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The world’s massive holdings of film and video programs, containing
unique and irreplaceable images, are vanishing at an alarming rate.
Victims of age, abuse, and institutional neglect, these vessels of our
shared history may very well be gone within a decade. Indeed,
UNESCO has forecast that 80% of the 200 million hours of the world’s
television and radio are doomed to disappear by 2015.
The programs shot by the BBC are generally safe (although it may be
hard to find some episodes of Dr. Who or Top of the Pops), as are feature
films produced by Hollywood Studios and news stories syndicated by the
Associated Press or Reuters. The danger is resident in the imagery held in
distressed archives, and there are thousands upon thousands of such
archives throughout the world: an African programme exchange in Kenya;
a series of Jamaican cultural programs now in a British warehouse; a
cache of 8mm police videos shot at Beatles’ concerts in Japan. In short,
most of the imagery that documents how we really lived, worked, and
played throughout the 20th century will be gone. We’ll always have
Gone With the Wind, but those 1908 films of Crow Indians re-enacting
their victory at the Little Big Horn may be history.
We’ve been here before: the Film Preservation Foundation, under the
leadership of Martin Scorcese, has estimated that 80% of all films
produced from the turn of the century to the 1930s are already “lost.”
The genesis of the problem is inherent in the physical attributes of the
moving image. Films & video programs, unlike photographs or books, are
not consumable without some kind of special equipment that can display
the images on a screen. And they can take up a lot of space. It becomes
very tempting for a business manager, who is looking for some extra shelf
space, to take those bulky reels of 35mm film or two-inch video or 3/4inch open reels and get them out of the building. Up through the 1940s,
millions of feet of 35mm films were destroyed to reclaim their silver
content (often, the value of that silver was used to fund new films).
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Today, managers may donate the materials to a local historical society,
or (more often) bring in a few extra dumpsters and haul them to a local
landfill (and every so often, some of these buried films resurface, as in
1978, when a bulldozer working in a Canadian Yukon landfill
excavated assumed “lost” films featuring Pearl White, Harold Lloyd,
Douglas Fairbanks, and Lon Chaney, Sr). In any scenario, the value of
the imagery is rarely understood, in either commercial or cultural terms.
And without recognized value, the materials are always vulnerable to
reckless, dangerous, and spontaneous actions.
Ironically, it may appear to the general public that such imagery is more
accessible than ever. You can pull up a 1903 Edison film advertising
Admiral cigarettes on YouTube; or travel with the Middleton Family to the
1939 New York’s World Fair on archive.org. And aren’t there initiatives
at Microsoft and Google and Yahoo to digitize every film ever made in
any language and put them in a searchable database?
Well, yes, there’s a tremendous amount of video out there, but that
confuses the real issue. The big digitization efforts are focused on
commercial properties (such as TV shows and movies) or on easily
accessed and converted materials (like the Pathe/Gaumont Newsreels or
The National Film Board of Canada documentaries), or on centralized
governmental collections (like those held at the U.S. National Archives or
the Institut National de l’Audiovisuel in France). There’s fantastic material
in those collections, and easy access to this alone can appear as access
to every film ever made in any country in any language. But in reality, it
represents perhaps 2% to 3% of our collective moving imagery. That may
be enough to entertain ourselves for a lifetime. But there’s a new visual
world on the horizon, and without access to our true legacy of moving
imagery – without the ability to communicate using visual references from
the past – we’ll be cheating ourselves and future generations from the
most basic building block of the new language arts (more on this later).
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There are certainly a lot of heroic efforts underway to get control of this
problem. At the World Electronic Media Forum, held in Tunis in 2005, I
worked with individuals from the World Broadcasting Unions, the United
Nations, UNESCO, and the Federation of International Federation of
Television Archives to form an ad-hoc committee that would raise
awareness of the problem, and ultimately solicit funds for the restoration
of materials. With a nod from Kofi Annan, our group – the Interorganizational Group on Archives at Risk – was launched, and we have
been able to mobilize some efforts and do some good, particularly with
the remarkable film collections held within the United Nations itself.
There are plenty of others doing good work: a group in Bristol (UK), with
the Biblical acronym ARKIVE, is looking to create “a lasting audio-visual
record of life on earth” and has put out a search for film, video, and
photographs that document over 15,000 individual species that are
extinct or in danger of extinction. The Midwest Media Archive Alliance
(MMAA), based in Chicago, has identified a wide-ranging inventory of
film materials on the American Midwest, and has been working with
MacArthur grantee Media Burn to preserve and digitize thousands of
short, mostly experimental videos; and Godefroy Chabi from Benin,
Maureen Webster Price from Jamaica, Lawrence Atiase from Senegal,
Rithy Panh from Cambodia, Dennis Wa-Ga Maake from South Africa
(and many, many others) have been using international forums to draw
attention to their archival holdings.
The Jamaican audio visual archives, which are controlled primarily by
the National Library of Jamaica, are a new component of the Ministry of
Tourism, Entertainment, and Culture – a structure that is intended to ensure
new attention for the archives. Minister Aloun Ndombet Assamba spoke
at the Audio-Visual Information Network Seminar in Kingston last year. As
a new custodian of the Jamaican visual legacy, she described an almost
genetic drive as justification to preserve the film and video archives of her
nation, and posed this hypothetical question: “If your house is burning
down, and you can only save one thing from the fire, what do you save?”
Her answer, and an answer shared by the crowd, is that we would save
our family’s photographs and home movies. These are the irreplaceable
items, the continuing legacy of the family, the memory of a family. She
made it clear that the audio visual heritage of Jamaica represents the
memory of a nation, and she committed herself to care for it in the same
way that a family would maintain its own photographs and films.

behind an artificial brick wall, effectively saving them from the
destruction. Who tipped him off? I learned from a BBC journalist that
the Afghan Film Studios were alerted to the attack by a member of the
Taliban who was assigned to burn the film. Again, this urge to save our
history runs deep.
More examples? Following the Allied victory in Europe, teams of soldiers
were sent on assignments to gather up all the film materials held in
German and Italian cinemas, and to burn whatever they found, saving
only the newsreels as future evidence in war crime tribunals. Bengt and
Irmgard von zur Mühlen scavenged what remained of German film,
and they bartered with Eastern block countries to gain access to original
negatives documenting German life and history. The result was the
establishment of a private archive, Chronos Film, GmbH, which contains
a reconstructed film record of German history. Bengt von zur Mühlen
made these materials available to documentary filmmakers, and he
produced a variety of historical documentaries of his own, winning
Academy Awards in 1973 and 1980.
And one more great story? Rick Prelinger, another heroic individual
archivist, built a private collection of “ephemeral films” – sponsored
programs made for sales, training, or educational purposes, which
were quickly produced and just as quickly forgotten. Prelinger, who
had been scavenging film archives in search of materials for off-beat
documentaries like Atomic Café, realized that these films often contained
cultural imagery that was unavailable in any other visual format, and he
established the Prelinger Archive to assemble, inventory, and distribute the
materials. This archive is the bedrock foundation of the extensive digital
film offerings at www.archive.org, and Rick has probably done more
than any other individual to incorporate archeological methodologies
into the “tool-kit” of the film archivist.

This primal, instinctual desire was demonstrated with great dramatic effect
in Kabul, Afghanistan. After the Taliban had destroyed ancient Buddhist
statues carved into the Bamyan cliffs, they set their sites on the film
archives at the Afghan Film Studios. There was a public burning of these
films in 2002, a frightening image that was broadcast throughout the
world. Fortunately, Studio Director Abdul Jamil Sarwar had been alerted
to the danger, and had shielded many of his original film negatives
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Most dramatic archive stories, however, do not end happily. Thomas
Edison’s movie studio in the Bronx was burned to the ground in 1914,
and many of his original films were destroyed in the fire. A film explosion
and ensuing fire in Little Ferry, New Jersey in 1937 destroyed many of
the Fox Film Corporation’s silent films. A similar disaster occurred in
1978, ravaging nearly 75% of all the Universal Newsreel out-takes and
many other nitrate films stored in the Suitland, Maryland nitrate facility
(the remaining Universal News films and the associated rights were
donated to the people of the United States, and are now available at
the National Archives for any and all purposes). The Mexican National
Film Archives (Cineteca Nacional) burned to the ground in 1982, and
over 6000 unique films of Mexico’s thriving film industry were lost in
the process. The tsunami destroyed a significant percentage of unique
Indonesian film archives, after striking the Provincial Archives of Aceh
in Banda Aceh on December 26, 2004. Eleven archivists caring for
the collection were also killed. This list goes on and on and on.
There is an enormous consumer appetite for programming that promises
the use of “lost” or “rare” footage. The British Film Institute has been
especially expert at this very specialized type of archive-based
programming. They discovered film reels that were shot as part of the
tortuous Shakelton expedition to Antarctica in 1915, and these moving
images were miraculous visual records of one of exploration’s greatest
adventure stories. A few years ago, the British Film Institute once again
captured the imagination of British audience through a documentary
project based on film reels discovered in the basement of a photographer’s
shop in Blackburn, England. These became known as the legacy of
Sagar Mitchell and James Kenyon, who shot 35mm of local people in
England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales from the years 1900 to 1913.
The television broadcast on the BBC attracted over 50% of all television
viewers. British film researcher Adrian Wood, working not with the British
Film Institute but with TWI (a television entity known primarily for its sports
programming) discovered color footage from World War II in archives
scattered around the world, and these films became the bedrock for a
long-running series of programs exploring “World War II in Colour.”
Every time new footage surfaces with any relation to the Kennedy
assassination, it’s broadcast as a lead item on the Nightly News. There
is a hungry market for this material -- think of how many times a marketing
department will build excitement around a release that touts “rare footage
never before seen” – but clearly there is a disconnect between our desire
to consume such imagery and the total disregard of the archives that
hold such films.
Schools and educators have the potential to influence this dynamic in
positive ways, as video-based instruction becomes more central to the
classroom. There is an enormous amount of pedagogical research,
worldwide, that has demonstrated a correlation between student
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performance and access to visual curriculum products. Ministries of
Education have set up funds to encourage the development and
distribution of digital curriculum products, and ambitious, complex
technology initiatives have been deployed to deliver moving imagery to
the classroom: China and India deliver moving images to their schools
through satellites; the British and Americans have adopted digital
streaming subscription services and server-based video systems that
correlate every video segment to specific educational standards, allowing
a teacher in Minnesota to find the appropriate video for an 8th grade
course on science or language arts. I worked closely with Wiley
Publishing in the development of a series of college-oriented “Visual
Textbooks,” which taught subjects like geography and chemistry on a
model developed for the teaching of art history: the image – a video,
a photograph, or a map – would become the central object of learning,
and all text was supplemental to the visual element.
As video permeates the educational process, the need to source specific
footage for instructional media will only increase, and the accessible
archives will come up short – they will hold the iconic imagery, and the
footage of significant geo-political events, and the celebrity shots and
mass-distributed entertainment programs, but they will not be able to
consistently provide the visual materials that get to the heart of a culture,
or that document a specific scientific or medical process, or that feature
a regional personality who has never developed an international profile.
And they won’t have consistent access to the moving images of things that
no longer exist. It is among the most distressed and neglected film archives
that moving images are held of people speaking languages that are no
longer spoken, of extinct animals and plant life, and of cities, landscapes,
and structures that have been transformed through time. Educational
initiatives may provide the necessary catalyst to save these materials, and
provide the resources to identify them, restore them, get them catalogued
and digitized, and incorporate them in digital instructional archives.
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Unfortunately, time ticks away, and a staggering amount of these
materials may be destroyed before the educators can recognize the
need to save this material. Once they do (and they will), the rush will
be on to re-map every detail of the 20th century to moving images, an
initiative that may capture the collective imagination of the world in the
same way that the peoples of the European Renaissance searched the
world to recapture the lost manuscripts of the Greeks, or how the Chinese
during the 11th century Sung Age made it paramount to get access to
the original sources The Book of Changes, the Anelects of Confucius,
the Mencius, and Treatises of the Rites.
In the end, it takes an enormous amount of money to deal with the
nuances and idiosyncrasies of the moving image. Film has to be
inspected and cleaned and respliced and restored and transferred to
tape before it can be encoded into digital files and distributed on
YouTube or to schools. Some of the most valuable film will be brittle and
will require enormous care by film specialists, as they repair sprocket
holes and cement splices and deal with the deterioration of sticky
nitrate film or safety film with “vinegar syndrome.” In the early 1990s,
I transferred over 4000 hours of 35mm film materials held at the British
Pathe Archive, and the most demanding collection – a womens’ newsreel
from the 1930s known as Eve’s Pictorial – required film assemblers to
work 24 hours for every hour of film transferred. But the work has been
done, and it’s available for screening today on an immediate basis at
www.britishpathe.com.
The difficulties of transferring video are perhaps more complex, as most
of the video formats holding historical moving images are now
antiquated, and it is becoming difficult to find machines that can play
certain formats. This includes all of the two-inch quad material that was
used in television and video production into the 1970s. After that came
one-inch reel to reel, which is also antiquated; then came 3/4-inch
cassette, which is no longer produced; and then came formats like M2
and D2 and VHS and Beta and BetaSP and digiBeta and DVCam and
DVC Pro and now high definition formats like HDCAM and D5 and
HDCAMSR. This covers perhaps 25% of the known video formats,
and each format has its unique strengths, its unique weaknesses, and
its unique need for a dedicated machine that can reproduce the image
on the tape.
With such a monumental task ahead of us – very little of the film and
video materials at distressed archives have been transferred at all, let
alone encoded to digital formats – it’s easy to understand why those
responsible for providing digital video are focused on those archives that
have already been cleaned up and transferred and encoded. The value
is not to find the best material, or the most important imagery, or material
that correlates most directly to the subject matter. Instead, the value is to
provide access to material that is already in good shape. What happens
to the rest of it?
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Hollywood was faced with a situation like this in the earlier part of the
20th century, as enormous amounts of cans were taking up shelf space,
and there was very little understanding of the film’s ultimate value. To deal
with this problem, and to make a little money on the side, many of the
Studios implemented a policy to keep the films that were considered as
“A” list films and to destroy the bulk of the remaining film in a process
that extracted the silver embedded in nitrate negatives, and which had
value that was easy to communicate. Indeed, they literally liquidated their
archives.
Nobody in Hollywood is throwing away any movies or television shows
these days. The enormous amount of money that has been realized
through the syndication of these programs on cable and satellite
television, and on the consumer product formats like DVDs and iTunes
downloads, has demonstrated a huge intrinsic value in the archival
materials content, which are now preserved with meticulous care.
Indeed, a studio head no longer considers him- or herself a filmmaker,
but instead a custodian of a library of programs with various revenue
streams. Studio systems are basically structured today as archive
businesses, with a few new movies added every year to the “library.”
Too bad they didn’t figure it out earlier…a lot of Hollywood films are
gone forever.
The commercial world now delivers the money to support the archives of
mass-market entertainment properties, but the rest of our moving imagery
is still struggling to show its value in a commercial world.
I had discussions with Google around a year before they acquired
YouTube, and at that time they were imagining a future where the
information-based film and video archives would be digitized for
consumer use, as a component of their successful search businesses.
As Google recognized, the consumers using their search technologies
were not looking for movies or television shows. Instead, they were
looking for answers to questions: for information. They had drawn up
plans to get the documentaries and news programs and educational
videos into digital files that could be accessed in response to a specific
search. Are you looking for information about Sputnik? If so, a selection
of video segments on Sputnik would be offered up. Are you interested in
the cod fishing industry in Iceland? Films about the Icelandic cod would
be retrieved, and maybe a few demonstrations on how to boil cod balls
or make a fish chowder.
In this way, Google and other technology providers with digital archive
strategies were actively building commercial models that would potentially
result in the restoration of every film ever made in any language. These
efforts and the educational markets discussed earlier hold the promise to
provide the same type of money to information-based programs as cable,
satellite, and DVD markets have done for entertainment programs.
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While it may still happen, it is not at all clear when those businesses will be
big enough to pay the kinds of money required to save the films that are in
danger now. Indeed, Google has now put its video energies into YouTube,
which may be a very smart commercial decision, but it no longer is focused
on providing video information; YouTube is very much about entertainment.
In short: the money needs to surface quickly, or the imagery will disappear.
Various individuals and foundations, such as Sir J. Paul Getty, the Packard
Foundation, the MacArthur Foundation, and the Film Preservation
Foundation, have provided hundreds of millions of dollars to support film
and video heritage projects at the National Film Archives in the United
Kingdom and Library of Congress in Washington, DC., as well as targeted
funds for efforts at universities such as the UCLA Film Archives, and at public
television collectives like MediaBurn. But such money is primarily available
to support the film and video archives of the US and Western Europe. There
is very little being spent in Indonesia or Senegal or Jamaica or Pakistan.
To reach these groups now, it will require government resources, either
indigenous to the countries, or with help from groups like United Nations
Development Programme or the Asia Development Bank.
The French government has provided a wonderful model for the
protection of their public television programs. The Institut National du
l’Audiovisuel (INA) holds the entirety of French public television archives
(France 2, France 3, France 5, etc.), and has successfully argued for
significant funding that ensures the perpetual preservation of these
materials. INA’s digital database contains over 375,000 hours of French
programming in digital form, it employs over 1000 individuals, and it
has developed major technologies specific to the archiving and
preservation of audio-visual materials. INA also has an active educational
program, with partnerships at universities in Asia, Europe, and North
America. With leadership from INA president Emmanuel Hoog, this

group has provided strong support for distressed archives in developing
countries. Indeed, INA was instrumental in helping the Afghanistan
Archives reclaim the imagery from its negatives, and it has played a
major role in support of French-speaking African archives.
Without commercial models, the INA model is probably the most relevant
model to deal with the immediate problems at hand. Similar efforts have
been deployed at the BBC with their Creative Archive (no longer active),
and are gestating in the U.S., with early congressional support of an
American Archive. The argument for such funding has been uniform: these
efforts are providing tax-payers with individual access to the programming
that was generated out of public funds. In other words, these public funded
digital video archives allow the public to get access to what they paid for
in the first place. It’s an effective argument, and it can save a lot of images.
In the end, the only effective way to get support for these digital archive
initiatives is to center the argument on the content itself. We know there is
a lot of footage out there, and identified (ska and reggae performance in
Kingston, marsh Arab footage in Iraq); we know there is a lot of footage
that has been discarded or misplaced (the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia,
the missing NASA films, the first SuperBowl). But there is also an
enormous amount of footage that we don’t know about, that never made
it into the cultural dialog, and which may contain moving images that
suddenly make sense of our world. If we understand that the rescue and
discovery of this material is in our interests – not only as unique windows
on our history, but as vessels containing knowledge that can be used to
good effect today – we can perhaps get the scale of resources necessary
to stop the erosion, and ensure that our future visual worlds will have full
and complete access to their visual heritage.
Remember: UNESCO estimates that 80% of our radio and television
heritage will be gone by 2015. That’s just seven years away!
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video materials for new audiences. White also works to identify
and preserve film & video in distressed archives, and is a member
of the UN sanctioned committee, The Interorganizational Group on
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