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1

Film and History: Artifact and 
Experience1

Warren I. Susman

For most historians films are first and foremost artifacts, human-made 
objects for particular human use much like the many other objects with 
which man fills his environment. For some historians these artifacts, 
again like many others, can become, in the historians’ limited special 
vocabulary, “documents” or “sources”—works that can be read in such a 
way as to provide knowledge of the history of the people who make and 
use such objects. Not all historians are comfortable with such sources: 
they appear too slippery, too easily manipulated. Others confine their 
use to service as additional evidence confirming what they have 
already learned from the use of “harder” data: films of the Depression 
era “document” social tensions that historians know initially from 
social surveys; science fiction films of the 1950s “demonstrate” the anxi-
eties of the period of McCarthy and the Cold War, already common 
knowledge as the result of research on Congressional investigations or 
detailed study of newspapers.

Yet historians do have, in their own pre-professional past, a major 
work that offers at least encouragement for a wider view of such 
artifacts. In The New Science, Giambattista Vico argued that there were, 
in fact, only three “totally incorruptible” sources for true historical 
knowledge: language, mythologies, and antiquities. Antiquities—literary 
monuments and the like—embodied the “beliefs of the age,” the 
“common sense” of a people, the unquestioned and unreflected-
upon assumptions held by all. Mythologies revealed the real “civic 
history” of the first peoples and expressed the way they saw, understood, 
and reacted to the world around them. Words and images were 
natural symbols by which men expressed their feelings, attitudes, and 
thoughts. In analyzing these, the historian might witness “the develop-
ment of the morphology of the symbolic system” which was “one 
with the growth of a culture of which it is the central organ.” Thus, 
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2 Film and History: Artifact and Experience

as Isaiah Berlin, one of Vico’s ablest interpreters, sums up, “language, 
myths, antiquities reflect the various fashions in which the social or 
economic or spiritual problems or realities were refracted in the minds 
of our ancestors.” They were—primitive and distorted as they might 
often be—important ways of recognizing social facts and reacting to 
them. If historians asked of them the right questions—always treating 
them seriously, if not literally—they might find that they had raised a 
curtain on the past enabling them to reconstruct, not simply a parade 
of famous men, significant events, and major institutions, but the very 
way of life, the very “style” of an entire society. But the new questions 
to be asked of old familiar data were what was important:

What kind of men can have talked, written . . . created as these men 
did? What must the natures and lives of such men have been, and what 
kind of social experiences must have shaped them, to have generated the 
successive stages through which they developed? Can a fixed order or 
pattern of such stages be shown to follow . . . from the changing nature 
of such men, or, may it be, of all men and societies as such? . . . What 
comes into being, at what time, in what fashion?

I am, of course, aware that Vico is speaking of ancient peoples, peoples 
without our modern exceptional self-consciousness and our sophisti-
cated command of powerful technology. Further, I am not fully 
prepared to commit myself to the idea that film may be one of the 
“incorruptible” historical sources, as later comments on the problems 
of film text and contexts will suggest. But I am convinced that, as 
artifact, the individual film and the sequence of films that makes the 
history of the moving-image media can be analyzed in very much 
the way that Vico uses languages, myth, and antiquities. The result 
would offer us—along with the study of other cultural products—clues 
to the symbolic system basic to the culture, the fundamental patterns 
of belief, stated and unstated, the ways of responding to problems and 
realities that define the essence of a society, its style.

To move in this direction, historians must probe at least four 
questions that key on the relationship between “history” and “film.” 
Each provides a special problematic of its own; each raises methodo-
logical issues centering on the complex relationship between “text” and 
“context,” “film” and “history.”

First, in what sense can film be seen as a product of history, and 
what do we learn as we treat it this way? We know that film and what 
we associate with the modern media is a function of a particular 
time and a particular place: they became possible at a given moment 
historians have designated the Communication Revolution, a period 
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Warren I. Susman 3

when the application of new sources of power produced a series of 
remarkable inventions that facilitated an incredibly rapid movement 
of men, goods, services, and ideas. One of the most amazing conse-
quences of these developments was the liberation of sound and image 
from any grounding in a specific time or a particular place. This was 
related to new ways of perceiving the world itself, and even new ideas 
about perception: an intellectual revolution with radically different 
ideas about time and space. But there was, as well, a significant trans-
formation of the social order: historians speak of an Organizational 
Revolution, new forms of human organization that became chara-
cteristic of the culture, including the vital corporate form that a whole 
economic order depended upon. This Organizational Revolution, 
made possible in large part by the revolution in communications 
itself, produced a New Class: a growing group within the social order 
with considerable power who were neither traditional workers nor 
owners of the productive operations of the society. Rather, these 
were salaried or self-employed professional, engineers, managers, 
experts, technicians, white-collar workers, providers of service and 
ideas rather than goods. These changes were also accompanied by 
alterations in ideology or, at the very least, a movement toward a 
system of values and beliefs that challenged the long-established 
views of the traditional world of the Republican, Puritan, Pioneer, 
Producer-Capitalist. All of these transformations created tensions 
within and between each of the orders, changes often proceeding at 
different rates in the different orders.

If film is, in fact, the product of these changes—and that proposi-
tion is worth a firm effort to establish—it may be possible to examine 
individual films, groups of films, or the total sequences of all films in 
such a way as to discover the particular relationship that prevailed 
between the various orders at any particular moment in time or 
in any specific place. A film represents a significant arrangement of 
technology, social organization, and moral ideas; it comes into existence 
within the particular boundaries of a polity and an economy. The 
production history of a film itself thus often re-enacts the larger 
historical movement of forces, and the examination of a film can 
inform us of these developments. Moreover, the system of representa-
tion the filmmaker uses is a key to his ideological vision; in knowing 
how he perceives his world, we may have some insight into the view 
of a whole class, if not a whole culture. He may select certain tech-
nical devices (of narrative, for example) from the “past” but use them 
in ways that reveal something of the changes in the three orders 
that have or have not occurred. A technically avant-garde art may 
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4 Film and History: Artifact and Experience

be used to present a content that is morally traditional. A culture can be 
most easily recognized in terms of a series of words, images, sounds, 
rhythms, that are characteristically its own; each of these has a history 
and a careful examination of these histories—the changes in words, 
images, sounds, and the possible interrelationships between such 
changes—may give us the fundamental clues about the changes in 
the culture itself. Images and even sequences of images, for example, 
have their histories; how they are used and changed may tell us a good 
deal about the emerging symbolic system. A film and its many aspects 
each has its own history; those histories, in turn, can be examined as 
products of a larger history as well.

The second question may appear but a variant on the first: in 
what sense does a film reflect the society in which it is made and 
therefore tell us something about that time and that place that is of 
value for the historian? This is the question most often asked and 
most often too simply answered. In the most elemental sense—if 
not by definition—it is impossible to imagine any cultural product 
that doesn’t “reflect” the culture. The issues ought, rather, to be the 
special or significant way in which this is, in fact, the case. In the most 
basic sense, films as source serve the historian as a museum does: 
providing vivid data about the way people looked, how they dressed, 
what they did and how they loved. Historians continue to mine this 
record. (Interestingly, in one most obvious area historians have failed to 
use their source: films provide a brilliant record of human movement, 
human speech, human gesture, and in terms of what we know about 
the significance of such operations in various cultures, it is surpris-
ing that historians have not devoted attention to these changing 
aspects of the human body in social arrangements and movements as 
they changed over time.) Historians also use films as a vital source 
of information on what people believed, their basic interests, values, 
and concerns at a particular moment in time. Films become an index 
to the key problems of a period and even more importantly, the 
way those problems were perceived. Too often historians fail to be 
alert to the warning Vico provides us: the words and images may 
contain disguised or unconscious assumptions and perceptions, clues 
to issues and concerns often fundamental to the filmmakers, but not 
obvious because we fail in our effort to see as they saw, feel as they 
felt. Obvious sociological reference frequently obscures less obvious 
but even more vital psychological reference. Recent re-examinations 
of the gangster films of the 1930s show an overwhelming concern 
about the nature and meaning of manhood that was often overlooked 
by those who picked up the more immediate clues to social issues 
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Warren I. Susman 5

they were already aware of as a consequence of the Depression. And, 
finally, the very nature of the film, form as well as content, image as 
well as idea, reveals the “period” of which it comes—a vision of style. 
Historians can refer to a film of the 1930s or the 1960s and we can 
be aware of certain visual, technical, and thematic similarities that 
make such allusions meaningful. Yet, we need to work toward a more 
precise realization of questions of historical style and its meaning. 
There are here, too, methodological dangers that make it difficult 
for us to deal with often brutal conflicts of style and theme within a 
so-called period that go often unattended. Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard 
(1950) and Kelly and Donen’s Singin’ In the Rain (1952) offer us not 
only two different Hollywoods, but also two different histories of 
Hollywood; both are early 1950s films that achieved considerable criti-
cal acclaim, professional awards, and enthusiastic audience responses. 
How can the same culture claim both?

Third, this suggests the even more significant issues that are involved 
in the question of how film operates as an interpreter of history, the 
provider of an explanation of historical development, and an analysis 
of the process of history itself. This is not only a question of subject 
matter. There are few major events and develop ments and fewer major 
historical figures from the American and European past that have not 
been translated into words and images on both the large and the small 
screen. But even more important than this, the filmmaker, simply 
because he operates directly in terms of the actual manipulation of 
time and space, because in his editing he makes arrangements of time 
and space that shatter simple chronology, the traditional unities of time 
and space act as an historian faced with the same problem of finding 
the proper arrangement of materials to provide a view of the process 
which is his history. Thus, films demonstrate—even if unconsciously 
and even when the subject matter is not specifically historical—a 
vision of history as process. Master directors who are self-conscious 
in their craft impose a vision of history—how it happens and what it 
means—that may have a significant impact on those who see his films. 
John Ford is perhaps the most influential historian of the United States 
in the twentieth century. Not only do his films provide a particular 
view of American development through his treatment of a variety 
of major historical experiences, but they provide as well a philosophy of 
history, a vision of the process and its meaning that I suspect many 
Americans, at least in Ford’s lifetime, held or came to hold in some 
measure because of his art.

With the issue of interpretation, we begin to move with film itself 
to the larger culture where we began. Our fourth question concerns 
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6 Film and History: Artifact and Experience

itself with the possible role of film as agent in history: how does film 
shape history? If it is a product of the historical process, a reflection of 
historical development, an interpretation of that history, can it also be 
said to be itself a transformer or maker of history? Again, the answers 
range from the simple to the most problematic. Films can have an 
impact on lifestyles: establishment of fashions in dress and home 
design; patterns of behavior; characteristic language and speech. The 
idea of audiences imitating films, using films as a standard by which 
to judge one’s own life, offers an exceptional area for investigation 
that must lead us beyond the Payne studies’ obsession with the fact that 
young boys like to be like Little Caesar. The public involvement with 
the roles stars play on the screen and the “real” lives of the stars—the 
whole world of fans and gossip that color our vision of the world—
raises important questions: why is this so and what are the cultural 
consequences? Life may indeed imitate art, but such imitations 
are not trivial. That kind of behavior can often reveal even ideologi-
cal matters of considerable importance: everyday life often provides 
major clues to the structure of consciousness and the symbolic and 
moral order. What audiences select—and what they choose not to 
imitate—makes the issue even more complex, for neither all stars 
nor all roles become sources for imitation. From films, as well, come 
many of the major icons that are fundamental to the culture. It is 
possible to begin to think in terms of a set of images, words, and 
sounds that form the basis for an iconography crucial in particular 
eras or fundamental in specific ways to the life of the culture in our 
century. Some film images, for example, develop and retain a special 
meaning outside the “text” of the film itself. The image of King Kong 
atop the Empire State Building remains a significant American icon 
to generations who have never seen the film and to millions of non-
Americans who continue to associate that image with American life 
and culture. Further, the “independent” role of such icons provides a 
special problem: it is part of the “context” from which we now must 
view the text. It impinges upon what we may mean by the text.

Thus, with the question of film as agent in history, the historian 
has moved away from the traditional vision of the film as artifact 
and has moved specifically toward the second aspect of the historian’s 
involvement with the film: as significant experience of women, men, 
and children in the twentieth century. Film is an important and, for 
some, a fundamental aspect of life in our time, and we must understand 
it as part of that huge field of interest, itself as invention and concern 
of our century, as Henri LeFebvre has brilliantly argued.2 (It should 
be noted, of course, that film is one of the most important agents in 
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Warren I. Susman 7

our desire to explore and record every aspect of that very everyday 
life, a fact that provides an ideological rationale for the entire film 
enterprise itself.) For an understanding of the film as experience, the 
historian must ask a completely new set of questions, and even seek a 
whole new set of materials for investigation. Here, the scholar’s inter-
est in no longer in the “document” or the text; rather, it centers on 
the context in which that document is experienced, the environment 
that may help shape the response and, even, meaning of the text and 
relate it to other aspects of life experience in the larger culture. Only 
a few examples should, at least, suggest the range of questions this 
raises: films themselves offer calculated images of the own worlds and 
work that may shape audience perceptions of film efforts: a particular 
view of Hollywood and what it is about; the publicity campaigns, 
the advertising, the promotions that sharply color our experience of 
a particular film; posters and still photographs (sometimes scenes not 
in the final film text as released); the glamour and the gossip; the 
fan apparatus—all of these have consequences of major importance. 
There is, as well, that contribution made by the particular manner 
and location of presentation or performance: the majestic and dimly-
lighted movie palace and the comfortable well-lighted living room. 
There may even be, after all, a fundamental relationship between the 
question of viewing space and time (season as well as time of day) 
and the issue of social or ideological concern. Motion pictures were, 
in some sense, a response to the urgent social question much debated 
in the period in which the movies were born: how can an individual 
survive in a world of the crowd? Not only were the technical devices 
ideally suited to illustrate effectively and dramatically the problem 
(crowd “splendor” versus the close-up), but the huge theatre in which 
a patron sat among that very crowd heightened the audience’s feeling 
of the problem. Filmmakers were aware of what was happening: 
the final moments of King Vidor’s The Crowd (1928) make this clear. 
The camera pulls back and the family, central to Vidor’s drama, is 
finally realized by the audience to be only a very small element in 
a huge audience doing precisely the same thing. Television oper-
ates, often, on a very different premise. At least since the brilliant 
developments of the 1950s, television has frequently concentrated its 
cameras on the American family and its problems and joys. In a world 
increasingly concerned about the maintenance of a strong family life 
in the United States, television devoted much of its attention to that 
unit. As if to heighten the effect, the viewing area for much of TV is 
the living room—or, better yet, in the special language of the 1950s 
family room.
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8 Film and History: Artifact and Experience

The question of audience, difficult as it always is, is an imperative for 
the historian of the film experience. This issue is especially complex. 
The experience we are discussing is social: if we do not share it with 
others in a theatre, in a bar, or living room, we share it by exchanging 
notes with others about our experience of it. Sometimes we have 
films specifically crafted for a particular audience; perhaps no films 
ever made could have such specific knowledge of its intended audience 
as Capra’s Why We Fight series. But the producers’ intentions represent 
only one aspect of the larger issue—where, when, with whom was 
the film seen?

The whole question of attendance raises the issue of film as ritual: 
that people go (or don’t go) to the movies or watch (or don’t watch) 
television, may be more important than what they see. The whole 
system of distribution colors that question of ritual attendance as well—
what is available to whom and when and how? This, in turn, suggests 
the problem of programming and how it affects our experience. More 
work has been done on this important question for television—when 
and where do news programs appear and with what effect—than 
programming in films: how does continuous performance (with the 
audience wandering in and out), double features, the ritual bill (short 
subjects, previews of coming attractions, newsreels, cartoons, etc.) affect 
the experience of certain films? But the success of various films should 
never lead the historian to forget those who refuse to become an 
audience not only for particular films, but for all films: there was, from 
the start, a vigorous resistance to the world of moving images, a series 
of critical debates, a continuous effort at censorship—all of which are 
crucial in any effort to analyze the film experience or even frequent 
particular film texts.

Any examination of audience immediately raises the question that 
those who undergo any film experience are also operating at the same 
time in a culture in which they are being affected by other popular 
cultural instruments as well. Students of film need to pay attention 
to all aspects of the popular culture, especially those born out of 
the same universe as film, not as a special academic exercise in inter-
disciplinary studies but rather because the audience for one is usually 
the audience for all; and because the media borrow from one another, 
reinforce one another, play upon significant shared relationships. 
Sound was always part of the film experience, and the aim to record 
both sound and image centered even in the same inventor—Edison. 
The still photograph and photographer haunts the world of film; figures 
from the comics show up constantly; the world of radio and, especially, 
the world of the newspaper and newspaperman form almost a genre; the 
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Warren I. Susman 9

changing world of popular music is a common film subject. These 
are but a few examples. There is a world of popular culture in which 
films function and which films comment upon. Those interrelation-
ships are important in any cultural analysis. There is, of course, at 
the same time, an increasing self-conscious interest of filmmakers in 
the so-called high arts and an interesting continuing story of their 
use of images and perceptions from that area as well: the relation-
ship between the various cultural forms becomes essential if we are 
to know the full meaning of the experience of Americans with the 
moving image itself.

It must be remembered that film in all its forms developed as a 
part of a series of aspirations of a class which wished somehow to be 
able to preserve for time a world of sound, motion, and color. Thus, 
in an important way, film is but an aspect of a cultural drive basic to 
the experience of everyday life so fundamental as to form the base 
of a new culture itself. Furthermore, the historian can never forget 
that, in this world—ever-dependent on an increasingly complex 
technology and therefore requiring ever more sharp divisions of 
labor, speciali zation, and professionalization—the possibility for the 
individual or amateur has grown, rather than disappeared, with 
ever-increasing consequences. There are home-movies and movie 
video-tapes (as well as amateur photographers and wide sales of tape 
recorders) and this very fact raises questions, not only about profes-
sional and amateurs, but also about the interrelationship between 
the two worlds: everyman his own filmmakers while at the same time 
the audience for the work of others. This aspect of participation—the 
vast increase of participation as maker as well as audience—is too 
important an aspect of the experi ence with moving images in our 
time to be ignored.

All of this suggests important questions about the relationship 
between text – the film as artifact—and the context—the film as 
experience. History too, represents two separate things: it is the ongoing 
flux of human experience over time and space, and the effort by men 
and women to order and struggle that experience in an effort to 
provide special meaning. That work itself—the history—also becomes 
an artifact and it, in turn, operates within a context as it becomes part 
of that flux of experience again. The historian sees the film in order, 
first, to reconstruct the major symbolic system that is at the core of the 
culture. But this very involvement becomes itself a part of the context, 
part of the world of experience. Thus, the text never remains static or 
even constant: text and context interrelate in history itself, and in the 
work of the historian.
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10 Film and History: Artifact and Experience

Notes

1. This paper was originally presented at the Astoria Foundation in 
New York in November 1983. It was then reprinted for Film and History 
(1985) and is reprinted here with permission of the editor.

2. Henri LeFebvre (1901–91), French sociologist, wrote The Critique of 
Everyday Life (1947) and The Production of Space (1974), among other 
works.
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