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March 15, 1996

Steve Leggett (a0
Library of Congress /
M/B/R/S Division

338 James Madison Memorial Bldg.
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Washington, DC 20540-4690

Dear Steve:

Enclosed is my statement for the public hearings of the Library of Congress on
the current state of television and video preservation. I am looking forward to
the meeting in Washington D.C. on the 26th of March 1996.

Thank you for your help.

Sincerely,

/

//ﬁohn Lynch
Director
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I am John Lynch, Director of the Vanderbilt Television News
Archive of Vanderbilt University. I have been an employee of the
Vanderbilt Archive since October 1975, and I am the Archive's
third director.

In 1968 Paul Simpson, a Nashville businessman realized that for
television news programs there was no permanent product or
artifact to be preserved. At that time the three networks were
preserving the materials used to make the news, but they were
routinely reusing the videotape copies of the program itself.
Thus a program that was shared by millions could not be reviewed
one week later.

The Vanderbilt Television News Archive was started as a result of
his efforts to make television history as accessible as print.
With just a few thousand dollars of donated money, on August 5,
1968, he founded the Vanderbilt Archive as a temporary experiment
in the practicality of taping news programs for preservation and
archiving. Since then Vanderbilt has been systematically
recording and preserving a videctape copy of network evening news
programs and of some news specials.

This has been done with remarkably little money and with a small
staff. The largest amount ever spent in a single budget year by
Vanderbilt was just over $600,000 for the year 1991. This was in
no small part a result of the extra taping done for the Gulf War.
The current budget of the archive is under $300,000. With this
money, we will collect at approximately two thousand new news
shows, and provide an online guide, adding over one million words
describing the added shows, available via the Internet system.
This guide will be used by more than 40,000 different people in
the coming year.

For many, this guide will provide enough information for their
research. These will be students or others needing calendar
information concerning when an issue or person appeared on the
news.

Two or three thousand people will need to order a video tape from
the archive. We will lend materials to them as either full show
duplications or as compilations of individual segments from
different evening news shows,

Still another forty to fifty people will choose to visit the
archive in person to do their research work.

These numbers do not reflect usage from our own campus, but usage
by people beyond the Vanderbilt University community. The
Archive has been used by the major research institutions, and
communications schools throughout its existence, but now with the
Internet, we are reaching small colleges and public and private
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secondary schools as well.

All this has been going on for twenty-seven years and the federal
grant money has been limited, but very impeortant. We have had
two National Endowment for the Humanities grants - one an access
grant and the second a preservation one, and we have had one
NHPRC grant. We also have an arrangement by which we provide the
Library of Congress with video taped copies of news shows for a
fee.

Meanwhile, the archive itself has been in, and remains in, a life
and death struggle for its very survival. This survival has been
accomplished with some donations from private foundations, some
patience on the part of Vanderbilt University which has invested
more than a million dollars into the archive, and a sixty percent
reduction of the staff.

Yet, even with all these financial proklems, the Vanderbilt
Archive has built an Internet database, and thereby actually
expanded the reach of its services. 1In doing so, Vanderbilt
began to encourage questions by many whose needs it could not
serve. In many cases because of its prominence on the Internet
and reputation for providing service, Vanderbilt is called upon
by researchers just beginning their work, and who need the help
of archives with other collections and services. In these cases
Vanderbilt provides phone numbers and names of the commercial
network archives for those seeking licensing, or of other
archives with different kinds of collections. This service or
courtesy is not unique from Vanderbilt. All the archivists I
know cooperate, whenever they can, creating an unofficial network
of archives. This means that once a researcher locates any one
of the several possible archives they are likely to be funneled
to the most appropriate archive for their needs. However this
does not guarantee a successful result for the researchers quest,
because much of television is still unavailable to most
researchers.

We at Vanderbilt have chosen a narrow field, the hard news
programs of the three major networks and CNN, for our endeavors,
and even so we cannot cope adequately with the full range of
possible materials. This was most forcibly brought home by the
Gulf War. In less then two months we collected two thousand
hours of materials. That is $30,000 in tape, and an even larger
cost in labor, since we had to spend about $30,000 for a
temporary position and at least $10,000 in overtime costs. This
decision to spend $70,000 had to be made quickly. On January 16,
1991, the air war began and so did the taping. If we had walted
even cne day, we would have lost almost one hundred hours of
network coverage.

Yes, television differs from other kinds of materials being
archived, and to understand the need for and the needs of
television archives like the one at Vanderbilt, you have to
consider these differences. Television differs from traditional

- 503 -




print publishing even in ways that movies and film do not. If
you publish a book and sell even a few thousand copies, it will
survive for decades or possibly longer with no intentional effort
from an archivist.

> First the copies have been dispersed to several locations
beyond the control of any single individual, and beyond the
realm of destruction by any single disaster.

> Next the material itself can be relatively durable when
compared to video tape. Even when printed on acid paper the
book may survive a reasonable amount of time on bookshelves
with little or no care.

> Finally a product exists. In television a video recording must
be made. This is especially true of off-air archives of
live broadcasts. Television, if it is a live brocadcast, can
be seen by millions of people and yet without some taping
effort be unavailable for reference and research the very
minute the show ends. While this is certainly not as true
as it was in 1968 when Vanderbilt started archiving, it is
still toc near the reality.

The problem created by disappearing television is that the
viewing public cannot examine its own recent history. With
newspapers, the popular media throughout much of American
history, a researcher can go to a local library and read back
files to follow and review the progress of a story, but with
television -- and this is in spite of the best efforts of
vanderbilt, the major networks, and others -- it is all too often
the case that review of the progress of the story is both too
difficult and too expensive.

In a children's book, The Giver, the population of a future

society does not have the ability to remember the past. In our
modern soclety, those of us who have access to the past speeches
and campaign promises realize how powerful history can be. In

the not too distant past, President George Bush claimed he never
used the phrase voodoo economics to describe the Reagan economic
plan, but an NBC reporter, Ken Bode, was able to find the video
tape. This is the reason such material has to be available, and
not just to the few, but to all. If you want to know what
Presidential Candidate Bill Clinton promised, or how the Vietnam
War was covered, you must be able to examine it.

The public purpose of archiving is access. In many cases it is
for access in 100 years, because access today and tomorrow is
satisfied by bookstores and libraries, or because the sensitive
nature of the material, diaries and persocnal papers, requires
limitations that are both reasonable and acceptable, but in the
case of television much of what is shown publicly today will
disappear to be never seen again. The prevalence of I Love Lucy
being the exception. Reruns are one way that old television does
come back to life, but it preserves a few shows and seldom will
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it preserve a short lived series like Nichols. Reruns, rather
they be sitcoms or recycled materials in documentaries such as
those on the new cable channels, are neither the primary purpose
of or a replacement for the academic archive. The more
educational documentary shows that recycle news are laudable, but
they cannot be allowed to replace or prevent open access to the
cld news programs, or we risk a situation where one point of view
is allowed access and use of the evidence while other's are
excluded, the natural tendency is to ignore and sometimes to
suppress all contradictory evidence.

It is precisely this problem which led to the formation of the
Vanderbilt Television News Archive in August of 1968. At that
time the news was routinely erased following a short period,
described in a least one instance as a week after broadcast.

Even today, with the three major networks preserving their shows,
access is a problem for most people. Vanderbilt serves these
people, who need to see, examine and study the videotape of the
show and for whom transcripts -- while gquick and cheap =-- are
simply not accurate enough a representation of the audio and
video broadcasts. Seeing a videotape of your grand children is a
completely different experience from reading a letter.

We have in the recent past at Vanderbilt made tapes for our
students to use of the Television War, that is the Vietnam War
not the Persian Gulf War. They were quite surprised at the
relatively small amount of graphic film coverage devoted to that
war and the prevalence of talking head material such as the
weekly body count figures.

It is only through viewing this television coverage that one can
understand the late sixties and early seventies. Incoming
Vanderbilt freshmen students will socon be children born in the
eighties, but through this capturing of television they can go
back to and see the feelings and emotions of the Vietnam War era.
Tomorrow will be no different. When the million man march is a
decade old, students will be able to come to the archive and look
at the march, examine its promises and their fulfillment, just as
we do now with older events.

Without access to these programs there is another possibility and
that is one of not understanding. I am reminded of a Vanderbilt
class which watched the Kennedy Nixon Debates of 1960. They had
read about the debate and they had read some transcript material
from the debate. They were inclined to believe that 1t was
inexplicable how a television audience thirty years ago so
misread the information before them. Then they viewed the tape.
Afterwards I think they probably still believed that Nixon did in
fact do better con many facets of the debate, but they saw that he
did not do well in speaking to the cameras and through them to
the American people. They now more fully understand that which
only lives in the audio and video, and not in the transcripts.
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It is through archives like Vanderbilt that this can happen, and
it can happen for images and issues which we have not
anticipated, and that we could not anticipate. The news is so
diverse, moving as it does from country to country and politics
to science, or business.

In Nashville secondary schools we have two active projects. One
group is loocking at space coverage on the news and another is
examining computer coverage. In both cases there is a lot to be
learned about attitudes and myths in the popular media. There is
also a secondary effect in that these students can now share a
moment of the past. There are two powerful memories of the space
program that never fail to put a tear in the eye -- one is Walter
Cronkite and the landing of Apollo XI on the moon and another is
the Challenger explosion. Through archives these students can
review and share those events of the past, and such events are
seminal in the understanding of American views regarding the
exploration of space.

It is only by actively trying to preserve this televised material
that it can continue to exist. But more than just preserving it,
archive's must also make it available in such a way that all who
need to examine the past in television can do it as readily as
they can in the world of the newspaper.

Videotape is an absolute miracle for television archiving. It is
the only appropriate, and inexpensive medium for preserving an
ctherwise live and electronic event. (Here I use "live" in an
expanded way, for even though the program may have been produced
on tape or film and rebroadcast), from the viewers perspective
the event 1is very like a one-time live event, and if not yanked
cut of the air for capture, it may pass on tc an "unavailable"
status,

Many will tell or have told you about the serious problems of
videotape. These include its ease of erasure, its various
chemical self-destruction tendencies such as sticky-shed or
stiction, the black goc that can render a tape with a perfectly
good oxide and a strong visual signal useless because it will no
longer pass through the guides on a tape machine. These are all
too true, and it is just as true that while tape may last 25
years with reasonable quality, few formats have apprecached that
age, and even the ones that have were usually not fully developed
and widely available for much of that time. Archivists of
television materials do not dare forget the % inch reel recorder
that was available for two weeks before it became obsolete, or
the Sony Beta home machines. A decision to use these formats
quickly became a disaster.

Even if an archivist avoids these pitfalls of the worst and
shortest lived formats, any significant time spent in video
archiving will result in the need for format conversions. At
Vanderbilt we now use 3/4" U-matic cassettes and have since May
1979. Before that we used 1" type A open reel machinery by
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