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NEWSREEL YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW?

Vaja Zubashvili

Keywords: Filmed documents, filmed chronicles, archives, film journals, audiovisual chronicles,
audiovisual records, and archival storytelling

A filmed chronicle is a short form of documentary depicting news and sensational events. Great So-viet Encyclopedia
defined it as “operative filmed information on ongoing events and facts from con-temporary life”. Today, films or
essays that show us what was happening, for example, on November 2, 1984 in Thilisi, or in Georgia in general, are
very popular. Filmed chronicles are more convincing compared to descriptions by eyewitnesses, or even photography,
forinstance. Historical chronicles are visible documentation of historical events, and although they symbolize events
rather than de-scribe them in detail, they carry a deciphered magic of time.

Filmed chronicles were included in different types of film journals in almost every country through-out the 20th century.
Since the 1960s, together with the development of television, chronicle as an independent form of documentary
filmmaking is no more functional. By the 1990s, only a few countries continued to produce filmed chronicles, the
Soviet Union and Georgia, among them.

It has been 20 years since Georgia stopped producing filmed chronicles, while interest in visual and audiovisual
material from the past constantly increases. Some of such interest appeared to be left be-hind the filming eyes of
the past. The question is: Do we need filmed chronicles, are we producing any kind of audiovisual chronicles, or who
is responsible for producing them? Can TV news stories, mostly politicized, play the role of the visual chronicle of

the country’s life in the future?

alues, interests, and attitudes, towards histo-

ry among them, change across different stages

of society’s development. Today, it is of outmost
interest to learn how humans lived, how their lifestyles
transformed, how they worked, how they had fun, what
did families look like, and more. In this regard, the film
has the most interesting and convincing effect compared
to any other type of document, such as descriptions by
eyewitnesses, or even photography. Today, films or es-
says that show us what was happening, for example,
on November 2, 1984 in Thilisi, or Georgia generally, are
highly attractive.

Filmed chronicles are born together with the hirth of
the cinema, Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat was the depic-
tion of banal reality and a wonderful experience at the
same time. Cinema started with a miracle that humans
can already “conserve” reality.!

The Lumiere brothers’ Arrival of a Train at La Cio-
tat or Workers Leaving the Factory, Vasil Amashukeli’s
Akaki’s Travel in Racha-Lechkhumi are filmed chronicles,

1 Sontag, Cinematography, 2018.
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documentary materials, and reports that depict events as
they occur. Historical filmed chronicles are certificates of
historical events, evidence that we use so extensively,
and even greedily in a way. Today we can see the ten-
dency of high interest in history, and especially the histo-
ry of the 20" century for yesterday is the key to tomorrow.
Telling this history visually is getting even more impor-
tant. On one hand, this can be a result of extensive visual
depiction of this epoch and accessibility of these mate-
rials in archives and on the other, the development of
mobile communications and our attachment to screens.
Filmed chronicles attract the highest attention when
working on filmed documents in the archives. These
materials are preserved in the form of film journals and
recordings, other types of documentary films, TV pro-
grams, etc. that talk about important processes, events,
and people in society, nature, culture, sports, etc., that
were depicted on a film. The depiction of people, objects,
and facts is linked to certain historical moments that no
longer exist, have disappeared from our daily horizon.
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Filmed chronicles that we have had so far cannot revive
and depict historical events comprehensively and require
analyzing, explanation, and interpretation—we can only
understand them when put in certain historical context.
Hence, images of filmed chronicles are more symbols of
certain historical facts rather than their comprehensive
depiction. Still, they have the magic of time encrypt-
ed that actively participate in developing the historical
memory and help us imagine events realistically.

Generally, filmed chronicle is a form of a short doc-
umentary that emerged in the first half of the 20" centu-
ry to be screened in public places and usually, depicted
news or sensational events. Great Soviet Encyclopedia
defined filmed chronicles as “operative film information
about the events and facts of the contemporary life”.?

Based on this definition, TV news reports or live
streaming of events are filmed chronicles. Moreover, an-
ybody can make a movie or take a photo and upload it
on the internet, and share it on social networks. Televi-
sion also often relies on shots by an accidental witness
about sensational stories. People went so far that, during
a catastrophe, they might prefer to take photos or vide-
os rather than help others or save themselves. Each of
us is a potential cinematographer thanks to our mobile
phones. But can these materials replace the traditional
form of filmed chronicles? All these materials, regard-
less of the quality, are undeniably historical documents,
since events depicted by accidental whiteness might be
a unique copy important to local or world history. But this
material disappears in the depth of boundless space of
social networks.

Filmed chronicles preserved in film archives are
important elements of history depicting contemporary
events, and archiving them is equally important. Filmed
chronicles include thematic film journals that produced
in every country throughout the whole 20" century. Al-
ready since the 1960s-1970s, together with the develop-
ment of television which carried the function of operative
journalism, filmed chronicles as a separate form of doc-
umentary filmmaking gradually lost their function. Still,
the production of film journals continued. Filmed chron-
icles studios operated in the capital cities and other big
cities of the Republics of the Soviet Union with the major
task to create historical filmed documents.

2 Great Soviet Encyclopedia.

By the 1990s, only a few countries continued to pro-
duce filmed chronicles: Cuba, Spain, Japan, the Soviet
Union, and Georgia its part. Two studios worked on the
production of filmed chronicles and materials for the
fund in Georgia: film studio Mematiane and Georgia’s
telefilm studio Georgian Telefilm. Since the 1990s, when
film was no longer in use, Georgian Telefilm continued
production in SVHS and BETACAM video formats until
2000. Shooting on film almost ceased after 1992 and stu-
dios gradually dismantled, film production technology
was destroyed and disappeared. In a difficult political
and social-economic environment neither the state nor
people did or could realize the importance of preserving
technical-technological means at least for the mainte-
nance of a huge film legacy until moving to contempo-
rary technologies would be possible (still not available
in Georgia), or at least as historical artifacts if film pro-
duction. This is a separate issue and problem, though. In
such crises, naturally, no one could care about creating
audiovisual recordings.

It has been 20 years since Georgia stopped filmed
chronicles, already a conditional term for audiovisual
material aimed at creating a historical image of the ep-
och, regardless of the technical-technological means of
creating and preserving such material. Interest in visual
and audiovisual material from the past constantly in-
creases. Throughout 12 years of my employment in Ar-
chive of Georgia’s Public Broadcaster, | could observe
the dynamics of these interests towards the depth of
this history, as well as towards facts that appeared to
be left behind the filming eyes of the past. The ques-
tion: Do we need filmed chronicles, are we producing any
kind of audiovisual chronicles, or who is responsible for
producing them? Can TV news stories (that are mostly
politicized) play the role of the visual chronicle of the
country’s life for the future?

Of sociopolitical or other stories depicted or streamed
by TV channels, only a small portion at best is archived,
short story with seconds of real-time recordings, while
most of the material is full of interpretations: interviews
and comments, while visual storytelling moves to the
background.

It does not matter what technical means we use to
create visual history: movie, video, or digital cameras.
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What matters is the approach and attitude towards on-
going events. Until now, TV could not liberate its visual
storytelling from approaches and methods of the print
media. In the first chapter, Visual Storytelling, of their
textbook “Preparing TV Reportage and Tele-journalism:
Guide to visual storytelling,” the authors discuss various
components of storytelling that are eventually narrowed
down to communication means: image and sound. The
authors argue that TV journalism would develop dramat-
ically differently if by the end of the 1940s, filmmakers
participated in developing television instead of print me-
dia and radio journalists since it was established in cin-
ema long before that each and every kind of feeling is a
source of information. In the visual storytelling of televi-
sion, words exceed the diversity of the outer world.* | find
this approach to be the core of the problem and a major
sign meaning that contemporary TV audiovisual content
cannot replace audiovisual history created with methods
of filmed chronicles.

Directors of photography from the past century mas-
tered the aspects of visual storytelling based on the con-
tributions and experience of DzigaVertov and Aleksandr
Medvedkin who were discarded from cinema as Soviet
censorship strengthened, and were forgotten in the So-
viet Union until their approaches and principles inspired
Cinema Verite and French Third Wave in the 1960s in
the West. “Vertov’s influence on contemporary cinema
is so comprehensive that it becomes difficult to trace:
Hundreds of directors of documentary and fiction prob-
ably unconsciously used ideas that Vertov and his crew
brought to this form of art. One of the means to expose
these influences is to highlight the line drawn between
their documentary revolution and French New Wave of
1960-the 1970s.*

Filmed chronicles were assigned to the cinema screen
for collective public viewing. The big screen amplifies
the effect of watching, one can spot even the smallest
details, it conquers the audience entirely and ‘transfers
them into the screen’. In his dissertation, art critic Gior-
gi Razmadze argues that “cinema is a secular religion. In
the process of transforming from function to argument,

3 Shook, Larson, and Detarso, Television, 2014.

4 Goff, What Role, 2021.

5 Razmadze, Georgian film criticism, 2018, pp.27-28.
6 Interview with Mikhail Kaufman (1979), 2018.
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cinematography quickly revealed all necessary and basic
attributes characterizing religion: ritual (=image), proces-
sion (=gathering in the cinema hall), transcendentalism
(=turning lights off bring us to superior, parallel world),
scale (=shape of objects and humans on the screen are
gigantic, resembling gods), concentration (=audience is
looking a bit above themselves in only one direction),
prayer (=emotions experienced during the screening and
expectation of a miracle, survival, and victory), purifica-
tion, communion in the Christian tradition (=catharsis),
and finally, the phenomenon of saints (=film stars)”.?

When we watch something on a computer screen,
tablet or smartphone, we get general information on
things. The small screen only gives us superficial un-
derstanding due to weak concentration of attention,
and eventually, we are only in informational noise. The
consumer of such content is probably more a listener
than a watcher, a challenge for the creator of audiovis-
ual content since here the mean of depicting the events,
language, becomes important. Although audiovisual
material is not shot on film anymore, and this does not
make much difference, it is important to subordinate the
potential of the film to cinema’s exceptional language,
which remains the universal language of storytelling.
DzigaVertov’s brother, Mikhail Kaufman states in an in-
terview: “A person with a movie camera is inspired by
exceptional thought that he is looking at the world for
others... We do not seek to understand the world by go-
ing into the depth of science as in physics or biology,
for one. Rather our role is to observe the world through
the eyes of social structures... silent film is a language
that every human understands. In the 1920s silent movies
inspired us because it was an international language. It
is not even similar to Esperanto since one has to learn
Esperanto, while the language of cinema is understood
by all. Besides, it is better to see something once than
hear about it hundred times.“

When talking about filmed chronicles, we mean the-
matic journals and almanacs shown in the cinema as
news at times when information was in shortage and
news could be fresh for weeks and months, while to-
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day news is fresh only for a few moments and we do
not even have time to evaluate and filter them. Even-
tually, we are left under the pressure of that informa-
tional stream and are left with nothing but “informational
noise”. This is why filmed chronicles that depict only the
most important events are so important. These stories
can be corrected, and curved with ideological tendencies
(which can still happen today). Of course, such materi-
al is influenced by ideology regardless of the epoch as
it is influenced by cinematographer’s subjectivity in the
moment of shooting. But this is a material that is sub-
jected to different interpretations at different stages of
history. We can recall material from Nazi Germany full of
Naziideology: Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will and
later Mikhail Romm’s Ordinary Fascism using the same
material.

Georgian Television, the only institution of its kind
which, naturally, served Soviet ideology, left vast audio-
visual material not prepared for the news but rather for
different TV programs made by different editorial sec-
tions (arts and sciences, literature, theatre, cinema,
sport, agriculture, industry). This material gives us nu-
merous events, people, plays, nature, cities, and villag-
es... and these materials are priceless for the research of
different aspects of those periods.

Since the 1990s filmed chronicles were no longer
produced. Although its inertia was slowed down in the
1980s due to technical developments in television and the
increase of operative visual material for news, especially
since the 1970s. Besides thematic film journals, editorial
boards collecting material for funds were also function-
ing in studios with the major responsibility of shooting
for archives. Editorial boards were sluggish, working only
to the extent required by plans. This included mostly stu-
dio shots of celebrities. In the best-case scenario, these
materials were archived neatly on two films (image and
synchronized phonogram). Time showed that historical
cataclysms endanger material archived this way.

As a rule, only several key moments from chrono-
logical reports were depicted in old filmed chronicles,
film journals, or almanacs. The rest of the material was

archived, although in such a mutilated form that most-
ly it no more had any value. This was not the right ap-
proach considering how important the unedited original
of the film document is. Unfortunately, nobody in studios
thought to duplicate the material before editing it for film
journals or movies because of high costs and time re-
straints on the one hand, and negligence, on the other.

That is why the original material is lost in editing
and we only have small portions of them where we seek
events and people and lost even more in a new line of
editing, are left only with fragmented visual signs. De-
spite this, these signs are very important since forged or
authentic reality constructed through moving images still
gives a feeling of infallibility.

Of course, today no one needs information provid-
ed through film journals, though history needs audiovis-
ual chronicles shot and archived in an organized man-
ner which in the future will allow both satisfaction of
smallest curiosity, as well as in-depth research and re-
thinking of the past. Searching for material about filmed
chronicles on the internet | can see a strong interest in
the search, depiction, archiving, and using the materials
about the past century. Archives are hunting for both of-
ficial and professional materials, as well as amateur or
family film materials shot on 8- and 16-mm film, in order
to fill their collections. Numerous articles and textbooks
discuss the creative and legal aspects of using such ma-
terials. | would mention one author with an enormous
weight among professionals, Sheila Curran Bernard, Pro-
fessor at New York State University who authored the
book Archival Storytelling,’ a guide for directors, produc-
ers, and generally all filmmakers who want to make eth-
ical and effective movies using material that they have
not shot themselves.

The section of Federal Recordings on the webpage
of the USA National Archive has a detailed guide for
planning, execution, inventory, selection of audiovisual
material by federal services, as well as form and quantity
of preparation of mandatory exemplars for the archive.
This indicates that the state takes care of creating and
archiving the audiovisual history.?

7 Second edition -Archival Storytelling: A Filmmaker’s Guide to Finding, Using, and Licensing Third-Party Visuals
and Music,https://www.routledge.com/Archival-Storytelling-A-Filmmakers-Guide-to-Finding-Using-and-Licensing/

Bernard-Rabin/p/book/9781138915039

8 Managing Audiovisual Records, available athttps://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/publications/manag-

ing-audiovisual-records.html
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At the turn of the century, numerous television
broadcastings emerged and disappeared before our eyes
together with their archives, and this process continues.
We cannot rely on television to create and preserve the
audiovisual history of our epoch. We also do not know
to what extent this process is organized since it requires
huge human and material resources, especially in an en-
vironment of fast technological changes when the mi-
gration of the material in fast-changing digital formats
becomes almost impossible.

lvlita Meskhishvili, who held different managerial
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