
Iris Barry and the Art of Film: A Pioneering
Legacy
: The Visionary Curator

Iris Barry (1895-1969) was a visionary curator, historian, and critic who
played a pivotal role in the development and appreciation of film as an art
form. Born in Ireland, Barry's passion for cinema began in the early 1920s,
a time when film was still considered a mere form of entertainment.
However, Barry saw beyond the ephemeral nature of films, recognizing
their artistic and cultural significance.
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Groundbreaking Exhibitions at MoMA

In 1935, Barry became the first curator of film at the Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA) in New York City. This appointment marked a watershed moment
for film as an art form, providing it with a prestigious institutional home.
Barry curated groundbreaking exhibitions at MoMA, showcasing the works
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of legendary filmmakers such as Charlie Chaplin, Sergei Eisenstein, and
D.W. Griffith.

Through these exhibitions, Barry presented film as a legitimate art form, on
par with painting, sculpture, and literature. She believed that film had the
potential to express complex emotions, convey historical events, and
explore the human condition in a profound way.

Film Preservation and Archiving

Barry's legacy extends beyond her curatorial work. She was a tireless
advocate for film preservation and archiving, recognizing the importance of
protecting cinematic heritage for future generations. She co-founded the
Film Library of the Museum of Modern Art, which became one of the
world's leading repositories of film artifacts.

Barry's efforts helped ensure that countless films, including silent classics
and experimental works, were preserved and made accessible to scholars,
students, and the general public. Through her advocacy, she established a
framework for safeguarding the history of cinema.

Influential Film Scholarship

In addition to her curatorial and preservation work, Barry was also a prolific
writer and critic. She published numerous articles and books on film history,
theory, and aesthetics. Her writings provided invaluable insights into the
development of cinema and influenced generations of filmmakers, scholars,
and enthusiasts.

Barry's scholarship was characterized by its clarity, depth, and passionate
belief in the artistic potential of film. She argued that film was a unique



medium capable of capturing the complexities of human experience and
transcending cultural boundaries.

Education and Outreach

Iris Barry was also a dedicated educator and mentor. She organized
lectures, screenings, and workshops at MoMA, reaching out to diverse
audiences and fostering a deeper appreciation for film. She believed that
film education was essential for cultivating critical thinking and expanding
cultural horizons.

Barry's influence as an educator extended beyond MoMA. She served on
the faculty of New York University and Columbia University, teaching
courses on film history and criticism. Her students included many who went
on to become prominent figures in the world of cinema.

Legacy and Impact

Iris Barry's pioneering contributions to film have left an indelible mark on
the art form. Her work as a curator, preservationist, critic, and educator
helped to establish film as a legitimate field of study and appreciation.

Barry's legacy continues to inspire contemporary filmmakers, scholars, and
curators. She remains a role model for those who believe in the power of
film to enlighten, entertain, and provoke.

: A Visionary Pioneer

Iris Barry was a visionary pioneer who dedicated her life to the art of film.
Through her groundbreaking exhibitions, advocacy for preservation,
influential scholarship, and educational efforts, she transformed the way we
think about and experience cinema.



Her legacy reminds us of the enduring power of art to shape our
understanding of the world and connect us across time and cultures. Iris
Barry's contributions will continue to inspire and guide generations to come.
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