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The archives

• established 1982 in New York City;  
now operating out of San Francisco, 
alongside the Prelinger Library, a private 
research library open to the public

• managed by Rick Prelinger and  
Megan Shaw Prelinger

• collections acquired by the Library of 
Congress in 2002
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A film collection

• Over 125,000 films: 45,000 completed. 
Approximately 60% of the completed films 
are in the public domain. Preprint materials 
available for approximately 40% of them.

• Videotape masters or viewing copies 
available for approximately 5,000 films,  
but mandate to avoid collecting 
productions that originated on video.

All statistics from 2008 collection summary.



Ephemeral cinema
“Ephemeral films were generally  
produced to fulfill specific objectives at 
specific times, and most often were not 
considered to be of value afterwards. 
In retrospect, they provide unparalleled 
evidence of the visual appearance and 
ambiance of their time, and function as 
rich, evocative, and often entertaining 
documentation of the American past.”

—Prelinger Archives collections summary

top: Sniffles and Sneezes, Audio Productions, Inc. 
(1955)

middle: [Brunette], undated.
bottom: 122 Eyes, Hardcastle Films [195-?]



Ephemeral cinema

A different kind of orphan works: 
orphan films may have a clear copyright 
holder, but their (lack of) desire or ability 
to preserve these films puts the materials’ 
existence at risk.

top: Dating: Do’s and Don’ts, Coronet Instructional 
Films (1949)

middle: San Francisco earthquake footage (1906)
bottom: Detroit: City on the Move, Jam Handy 

Organization (1965)



Collections

• 40,000+ catalogue records detail completed 
titles, finding aids for another 5,000

• Acquired from companies, libraries, 
museums, educational institutions, 
individual donors



Prelinger Archives online
via http://archive.org
• Searchable, sortable; 

folksonomically tagged
• Metadata entered by a 

small user community
• Digitized from video 

transfers, available in a 
variety of digital formats, 
including torrents



“Need keyword”
• Yes, you do



Subject matter

The Private Life of a Cat, Alexander Hammid and Maya Deren (1947)



Educational films
• By educational institutions 

and film production 
companies, generally for 
use in classrooms

• Instructive, documentary
• Many of them capture a 

specific postwar moment 
– new forms of prosperity, 
new technologies, new 
ways of socializing

The Librarian,  
Burton Holmes Films (1947)



Physical Aspects of Puberty,  
Crawley Films (1953)



Service and Citizenship,  
Coronet Instructional Films (1951)



Government films
• Produced by various 

agencies of government,  
at various levels

• Significant role in 
communicating military 
campaigns to the 
homefront, as well as in 
reconstruction projects

• Marking the advent of 
television as a means for 
communicating with the 
public – key in Cold War 
civil defense initiatives

Democracy at Work in Rural 
Puerto Rico, U.S. Department of 
Agriculture [1940s]



Our Enemy: The Japanese,  
U.S. Office of War Information, 
Bureau of Motion Pictures (1943)



The 16mm Motion Picture 
Projector: Care and Maintenance 
U.S. Air Force, Air Photographic 
and Charting Service (1961)



Advertisements and 
industrial films
• Stimulating postwar 

industry, and mass 
consumption to go along 
with the mass production 
of goods

• Trade association 
sponsorship of media 
production

How to Use the Dial Phone,  
American Telephone and 
Telegraph Co. (1927)



On Guard! The Story of SAGE,  
IBM Corporation,  
Military Products Division [1956?]



Newsreels
• How were the events of an 

era communicated to the 
population? Consider the 
spaces they were viewed 
in, the time delay...

Newsreel, Kinograms (1924)



The News Magazine of the Screen  
(volume 7, issue 4),  
Warner Pathé News (1956)



Soundies
• The art of the early music 

video, pay-per-play 
distribution

A Jazz Etude, Castle Films (1941)



Amateur films
• The visual representation 

of everyday life
• Home movies: what were 

people filming, now that 
the technology is in the 
hands of consumers?

• Expanding the realm of 
national cinema

[A Trip Down Market Street 
Before the Fire], Miles Brothers 
(1906)



San Francisco, Tullio Pellegrini 
(1906)



Relevance

The House in the Middle, National 
Paint, Varnish and Lacquer 
Association (1954)



What is preserved?

• The televisual translation of broader 
social initiatives (mental hygiene, civil 
defense) aimed at producing hard workers, 
consumers, and good Americans

• Wartime and postwar industry and ideology
• “Everyday life”: Domestic spaces, evolving 

gender roles
• Aesthetics: not just in film, but in landscape

Communism, Coronet Instructional Films (1952)



Landscape
• Visualizing the built 

environment, the 
movements taking place 
within it, the politics, 
affects, and occupants of 
these places

• Who shapes landscape?
• How do they change 

over time?
• Some of the most 

documented landscapes 
in the Prelinger Archives: 
highway landscapes



Highway landscapes
• Governments, automakers, 

educational film companies 
in the driving school market, 
amateur filmmakers...

• Cars, trucks, and highways 
enabled new mobilities, 
markets, urban and 
suburban landscapes, 
as well as these corridor 
spaces...

Caltrans film

Freedom of the American Road, 
Part II, MPO Productions (1955)

https://archive.org/details/tmp_50522


Challenges
“While most archivists feel that every film and 
video is unique and every frame is precious, 
it’s not easy to define what it means to lose 
some. Retaining many instantiations of similar 
occurrences (a million Christmases, a hundred 
auto sales training films) strengthens the corpus 
of human documentation, but confuses it at the 
same time, and we can never really know what it 
means not to have saved everything.”

—Rick Prelinger in Contents (2013)



A specific, but 
significant criticism: 
sex work, and the 
right to be forgotten
• Many digitized films of 

strippers and burlesque 
performers

• The ethics of digitization 
and hosting despite the 
public domain status




