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pension plan for salaried and
unionized employees during the
past two years, to achieve compa-
rability with the faculty pension
plan. Another was the adverse
e≠ects of low interest rates on the
prior plan, which had previously
generated net income for the Uni-
versity. Pension costs doubled as
a result. More conservative as-
sumptions about future rates of
return on plan assets almost
guarantee higher pension costs in
the current fiscal year, Berman
said, and for the future as well if
interest rates remain low. Health-
benefit costs continued to surge,
having risen nearly 90 percent
during the past five years, and 
updated assumptions about fu-
ture costs drove the expense for post-
retirement benefits up some 60 percent.

Given these adverse factors, the rein-
ing-in of expenses elsewhere in the Uni-
versity’s books can be taken as something
of a victory. Similarly, the growth in rev-
enues appears relatively favorable. During
fiscal year 2002, distributions from the
endowment to support operations were
increased by $134 million (21 percent), to
$749 million (plus $85.2 million for All-
ston costs). But then austerity set in: in
fiscal year 2003, endowment funds dis-
tributed rose just 2 percent, to $770.7 mil-
lion (plus the Allston assessment, an-
other $80 million). Taking up some of the
slack were faster growth in tuition in-
come than in the prior year, and a 15 per-
cent rise in gifts for current use, to $151.9
million: “Not the disaster that one might
have expected, given the economy,”
Berman said. The rate of growth in spon-
sored-research support also doubled, to 6
percent, bringing in $548.9 million in
such funds.

The net result was that Harvard’s bud-
get surplus narrowed to $40 million: a
surplus of nearly $70 million in operations
supported by restricted funds, partly
o≠set by a deficit of nearly $30 million in
operations dependent on unrestricted
funds—the latter a “disheartening” out-
come, Berman said. That makes her priori-
ties for the future simple: “We’re focusing
on expense growth,” pursuing savings
wherever attainable to achieve level ad-

ministrative spending, if possible, in the
near future (see “Barer-Bones Budgets,”
November-December 2003, page 58).

Within the schools, the process may be
subtler, but the pressures are the same.
The University’s fringe-benefit rates ap-
plied to wage and salary costs will rise by
about 8 percentage points (some $89 mil-
lion) for fiscal year 2005, beginning July 1.
The Corporation decided on December 8
that the endowment payout will increase
by 4 percent for fiscal 2005—twice the
2004 boost, to help with the benefits bur-

den—but projects only 3 percent increas-
es for fiscal 2006 and beyond. So in FAS’s
next budget, for example, benefit costs
alone will rise by twice as much as its in-
vestment income (the source of half its
revenue). With very large buildings in
construction (see page 71) and more than
half a million square feet of FAS labora-
tory space proceeding through design and
permitting—and a commitment to hire
more professors to populate them—larger
fixed costs, and uncomfortably tight fi-
nances, loom in the relatively near future.
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Film Archive 
Goes Silver
Recently, a caller from the Austrian
Film Museum in Vienna had two ques-
tions for Bruce Jenkins, Cavell curator of
the Harvard Film Archive: Do you have a
copy of Sherlock Jr., the 1924 silent-film clas-
sic starring Buster Keaton? And if so, is it
full-picture width—not cropped, as many
silent pictures were, in a later release, to
make room for a sound track? Happily, the
answer to both questions was yes, and the
archive sent the film to Austria. “Some-
times we have the best existing print of 
a film—or even the only print,” Jenkins 
explains. There is, for example, “a deli-
ciously rare film noir—Detour, made in
1945 by Edgar G. Ulmer, the king of the B-

films,” he says. “We lend it out sparingly.”
That is but one of nearly 9,000 films in

the Harvard Film Archive. This fall the
archive, founded in 1979, began a year-
long celebration of its twenty-fifth an-
niversary with a benefit screening of Mys-
tic River, the new, highly regarded picture
from director Clint Eastwood. (Before the
film rolled in Sanders Theatre, Eastwood,
on videotape, saluted the Film Archive’s
milestone.) A few weeks later, director
Errol Morris showed his new documen-
tary, The Fog of War, based on interviews
with former U.S. Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara, M.B.A. ’39, LL.D. ’62.
In November, the first film ever screened
at the archive, Ernst Lubitsch’s Lady Win-
dermere’s Fan (1925), was projected with
live piano accompaniment. A spring event
will feature actor Tommy Lee Jones ’69, a

Facility Expenditures
A bull market in bricks and mortar, as Harvard’s annual investments in
building projects and acquisitions exceed a half-billion dollars during
the past three fiscal years (figures in millions of dollars)
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longtime member of the archive’s board.
The archive’s collection extends back

to the silent-film era and includes Holly-
wood classics, B-movies, and documen-
taries, shorts, animation, art, and feature
films from all over the world. Each year
the collection grows by 15 to 20 movies—
though there are occasional windfalls,
like the acquisition of 30 Ukrainian films
in 2002. The archive has rarities such as
the only prints in the United States of 
Innocence Unprotected, W.R: Mysteries of the 
Organism, and Sweet Movie, all by promi-
nent Yugoslav director Dusan Makavejev.
German cinema is another strong point:
the Bavarian Film Fund, which under-
writes about 80 percent of all contempo-
rary German films, gives Harvard a print
of any movie it backs. “Harvard will be-
come the place to study contemporary
German cinema,” says Jenkins, “because

we will have a very thorough collection.”
Year by year, negatives of student films

made by concentrators in visual and envi-
ronmental studies (VES) also accumulate.
“These will be valuable for future genera-
tions,” says Ste≠en Pierce, the archive’s as-
sistant curator. The archive has Badlands
and Days of Heaven, directed by Terence
Malick ’65, and Supermarket Sweep, a student
film by Darren Aronofsky ’91, who later
donated a copy of his features Pi and Re-
quiem for a Dream. Producer Michael Fitz-
gerald ’73 gave a copy of his Wise Blood. The
collection also includes Salaam Bombay! by
director Mira Nair ’79 and three Oscar-
winning films from Edward Zwick ’74:
Glory, which he directed, and two he pro-
duced, Tra∞c and Shakespeare in Love.

The Film Archive not only collects films
but plays them—often and well. From the
beginning, its guiding premise has been to

show movies as they
were intended to be
seen: projected in
their correct aspect
ratio for a theater au-
dience. “The experi-
ence of movies is
radically altered
when they are seen
outside the context
of a live audience,”
Jenkins says. “Lots of
comedies—Chaplin,
the Marx Brothers,
the Keystone Cops
—were even cut for a
pacing that allows
the audience to get
the gag and laugh.”
In the Carpenter
Center’s downstairs
theater, the archive’s
year-round film fes-
tival screens one 
or two films nearly
every night. Audi-
ences arrive from 
all over Boston, and
frequently include
Harvard students
who have been as-
signed various mov-
ies to watch for a
wide range of cours-
es. Certain films—

required viewing for VES concentra-
tors—are screened annually.

Few understand, however, that watch-
ing films wears them out. Every time a
movie is projected, it takes a toll on the
celluloid: sprocket holes tear, scratches
mar the picture, projector oil coats the
film, and with time, the image itself can
chemically decompose. In other words,
movies are mortal. The archive had to de-
cline a California art house’s request to
borrow a very rare Satyajit Ray film, Days
and Nights in the Forest (1969), because they
wanted to screen it six times. “Film is a
perishable commodity, “ says Pierce. “but
if you don’t show the film, there’s no point
in having it.”

How the film gets projected matters.
Today nearly all first-run movie theaters
project their movies o≠ platters. Six to
eight reels of a feature are spliced into one

At the Harvard Film Archive Conservation Center in Watertown, conservators Karin Segal (left) and Julie Buck pose with
the Steenbeck flatbed, used to inspect films for sound and image quality.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  Tr a c y  Po w e l l
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enormous strip of film that lies coiled on a
disk, three feet across, that rotates hori-
zontally in the projection booth. This al-
lows one projectionist to service several
screens in a multiplex. But “All that splic-
ing loses footage, and can scratch the
film,” says film conservator Julie Buck,
who works at the archive’s Film Conser-
vation Center in Watertown. Only a
handful of theaters in the Boston area,
Carpenter Center included, change reels
during projection.

From 1889 until 1952, film stock was
mostly cellulose nitrate (“nitrate”), an ex-
tremely flammable material. Projecting ni-
trate films requires special booths and
projectors with water-cooled gates, and
only a few places in the world—such as
the British Film Institute, UCLA, and the
George Eastman House in Rochester—
can show them. Harvard owns 15 nitrate
films, but even the Harvard Depository in
Southborough, Massachusetts, can’t house
them safely. Cinema Arts, a specialized
private concern in Pennsylvania’s Pocono
Mountains, stores Harvard’s small but
precious collection.

From 1952 on, cellulose triacetate (“ac-
etate” or “safety film”) supplanted nitrate;
since the early 1990s, polyester has be-
come the norm. Acetate film is fireproof
but also decomposes; the acrid smell of
“ vinegar syndrome” is unmistakable.
Eventually, of course, all media wear out,
which is why “the most valuable thing we
have is our original material,” says Pierce.
Original material includes camera nega-
tives, fine-grain masters (the highest qual-
ity of struck print), and nitrate film. “You
don’t screen original material at all,” ex-
plains assistant conservator Karin Segal.
“You use it to make new prints.”

Making new prints—or transferring,
say, a nitrate film onto acetate or polyester
stock—inevitably diminishes image qual-
ity. And the negatives wear out, too, as
they are used to strike new prints; for this
reason, filmmakers often make 15 or 20
negatives, including at least one that is
never used.

“Film preservation mostly has to do with
making new prints from original mater-
ial,” explains Buck, “while conservation in-
volves working with what you have.”
Until Buck was hired a year ago, less than
20 percent of the archive’s films had been

carefully inspected or repaired. After two
more years of conservation work by Buck
and Segal, the archive will be in good posi-
tion to preserve the movies that need it. “If
a film is damaged beyond repair, we’ll try
to locate the best possible existing nega-
tive and make a new print,” Buck says. But
negatives lack subtitles and subtitling can
be costly: “You can spend $3,000 for a new
print and another $1,000 on subtitles,”
Pierce explains.

Copying films onto new media like
DVDs may solve some problems but create
others: some families copied their old 8-
millimeter home movies to VHS tapes—
and now find those tapes deteriorating. In
digital recording, the compression of vi-
sual information loses 5 to 10 percent of
the information in the frame: it looks the
same on television, but there is a notice-
able di≠erence on the big screen.

The projector is a remarkable technol-
ogy, essentially unchanged since its inven-
tion in 1895 by the French Lumière broth-
ers. For someone interested in film history,
the projector’s stubborn refusal to evolve
is actually one of its great strengths; opti-
cal disks may make DVDs obsolete in a 
few years, but movie projectors will al-
ways be able to access
the entire history
of the medium.
“That’s one of the
saving graces,” says
Jenkins. “The film
projector is the last
great machine, and
the cinema the last
great medium, of the
machine age.”

To keep film run-
ning through its pro-
jectors, the Film Ar-
chive is launching a
program that will recruit
donors to “adopt” a major
movie like Pote mkin or
Some Like It Hot—100 major
cinematic works are up for
adoption—and support its
upkeep, including cold stor-
age, for 100 years; the archive
figures that it currently costs
about $30 a year to maintain a
movie in top condition. “Like
libraries and museums, we are

trying to provide and protect an extraordi-
nary diversity of work. Cinema stretches
across 107 years, comes from every part of
the world, and is ultimately focused on the
human experience,” says Jenkins. “When
you talk about the Harvard art museums,
you are talking about encyclopedic muse-
ums—we have the same ambitions. The
films that must be maintained in perpetu-
ity are key works in the history of the
medium.”

That’s a vision shared by the archive’s
founders, Stanley Cavell, Cabot professor
of aesthetics and the general theory of
value emeritus, and film director Robert
Gardner, who has retired as a lecturer but
remains an associate of the VES depart-
ment. “Stanley and I used to sit in the
Pamplona [café] and think up the next
hundred films we wanted to have at Har-
vard,” Gardner recalls. “The Film Archive
needs to be recognized as an important
part of the resources available to the Uni-
versity,” he adds. “We play a part in visual
arts, just as book libraries do in scholar-
ship. You cannot have visual studies with-
out visual objects.”

Damaged (left) and repaired
(right) frames from the film
Finnegan's Wake (1967)
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