rule-making conclusion, but with the employee agreeing to try
harder. The moral of an exchange like this seems to be simply not to take social
difference seriously, only performance difference.
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The SRT videos highlight how media is useful for asking questions about the
political problems and possibilities with engineering social change. They are the
largest collection of these types of videos in the AT&T collection, with dozens of
vignettes that direct diverse managers in how to speak to workers and vice ver-
sa. While their effectiveness is not documented, their structure and intent is ap-
parent. All of these videos rationalize and oversimplify human relationships,
breaking them into certain component parts, language, speech, identification,
and most importantly productivity. The premise of productivity is a powerful
goal, allowing diverse worker identity to be integrated in to this greater goal. By
streamlining interaction through the logic of productivity — but in a language of
intimacy, i.e., personal interaction on a television screen — industry has been
able to meaningfully impact diversity consciousness while limiting any mean-
ingful change in the social structure of capitalism.

“Unseen and unnoticed”: COMMUNICATION OBSTACLES FOR
WOMEN AND MINORITIES

The final video I would like to examine in some detail was written and narrated
by an engineer who worked at Bell Laboratories. This video shows a level of
theoretical sophistication concerning the experience of race and gender within
an engineering population that reflects a critical self-awareness, and still re-
mains strictly within the goals and limitations of corporate identification and
the logic of productivity. COMMUNICATION OBSTACLES FOR WOMEN AND MINO-
RITIES™ is essentially a lecture by one engineer who explains his personal ex-
periences of discrimination in the upper echelons of the Bell Company as a pro-
totype for others. John Pan’s narrative is sociologically informed and uses both
popular how-to-succeed texts and social critiques of what he describes as “the
dominant white society.”

Pan presents the experience of being an “other” in the workplace in four
stages: exhilaration about success, self-doubt when confronted with a variety of
slights and insults, anger that accompanies the realization that these are phe-
nomena related to being of a different race than the “dominant white-male cul-
ture,” and finally, acceptance, when he recognized these problems as “commu-
nication obstacles” that could be addressed with a variety of coping strategies
that will increase the possibilities of being understood, accepted, and successful.
Pan is both critical and assimilationist, arguing that certain skills and behaviors
are necessary for functioning within the dominant culture. The focus of his pre-
sentation is on speaking at meetings.



The Personnel Is Political 277

Figure 4 COMMUNICATION OBSTACLES FOR WOMEN AND MINORITIES (1983)

AT&T Archives and History Center, Warren, NJ

John Pan: After I make an important statement at the meeting, the conversation could
go on as if I never existed. The humiliation of being unseen and unnoticed is that later
another person could say the same thing, sometimes word for word, and that would
be greeted with general enthusiasm. Even now, sad to say, I still encounter this.

One can certainly imagine a conversation like this taking place in Western Elec-
tric’s support group for developing managers, as early as the 1960s. This kind of
personal testimonial video was a lesson in economic citizenship or the primacy
of productivity over social change. Pan’s presentation is practical and compel-
ling in its own right; however, it brings to light many of the strange marriages
between the rights of a citizen made possible with broader social changes and
the limitations to those rights within the demands of capitalism. It is also a cri-
tique that takes into account a broad range of differences from both women and
minorities, even as he provides personal stories and specific skills. Women, Pan
notes, were fortunate for having the tools from feminist popular culture, such as
BETTY HARIGAN’S GAMES MOTHER NEVER TAUGHT You. Also, African-Ameri-
cans developed the skills to dress necessary for corporate power brokering.
Power was cultural, and Pan, in this video, addressed minorities and women,
but also occasionally included white men in the audience. With this mix-and-
match approach to power behaviors at Bell Labs (attempted with much less
appeal and nuance in SRT videos), Pan provides a socially constructed model
of “whiteness,” “maleness,” and “Americanness” as a set of learnable skills, and
understands them specifically as body and language behaviors.

John Pan: Body language, the gestures and facial expressions that accompany speech,
is also culture dependent and sex dependent. The speaker uses body language to
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supplement what is said, but the listener sees body language as confirmation of what
is heard. When a style is different, for example saying “Yes” when shaking my head,
unconscious suspicion sets in because the confirmation has failed. How often have
you heard the remark “Something about him I don't trust” [sic]. Now why would I
send a signal to nullify what I said? ... What I do now is I stand still and let the other
person approach me until he or she becomes comfortable and conversation flows
freely. Invariably, I become uncomfortable but I realize that better to communicate
than to be comfortable myself. Eye-movement [sic] and eye-contact is another exam-
ple. I consciously maintain continuous eye contact. My reward is the trust and atten-
tion I would not otherwise get. Would I be a less truthful person if I reverted to my
old habit of averting others” gaze?

The uses of the instructional video to shape the working body have come full
circle, as a manager of color explains the language codes of whiteness to other
colleagues of different races, genders and ethnicity. “Cultural bias” is not longer
the problem but the solution, as long as everybody knows the code. Still, learn-
ing to behave in white, male, American corporate culture is not without its
price. Pan does not minimize the cost, but argues that there is no other option.
White male culture at Bell Labs is not changing anytime soon, as he states sim-

ply:

John Pan: 1 sympathize with the notion that the dominant culture should change to
accommodate to the culture of minorities and women for the benefit of everyone as
well as the company. To think that this will happen however is to ignore reality.

Economic citizenship, as Pan recognizes here, as black Western Electric employ-
ees recognized years earlier, was about productivity. The degree to which it was
about civil rights, or at least equity, was limited. The central crux of Pan’s dis-
cussion addresses learning the skills of a white speaker in a meeting. The central
argument of the video is that it is necessary to learn to speak “white,” and to
speak it with a particular physical style and presence, within an environment
that favors white men speaking — specifically the meeting culture of the Bell
Labs. He begins with a story of silence, how he was ignored, patronized, and
dismissed when he spoke at meetings. He then explains these painful moments
with a discussion of “ritual,” animal-dominance behavior, and costume, and
American dismissiveness of those who do not display this same behavior. In
order to be heard, to eliminate the “communication obstacles,” one must learn
to imitate these rituals of dominance. That these rituals often include offensive
behavior must be critiqued and analyzed, but for the sake of communication
accepted — and emulated:

John Pan: I also follow rituals practiced by most white males before a meeting. In brief
I make sure that I arrive early, preferably with a supportive friend. Then I engage in
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some animated conversation with other early arrivals. I exaggerate my body move-
ments. If I was scheduled for a presentation, I parade back and forth near the podium
as if to set things up. This ritual serves to create an identity for me, and to expose my
accent, my language style, my gestures. The importance of these rituals was brought
home to me when I realized the relationship between the pre-meeting discussions
and the discussions during the meeting proper. As white males stand in clusters to
talk about sports or to exchange ethnic or sexist jokes they are establishing the right to
speak later... I now join in the telling of bad jokes as important placeholders for more
important contributions to follow.

These are disturbing results for those involved in diversity training, and it may
be concluded that citizenship within the corporation was (in fact, still is) a vio-
lent process. Corporate citizenship at the Bell Labs required a kind of double
consciousness that saw both social inequity and social benefit. The corporate
video was especially suited to the creation of this double consciousness through
a kind of intimate, yet public, space. In the semipublic-yet-personal setting of
managerial meetings and diversity training difference was translated into an
explicit performance of whiteness and capitalist productivity was maintained.
While, as Estlund has argued, this approach has served to make the workplace
one of the preeminent arenas for integration, it also has set a high price for this
mix.

Conclusion

To miss the bargaining over social organization that occurs in therapeutic med-
ia and other means of diversity training means to miss many of the ways that
contemporary US corporate culture has disseminated models of laissez-faire ci-
tizenship throughout popular culture. Private media narratives have become a
part of public discourse as well, informing how contemporary popular culture
has learned to narrate itself in the therapeutic mode. Affirmative-action videos
have been used to set the boundaries of change for corporate as well as a larger
part of US culture. AT&T videos have been part of the rationalization of human
interaction in such a way that the economic is privileged over the social. They
can also be seen to have popularized a therapeutic, sociological imagination. In
addition to video training that strictly delimits interactions we also find training
videos produced by minority employees that show the degree to which these
sociological skills of observation have become skills of assimilating oneself
within the corporation. Psychological tools found in the media products I am
discussing, as well as other forms of human-relations training, have become a
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part of explaining and governing difference inside organizations. The general
familiarity of a management class with these tools, as well as their academic
legitimacy, can potentially be understood to have created a space for at least a
discussion of economic citizenship for women and minorities. In an era where
economic segregation has taken the place of legal segregations, this is an impor-
tant accomplishment. However, this raises questions about the degree to which
this partial, limited economic citizenship may indeed legitimize social segrega-
tion. There are no large-scale studies about the circulation of management ideol-
ogy in public discourses at this time, but it seems reasonable to suppose that,
when integration requires such substantial sacrifices of the self, it has limited
appeal as a solution to larger social or political inequities.

All of these videos have concentrated on language systems and speech. They
have played within the common context of the Bell System and its initiative to
implement affirmative action in response to federal regulation stemming from
the Equal Opportunity Act of 1964. I am mostly concerned with presenting
these products as moments of corporate speech that impact citizenship. This is
certainly not because they are moments of liberating speech, but precisely be-
cause they are not. Citizenship and the public speech that often contributes to
its construction is not always the product of a public sphere of free and non-
coercive speech. An examination of the Bell System’s industrial media does ex-
pose the limitations of leaving the governance of social relationships to corpora-
tions who are deeply and finally committed to the economic, rather than the
political citizen. It also shows how the political interventions into the corpora-
tions influence the creation of the economic citizen along the way to the social
citizen.

Lasch-Quinn’s anger about these practices is not without its appeal. But has
public debate ever been as bloodless as her alternative of rationally considered
political debate implies? We currently speak to each other almost perpetually,
on cell phones, the Internet, voice mail, television, talk radio, audio books, and
so on. These intimate but technological talk systems are also part of the contem-
porary political discourse.

Training in self-analysis, ritual, and discursive conformance may support lar-
ger goals of citizenship as it serves to create certain sociological skills of the self.
Still, the video indoctrination products discussed in this article illustrate that
these are not fundamentally liberating skills and that they are skills for partici-
pation in a corporate rather then a civic public.
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Behaviorism, Animation, and Effective
Cinema

The McGraw-Hill INDUSTRIAL MANAGEMENT Film Series
and the Visual Culture of Management

Ramon Reichert

After the end of World War II, new media representations of industrial work
were created in the US. A new genre of industrial educational film was devel-
oped in the areas of military strategy, operations research, organization theory,
and cybernetics:" the management film.> Based on the assumption that indust-
rially disciplined work in the production process had long been established, in-
deed, had already become a sui generis social model, the management film fo-
cused instead on another aspect of productivity in industrial work: its
functional and abstract regulation. Unlike other forms of the industrial film like
the work-study film, the management film did not concentrate on optimizing
physical processes and worker performance, but on establishing and stabilizing
its functional contexts.

For this reason, conventional photographic recording methods are not domi-
nant in management film, as are film techniques that had previously been used
infrequently in industrial film, namely those of animation.? In order to investi-
gate the specific visual knowledge that these films produce, it will be necessary
to examine their methods of producing images and detailed communication in
images. In the following essay, I would like to develop certain theoretical reflec-
tions on media and representation in management film using three theses as a
guide. Central to my reflections is the film series INDUSTRIAL MANAGEMENT,
which was produced by the textbook publisher McGraw-Hill and was also dis-
tributed in Europe. The theses cover the following three fields:

1. Production context and reception history. Taking the specific historical and med-
ia production contexts of McGraw-H