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Introduction
Making Sense (and Value)  
of Television Archives

Luca Barra, Matteo Marinello, Emiliano Rossi,  
Susanne Eichner and Anne-Katrin Weber

The sixteenth edition of the international conference Media Mutations – 
Unlocking Television Archives in the Digital Era, held at the Department of 
the Arts of the University of Bologna on 26-27 May 2025, aimed to criti-
cally investigate the history and the recent transformations of television ar-
chives and audiovisual archival practices from theoretical, methodological, 
and operational perspectives. The symposium was grounded in the assump-
tion that, in an age of multi-channel distribution and digital platforms, the 
use of archives as historical and creative sources entails constant and even 
more intricate negotiations between technology and memory, opening new 
avenues for both public and media history and emphasising the political 
dimensions of cultural heritage reuse, valorisation and exploitation.

Since the inception of television, the storage and preservation of com-
plete programmes or fragments of broadcast content have constituted a per-
sistent challenge for the industry. In recent years, however, it has become 
evident to which degree the relationship between media and audiovisual 
archives has undergone a major reconfiguration. Digitisation, recovery, ac-
cess and sharing have become guiding principles across the entire creative 
production and distribution chains, while video collections have increasing-
ly been reinstated as resources for storytelling, memory-making and identity 
building, as well as for commercial and corporate branding strategies. This 
transformation has unfolded unevenly across geographical and institutional 
settings, raising issues of material feasibility, editorial value and economic 
sustainability, especially when considering the differing scopes and resources 
among public service broadcasters, long-standing commercial networks, or 
less institutionalised companies as local channels.
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Developed in parallel with the final stages of the PRIN 2020 research 
project ATLas – Atlante delle Televisioni Locali (Atlas of Local Televisions), 
the conference stemmed from the awareness that medium-related archival 
practices and material retrieval efforts have been fragmented or inconsistent. 
As a result, significant portions of audiovisual cultural heritage have been 
partially or entirely lost, and others remain scarcely accessible. Against this 
background, the conference promoted a close dialogue among academic 
scholars, independent researchers, representatives of professional forums 
and consortia, and industry practitioners. 

Discussions addressed current practices, regulatory frameworks and 
emerging trends concerning the implementation, curation and long-term 
maintenance of television archives, while also engaging with complex ques-
tions related to fair use(s) and sustainability. Attention was devoted not only 
to well-established and widely documented cases, but also to lesser-known 
experiences explored within and beyond academic research, adopting a 
transnational and not merely Eurocentric perspective that reflected a broad 
diversity of cultural geographies.

Among the recurring themes that emerged during the event – then re-
fined, widened and systematised in this collection of essays – was the per-
sistence of legacy media within today’s digital environment. Rather than 
being displaced by digital technologies, older forms continue to coexist, 
intersect and complement newer ones, blurring boundaries that were once 
clearly defined. Archival work is therefore required to negotiate a balance 
between pre-digital routines, digital workflows and the emerging contours 
of a post-digital condition shaped by algorithmic systems and AI. This task 
seems to be particularly demanding in the case of television, a medium his-
torically shaped by ephemerality, flow, liveness and immediacy.

Secondly, the contributions highlight how audiovisual archives are 
deeply entangled with questions of agency and power, a relationship that 
is inscribed in the etymological origins of the term “archive” itself. This 
dimension becomes especially apparent in processes of recontextualisation, 
whereby original audiovisual materials are made available within new inter-
pretative frameworks. Such reframing involves the attribution of multiple 
meanings to archived video items and a move beyond purely descriptive 
approaches, while simultaneously requiring philological rigour and respect 
for the integrity of the original sources. Television archives thus emerge not 
only as sites of storage and preservation – entailing specific infrastructural 
and operational logics – but also as active spaces where technology, memory, 
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public interest and private enterprise converge and, at times, collide, while 
offering visibility and voice to subcultures and counter-narratives.

A further recurring motif concerns the human factor underpinning ar-
chival practices, a theme that has become particularly salient in an era shaped 
by synthetic media and increasingly pervasive forms of artificial intelligence. 
As this edited collection demonstrates, archives are not inert repositories 
but living entities that shed light on both past and present realities. Human 
agency proves determinant not only in defining the limits of automation, 
machine learning and speech-recognition technologies, but also in areas such 
as the educational deployment of archival materials. In this respect, scholarly 
mediation, professional filtering and curatorial intervention emerge as essen-
tial tools for navigating contemporary digital abundance. At the same time, 
human judgement is increasingly invoked to counterbalance the excesses of 
commercial exploitation and to critically assess the corporate agendas driv-
ing some archival initiatives. The “humanity” of archives also encompasses 
their material dimension: physical collections operate as interfaces between 
humans and technological apparatuses and require continuous stewardship, 
performed by experts with distinct professional cultures. Moreover, ethical 
considerations and issues of bias further underscore the indispensable role 
of human oversight in mitigating distortions in cataloguing and inventory 
practices, while also considering policies and institutional guidelines related 
to intellectual property, data governance and copyright. Within this con-
juncture, and against the backdrop of budgetary restrictions and austerity 
measures, the role played by universities and institutions as custodians of 
audiovisual heritage appears increasingly fragile, yet more crucial than ever, 
as several of the reflections gathered here demonstrate.

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, engagement with television ar-
chives entails a strong emotional investment. This is expressed through in-
terviews, the collection of testimonies, and encounters with documents and 
images that traverse both the public and private dimensions of individual 
lives, before they are reconfigured into digital artefacts and incorporated 
into exhibitions, repositories or multimedia platforms. As readers will dis-
cover, it is precisely here that the relationship between television archives, 
society and public history becomes most tangible, fostering connections 
with audiences, local communities and the wider public, within the context 
of national, regional and local identities.

This edited volume collects the vast majority of the contributions pre-
sented at the Media Mutations conference, which greatly enriched the dis-
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cussions that accompanied the conclusion of the ATLas research project, 
deepening its knowledge and broadening its scope. Most of the articles 
published here are not mere transcriptions of the conference speeches, 
but rather they have been significantly reworked, amended, expanded, in 
consideration of the authors’ broader research and the fruitful debates that 
took place at the conference among scholars with diverse perspectives and 
traditions.

The articles are divided into five distinct sections. The first one con-
tains the contributions of the two keynote speakers, Kit Hughes and Ethan 
Thompson. Both authors question traditional hierarchies of value in televi-
sion history, and show how institutional, local, and “non-prestigious” forms 
have been systematically overlooked. They also argue that archives shape 
what counts as television history, calling for broader definitions that rec-
ognize every day, local, and professional practices as historically significant. 
Hughes introduces the concept of “useful television,” referring to the many 
televisual practices that operate outside traditional categories of art, enter-
tainment, and taste. Television has been used by institutions for purposes 
such as surveillance, training, education, worship, and workplace manage-
ment; however, dominant high/low cultural hierarchies have rendered these 
forms largely invisible. Even efforts to reclaim low or ordinary television still 
rely on taste-based frameworks that exclude forms considered “not culture”. 
Useful television is often local, addressing specific communities, spaces, and 
institutional needs; it parallels local channels in its emphasis on service, 
intimacy, and geographically bounded practices. However, useful television 
faces severe archival challenges due to material fragility, private ownership, 
and the ephemerality of live feeds, all partially distorting everyday media 
history. In his contribution, Thompson compares two television archives to 
explore how local TV is valued, preserved, and understood in US media his-
tory. Through the Peabody Archive, he examines a national collection that 
frames local television as “the best work” submitted by professionals. In this 
framework, excellence is defined from within the industry. Local programs 
often prioritize serving local audiences with limited resources over achiev-
ing high production values. This idealized archive contrasts with the reality 
of a single local station: KIII in Corpus Christi, Texas. There, changes in 
media regulation, ownership consolidation, and technology have reshaped 
production and archival practices, leaving preservation uneven and precar-
ious. Despite these challenges, shows like Domingo Live demonstrate the 
cultural, commercial, and community value of local television. In sum, local 
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television should be understood on its own terms, not merely in comparison 
to national programming, and communities and audiences have a crucial 
role in preserving local television history, in the United States and beyond.

The second section presents some of the main results from the ATLas 
research project (its structure, goals and main outputs are accessible here). 
Each of the five chapters focuses on one of the local channels studied in their 
archives, documents and memories, and partially made available through 
the project’s database. The networks operated in different regions and were 
studied by the four Universities involved. Together, they highlight the cru-
cial role of local television as a site of experimentation where community 
engagement, political communication, entertainment, and commercial goals 
intersect. They also underscore the fragility of local television archives and 
stress the importance of alternative sources, such as oral histories, informal 
archives, and critical memory, in reconstructing histories that are often over-
looked. In their chapter, Riccardo Fassone and Paola Zeni examine the case 
of Videogruppo, a local broadcaster active in Turin, Piedmont, and highlight 
its role in shaping civic participation and political communication. Using 
fragmentary audiovisual materials, internal documents, and oral histories, 
the authors reconstruct the station’s informal archive and editorial vision as a 
local public service platform, emphasizing news, political debate, and direct 
interaction between citizens and institutions. Central to this mission was a 
live call-in program that allowed viewers to speak directly with Turin’s mayor, 
and transformed the local communication into an accessible, dialogic prac-
tice, anticipating later trends in infotainment and politainment. Emiliano 
Rossi’s account of Antenna 3 examines the early history of this Lombard 
private broadcaster, focusing on the central role of advertising in shaping 
its identity and programming. Excavating the channel’s partially digitized 
corporate archive, Rossi shows how entertainment formats and in-house ad-
vertising strategies were deeply intertwined. Antenna 3 developed innovative 
forms of sponsorship, brand integration, and product placement in game 
shows, variety shows, and magazines. The advertising primarily promoted 
mass-market consumer goods, reflecting broader shifts in Italian consum-
er culture and the rise of large-scale retail. Here, advertising is framed not 
only as an economic necessity but also as a creative, cultural force central to 
understanding early local television in Italy. Giulia Crisanti and Damiano 
Garofalo’s chapter analyzes TeleRoma56, Rome’s first over-the-air local TV 
station. Contrary to the common narrative describing private channels as 
depoliticized “dream television,” TeleRoma56 prioritized politics and news 

https://site.unibo.it/atlas/it/
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over entertainment. Closely linked to the Radical Party and its leader, Marco 
Pannella, the station framed broadcasting as a form of political engagement 
from the bottom-up. At the same time, football also functioned as a key 
hybrid genre, combining information and entertainment, and allowing for 
commercial sustainability. Its sportscasting connected local, national, and in-
ternational dimensions, making it a “glocal” broadcaster with roots in Rome. 
Matteo Marinello’s contribution reconstructs the history of TeleSanterno in 
Emilia-Romagna as a case study of the tension between local roots and na-
tional aspirations. Emerging from grassroots experimentation, the station 
blended regional folklore, dialects, and everyday stories with nationally 
recognizable formats and celebrities. This approach embodied the cultural 
ambivalence of the provincia, a space imagined as both authentic and mar-
ginal yet symbolically central to national identity. Entrepreneur Domenico 
Berti invested in production quality and promotional strategies, while events 
such as the 1979 fake UFO landing exemplified its imaginative ambition 
and self-promotion. Financial collapse in 1983 ended this venture. Lastly, 
Myriam Mereu examines the history of Sardegna Uno, founded in Cagliari, 
through the lens of archival absence and media memory. She combines in-
stitutional documents, private collections, and oral history to trace the evo-
lution of a channel whose audiovisual archive is largely lost. Practices such 
as tape reuse, technological obsolescence, and financial instability resulted in 
the disappearance of shows, newscasts, commercials. This article highlights 
the fragility of local television heritage and the uneven geography of archives, 
while also arguing that oral testimony and fragmentary materials are essen-
tial for recovering forgotten media histories. Ultimately, Sardegna Uno – like 
most local channels – emerges as an “archival enigma” whose legacy survives 
through memory rather than footage.

In its constant intersection of historical, archival and television studies, 
ATLas also crossed its path with other research projects, archival practices 
of public and private institutions, and individual study trajectories which 
explored archives not only as repositories of audiovisual heritage, but as dy-
namic infrastructures shaped by technological change, institutional frame-
works, cultural politics, and modes of reuse. Certain that true comprehen-
siveness is impossible, the contributions in this edited volume are neverthe-
less a testimony to the sustained dynamism and multifaceted character of 
this field of study. 

The chapters in Section 3, “Challenges for Archives and Archivists,” ad-
dress the structural, ethical, and epistemological issues faced by audiovisual 
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archives today. Bas Agterberg and Dana Mustata reflect on two decades of 
collaboration between academics and television archives within the frame-
work of FIAT/IFTA, highlighting how access policies, institutional diversi-
ty, and shared research agendas shape the production of media knowledge. 
Matteo Treleani examines the industrial reuse of archival footage, arguing 
that repetitive reuse practices can reinforce stereotypes and reduce represen-
tational diversity, a tendency further amplified by automated and AI-driven 
content production. Andres Kõnno offers a comparative analysis of metada-
ta enrichment strategies in the archives of the Estonian Public Broadcasting 
(ERR) and the Baltic Film, Media and Arts School (BFM) student film 
archive, showing how different institutional missions require distinct yet 
interoperable metadata layers. Several contributions focus on the growing 
intersection between archives and artificial intelligence. Roberto Balestri 
presents AI Blob!, an experimental system that employs large language 
models and semantic technologies to enable content-aware retrieval and re-
combination of Italian television archives, proposing new forms of archival 
narration and cultural analysis. Brecht Declercq, on the contrary, addresses 
the strategic, legal, and ethical dilemmas raised using public broadcasters’ 
archives as AI training datasets, situating these debates within broader ten-
sions between public service missions, commercial interests, and societal 
responsibility. Jacopo Rasmi shifts the focus to informal and grassroots prac-
tices, exploring “folk archiving,” shadow libraries, and pirate care as alter-
native modes of preserving and circulating minor or neglected audiovisual 
contents beyond institutional frameworks.

Section 4, “Re-use, Curation, Exhibition,” investigates how television 
archives are reinterpreted and made visible through curatorial practices. 
Daniela Cardini opens this section using an exhibition and a TV series 
made to celebrate the centennial of Mike Bongiorno, the most important 
Italian television host, to reflect upon archival strategies and dissemination, 
memory, and institutional legitimacy. Tamara Antona-Jimeno and Ignacio 
Nevado examine the role of historical archives in strengthening regional 
public broadcasters’ OTT platforms in Spain, showing how curated archival 
content fosters cultural identity, nostalgia, and audience engagement in dig-
ital environments. Gregory Pritsas interrogates the Greek public broadcaster 
ERT’s archive through a critical decolonial lens, questioning classificatory 
logics and advocating participatory, community-led, and counter-archival 
practices to challenge dominant narratives. Some other chapters focus on 
genre, platforms, and preservation practices. Alessia Casiraghi and Diletta 
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Cenni explore the role of television archives in post-2010 true crime se-
ries, where past audiovisual materials function simultaneously as sources, 
narrative devices, and objects of self-reflexive critique. Nicolò Villani ad-
dresses both the archival ambitions and limitations of studio portals such 
as Disney+, HBO Max, and Paramount+, arguing that market-driven 
streaming logics transform archival utopias into selective and homogenized 
collections. Ann Hardy documents a long-term collaboration between the 
University of Newcastle Library in Australia and NBN Television to digitize 
the Channel 3 television archive, in the context of which were developed 
innovative tools for curating endangered materials and accessing regional 
television history.

Finally, Section 5, “Insights from the Archives,” foregrounds case stud-
ies that emerge directly from archival research and institutional reflection. 
Hanna Šein-Meier analyzes in depth how the purposes and functions of 
television archives at Estonian Public Broadcasting have evolved over time, 
drawing on discourse analysis and illustrating the shift from archives in-
tended as production storage to a public good. Vito Saracino examines the 
transnational and multilingual archive of TeleCapodistria, emphasizing its 
significance for understanding Cold War media pluralism and minority 
representation. Michelangelo Cardinaletti reconstructs the documentary 
production of Rai Puglia, revealing both the cultural richness of regional 
television and the urgent need for preservation and digitization. Through 
the lens of media archeology, Marco Manfra and Grazia Quercia analyze 
the Open University’s A305 course, reframing TV archives as agents of ed-
ucation and pedagogical innovation. Nicole Atkinson addresses the archival 
ruination of Channel 4’s support for artists’ moving image in the 1980s, 
advocating pluralistic and counter-archival methodologies to recover mar-
ginalized broadcast histories. Finally, Nanako Ota concludes the section, 
and the edited volume, by examining the hybrid audiovisual representa-
tions of radio programs in the archives of Japanese NHK, questioning how 
contemporary remediation practices reshape historical understanding and 
listening experiences.

In the end, we shall acknowledge how the multifocal gaze of Unlocking 
Television Archives in the Digital Era reflected the variety of Italian and 
European partners crucial to its conception and configuration. The con-
ference was promoted by the Media Mutations Association and financially 
supported by PRIN 2020 ATLas and DAMSLab/Dipartimento delle Arti, 
Università di Bologna, under the patronage of Italian scholarly associations 
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Consulta Universitaria del Cinema (CUC) and Società Italiana per lo Studio 
della Storia Contemporanea (SISSCO). Crucial partners were also VIEW. 
Journal of European Television History and Culture, SERIES. International 
Journal of Television Serial Narratives, and the Television Studies section of 
ECREA – European Communication Research and Education Association. 
All the institutions, the scholars, the professionals involved in the confer-
ence and in this output showed well how television archives are negotiated, 
contested, evolving spaces, filled with tensions as well as with opportuni-
ties for academia, industries, institutions, and the contemporary media and 
television culture as a whole. The twenty-five chapters that enrich this col-
lection, then, hope and intend to be both the conclusion of a research path, 
and the start for new original trajectories, and future outcomes, in what has 
been, still is, and will certainly stay a quite challenging, yet promising field.

MAKING SENSE (AND VALUE) OF TELEVISION ARCHIVES 

© The Author(s) 2026 https://doi.org/10.66062/KKAP8935.
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What to Do about Taste-less 
Transmissions?
Useful Television Histories

Kit Hughes

ABSTRACT
This contribution argues that to make our television histories properly “use-
ful” – informative and transformative for a range of stakeholders includ-
ing scholars, students, citizens, and working people – we must embrace a 
radically expansive understanding of what and where television is (and has 
been). To this end, I explore the challenges facing the historical preservation 
and research of “taste-less” TV: television situated beyond the cultural hier-
archies that commonly animate analytical frameworks linked to the small 
screen. Instead of public service broadcasting, news, and entertainment, this 
presentation will focus on archiving “useful television.” Adapting Charles 
R. Acland and Haidee Wasson’s term (2011, 3) describing cinema deployed 
“to satisfy organizational demands and objectives, that is, to do something 
in particular,” I will consider a range of televisual applications too often 
forgotten in historical accounts of the so-called domestic medium: CCTV 
surveillance, workplace training videos, telemetry, classroom broadcasts, 
therapeutic self-evaluation, military research, and business satellite chan-
nels, among others. Given its frequent confinement to institutional spaces, 
I will likewise suggest useful television is often local television – not only in 
terms of its signal reach, but also in its attempts to serve bounded and bond-
ed communities, manage local action, and construct geographical imaginar-
ies. Ultimately, I will argue that the challenges that come with unlocking 
the archives of useful television (restricted or closed archival collections, un-
recorded applications, institutional budget cuts, record scarcity, vanishing 
ephemera, and scale) represent intensified versions of the problems facing 
commercial and public service television archives. Furthermore, confront-
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ing these tensions through archival strategies that include developing digital 
collections and tools, building communities of inquiry, and engaging the-
ories and practices of archival appraisal supports researchers working along 
the entire continuum of television’s study. Finally, I push these correspond-
ences beyond shared difficulties to encompass a unified, if heterogenous, 
scholarly project invested in television’s relationship to culture, power, iden-
tity, art, and everyday life. Doing so both clarifies and deepens the stakes of 
televisual study and preservation. 

KEYWORDS
Everyday culture; local television; taste; TV history; useful television
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My title does not invoke the fun kind of tasteless tv: trashy and garish real-
ity television like Too Hot to Handle (2020-), Love Island (2015-), or Naked 
Attraction (2016-). Nor does it include the tawdry, unseemly, and politically 
reprehensible like COPS (1989-) or Judge Judy (1996-). Instead, I’m inter-
ested in programs that seem to confound traditional hierarchies of taste: 
live CCTV traffic cams, surveillance footage of manufacturing facilities, 
workplace orientation videos, televised classroom instruction, and broad-
cast religious services. To this motley crew we could add baby monitors, 
video medical imaging, kinescopes of nuclear bomb testing, television used 
for therapeutic self-confrontation, and a host of other examples of what 
we might call useful television. The category of “useful television” builds 
off the work of Charles Acland and Haidee Wasson, who proposed useful 
cinema as a term to refer to film “taken up and deployed variously – beyond 
questions of art and entertainment – in order to satisfy organizational de-
mands and objectives, that is, to do something in particular.” (Acland and 
Wasson 2011, 3). Acland, Wasson, and their collaborators operationalize 
“useful cinema” to describe wide-ranging film applications in institutions as 
diverse as government, military, medicine, education, libraries, museums, 
industrial manufacturers, planetariums, and non-governmental institutions 
like the YMCA and UNESCO. In their anthology and the work it spawned, 
scholars reveal the complex productivity of a medium called to fulfill func-
tions as varied as skilling, selling, teaching, killing, and healing. 

Working alongside my own collaborators – Markus Stauff and Anne-
Katrin Weber – I am trying to come to terms with the shape and stakes of 
what we are calling useful television. In this work, we follow the many ways 
that, parallel to its development as a domestic broadcast medium within 
public service and commercial frameworks, television was integrated into 
(and shaped by) the experiments and operations of many of these same in-
stitutions. Extending useful cinema practices while aligning with an advanc-
ing techno-solutionism, television took up the role of universal machine 
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easily adapted to different institutional, political, and social definitions of 
problems. Resultant media practices and prescriptions dramatically expand-
ed conceptualizations of what television could do and where it could be 
deployed. Finally, the “local” emerges. But, before traveling too far down 
the geographies of useful television, I return to the question of taste and the 
constraining force of the high culture/low culture continuum. 

Certainly, some of television’s archival precarity arises from its material 
and magnetic forms (DeBruhl 2010; Klik 2021). However, I’m interested 
in how taste formations shape recognition of television’s enduring value. 
Because television fits within and perpetuates longstanding U.S. cultural 
hierarchies via its associations with women, children, open commercialism, 
and “cheap entertainment (Curtin 1996, 101),” television is, as Jennifer 
VanderBurgh notes, “rarely taken seriously (2023, 3).” Brett Mills and 
Lauren Bratslavsky suggest that even television scholars reinforce these dy-
namics, given the disproportionate attention academics devote to writing 
about programs that appeal to their own classed taste formations or legiti-
mate television studies as an academic field (Mills 2012; Bratslavsky 2023). 
In response, scholarship over the last two decades has attempted to invert 
or demystify the role of cultural hierarchies in shaping the historical record, 
often by reclaiming television’s lowest forms (Hutchison and Birley 2008). 

While this work has dramatically expanded our understanding of the me-
dium’s operation, its implicit reliance on continuum framing also inadvert-
ently reinforces silences around what I’m calling taste-less television. First, 
the helpful: Frances Bonner’s formulation of “ordinary television” reveals 
how “critically disregarded” and “ignored” programs like gameshows and 
lifestyle series articulate everyday discourses of family, sexuality, and health 
to identity formation and tv-enabled self-transformation (Bonner 2003, 3, 
2, 213-214). Brett Mills’ category of “invisible television” describes highly 
rated, long-running programs that nevertheless go “unseen” in academic re-
search, arguing that the lack of critical attention given to programs like Top 
Gear (2002-2022) and Antiques Roadshow (1979-) “misrepresent[s] much of 
what television is and does” (Mills 2012, 1, 13). Taken together, Bonner and 
Mills suggest that despite scholars’ apparent commitment to understanding 
television as an apparatus of the everyday, the low-culture status of some 
of its most prolific forms has frustrated this project. The consequences of 
this failure are articulated by Michael Z. Newman and Elana Levine, who 
note that television’s uneven legitimation as art and scholarly object has been 
“premised upon a rejection and a denigration” of television’ texts, technolo-
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gies, and audiences along gendered and classed lines, supporting “a set of hi-
erarchies that ultimately reinforce unjust social and cultural positions (2012, 
2-3).” Reflecting on these struggles over television’s value, Lynn Spigel sug-
gests, “what is at stake is the very definition of culture itself. And in that 
regard anyone interested in television should think seriously about how the 
medium has consistently been represented as ‘not culture (2004, 24).’” 

I am struck by Spigel’s choice of “not” instead of “low,” even as she couch-
es it in a discussion of the ways new media has emerged as a “high-end 
field of culture” (2004, 23) in contrast to (and reinforcing) television’s con-
tinued low-culture status. Much like Bonner, Mills, Newman, and Levine, 
Spigel reinforces the vision of television as existing on a high-low continuum. 
Recentering the low, popular, and ordinary within this high/low framing, 
in turn, claims radical inclusivity by following the continuum to its very 
ends. Ironically, this recuperation of the low in the hopes to better account 
for all television reinforces absences and erasures that have long structured 
television studies. So again, I return to that which is “not” culture – useful 
television that operates beyond the cultural continuum so often used to ex-
pand the object of television studies. Surveillance footage of a shopping mall 
parking lot or snowfall at a ski resort is precisely the “not” culture that is 
so quickly excluded in research into television’s social significance. And yet, 
these feeds – whether contributing to circuits of surveillance, consumption, 
and car culture or to tourism, leisure and sport – operationalize and enable 
the very same cultural formations scholars might discuss as matters of rep-
resentation on news, lifestyle, and other TV programs. Given the televisual 
feed’s investments in managing space, these examples are also decidedly local.

We come to one of the key arguments of my talk: Useful television is 
(often) local television. My understanding of local television comes from 
Annie Laurie Sullivan and Lauren Herold, who suggest “local television” 
comprises “production and distribution practices designed to speak to the 
perceived needs and interests of communities in a shared geographic area 
(Sullivan and Herold, 2025).” Routine in discussions of local television is 
the way in which its geographical boundedness and its ability to both ex-
tend and defy commercial media practice enable it to operate as public 
fora for special-interest topics and regionally-relevant issues; address spe-
cific community needs through the provision of resources, like language 
courses, weather updates, and social or economic development initiatives; 
unite underrepresented and underserved communities as both producers 
and audiences; experiment with novel or suppressed forms of cultural ex-
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pression, and develop intensified senses of intimacy linking broadcasters 
and audiences (VanderBurg 2023; Harold 2021; Johnson and Fickers 2010; 
Tyro 2001; Gottfried 2008; Sullivan 2019; Sullivan and Harold 2025). To 
reiterate: local television sustains communities via geographically-bounded 
and -minded fora, resource provision, mediated intimacies, and textual ex-
perimentation. Here is where I see parallels to useful television. 

Most directly, the scale of useful television can often be distinctly local. As 
Anna McCarthy writes in Ambient Television, the small screen was adopted 
widely as an “environmental media apparatus (2001, 14)” in bars, airports, 
waiting rooms, and other public spaces precisely because it could serve insti-
tutional interests within a bounded locale. Consider, for example, a training 
video introducing workers to the material and bureaucratic infrastructures 
of their new job. Or, in the case of in-school television, how useful tv de-
ployment is targeted, highly specialized, and bound to the specificities of the 
classroom space and its particular regimes of knowledge and vision, even as it 
might fulfill nationally-determined curricular needs. Within these contexts, 
useful television is often positioned as a resource designed to directly serve au-
diences and to strengthen the local community it addresses. Especially in its 
live forms like town halls, call-in programs, and videoconferences – formats 
that overlap with community access programming –, useful television osten-
sibly offers participants an opportunity to discuss community matters, exert 
agency within their institutions, and strengthen intimacy across participants. 
I’ve addressed this elsewhere in the context of live satellite business meetings 
that became popular in the 1990s as corporate executives attempted man-
age the morale and productivity of their workers via televised performances 
of care amid mergers, layoffs, and generally worsening working conditions 
(Hughes 2020). (And today’s workers might think of their own experience in 
mediated “town halls” that are often called to discuss crises like COVID-19 
or university budget cuts.) Even if it’s not popular, and its viewership is lim-
ited (often on purpose), useful television works its way into the rhythms and 
practices of work, worship, learning, leisure, and caretaking. In short, it helps 
constitute everyday life. Furthermore, while many of these applications serve 
cultural and community functions on par with local broadcasting and cable, 
useful television’s deployment of the live feed for logistics and coordination – 
in functions like CCTV for surveillance, factory floor materials handling, and 
data retrieval – reveals additional significant loci of local television defined 
not just by the scale of its physical infrastructures, but also by its careful man-
agement of people, things, and activities within bounded space. 
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Finally, useful media texts frequently made their way to local broadcast 
stations, engaging in the kind of local television most commonly recognized 
as such. Beginning in earnest in the 1940s, sponsored film began filling 
the edges of local station schedules (Hughes, 2017, 109). These programs, 
created by a range of useful cinema adherents to fulfill goals ranging from 
institutional advertising to promoting war bonds and public health cam-
paigns, were offered free to broadcasters. While they served the institutions 
that made them, they also fulfilled local broadcasters’ desires to inexpen-
sively meet their license obligations to air sustaining programming – that 
is, shows that were not commercially sponsored via advertisements. One of 
the most familiar examples is Industry on Parade (1950-1960), sponsored 
by the National Association of Manufacturers. While viewers could watch 
sponsored film on local stations into the 1970s, by that point audiences 
could also turn to institutionally-produced public affairs programming de-
signed exclusively for television. The American lobbying organization the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, for example, produced thousands of hours 
of content that made its way to local stations in the 1980s and 1990s. Its 
marquee show, It’s Your Business (1979-1997), cleared 160 stations at its 
height. A debate program designed to legitimize the Chamber’s rightwing 
economic policies, it’s unclear to what extent it fulfilled local viewers’ “con-
tent-based” interests (Ali, 2017, 19). Nevertheless, the Chamber’s public af-
fairs programs were designed for localization, offered on a barter basis with 
space for local ads. Watching these tapes and seeing the blank spaces where 
local users were meant to insert their own ads – even while frustrating our 
understanding of how these programs were incorporated into local broad-
cast flows – nevertheless testifies to these processes of negotiation between 
useful television provisioners and domestic broadcasting. They also remind 
us of the persistent gaps in television preservation.

If useful television is local television, it also suffers from similar threats 
to its archivability. Speaking only very partially of my own experience as a 
researcher of private business media, these problems are manifold. Some are 
familiar to many archives: unprocessed collections, access to video limited 
by digitization fees, outright weeding of media files, and the separation of 
media and manuscript materials (and the subsequent appraisal of one or the 
other as lacking permanent value). Other problems suggest the particular dif-
ficulties of researching useful media. Businesses are often skeptical of outside 
researchers, and obtaining access to private archives that aren’t designed for 
outside researchers can be difficult. For my book, my personal success rate of 
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acquiring access to corporate archives was about 15%, a number that is far 
higher than it should be because my archivist co-workers kindly used their 
own professional networks to help me. Difficulties presented by the material 
vulnerabilities of video – rapid deterioration, erasure – are exacerbated by the 
fact that business often served as the Guinea pigs of audiovisual equipment 
manufactures and were early adopters of new and often short-lived video for-
mats. While maintaining playback equipment for standardized formats like 
the VHS and U-Matic is difficult – and precludes access in many instances 
– viewing marginal formats like the EVR, which never made it past hospi-
tals and board rooms, is literally impossible. Finally, the live feed – whether 
for manufacturing, surveillance, videoconferencing, or special events – often 
leaves behind no textual record whatsoever. In sum: the lost or, perhaps bet-
ter put, inaccessible text is a persistent feature of useful television history. 

What does this mean for our attempts to unlock useful television ar-
chives? Archivists and scholars of local media have landed on community 
engagement, reciprocal rather than extractive relationships with donors, and 
fostering ongoing activation and use of records by diverse stakeholders as 
critical elements of media preservation efforts (Frick et al. 2020; Murray and 
Godfrey 1997; VanCour 2023). My experience in useful television has been 
much the same. My understanding of television in the U.S. workplace hinged 
on interviews with members of the audiovisual community – the men and 
women who developed and sustained these systems. In addition to sharing 
their memories, many also shared materials they saved documenting their 
own televisual practice. This is a different kind of legacy media: self-curated 
collections that reveal how individuals contributed to the ongoing and iter-
ative practice of television – and the ways in which they hope this work will 
continue to have value for others. The urgent work of connecting with these 
television practitioners and audiences is critical to the long-term preservation 
of useful television, particularly in a context defined by the non-extant or 
otherwise inaccessible text. While I have little to add to archivists’ prescrip-
tions on this point, my focus on useful television hopes to expand our under-
standing of who counts as a television practitioner and participant. Security 
guards, priests, teachers, students, bureaucrats, dentists…television is an or-
dinary, everyday practice that includes speculation and aspiration as well as 
actual programs and ongoing operation. This more comprehensive approach 
expands our opportunities for tracing and preserving television history – and 
it suggests that if we don’t account for television in these spaces, our quest to 
preserve local media cultures will remain unfortunately incomplete.
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A Tale of Two Archives
National Ideal vs. Local Reality

Ethan Thompson

ABSTRACT
The period of 1976 – 1990 stretches from the height of the network era of 
television in the US through deregulation and the proliferation of cable in 
the 1980s, resulting in the “multichannel” era of the 1990s. Throughout 
these changes, US television viewers mostly watched nationally-distributed 
content – whether on a local affiliate of the three big broadcast networks 
(ABC, NBC, CBS) or one of the new cable channels (HBO, MTV, ESPN). 
But throughout this time, “local television” was also being made by local 
stations for local viewers. In fact, this was a rich period for local production, 
much of it inspired by federal regulations requiring stations operate in the 
public interest. Because local television productions specifically addressed 
local audiences – often freed from commercial expectations – they are a rich 
resource for rethinking television and reconstructing cultural history. While 
this cultural value has not always led to adequate preservation, a number of 
archival approaches have emerged to preserve and encourage greater atten-
tion to, and appreciation for, local television in the US.

KEYWORDS
Audiovisual preservation; local TV; Peabody Archive; USA
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Confession: I haven’t always appreciated local television. Like many, I have 
taken local TV for granted, even found it a little embarrassing – at least 
compared to what is produced by broadcast and cable networks, or even lo-
cal stations in big cities. My turn to researching, writing, and editing books 
about local television came unexpectedly. Ten years ago, I was given an op-
portunity to immerse myself in a television archive for several months, just 
to see what was there. What was in that archive, 1000 miles from my home, 
was a whole lot of local television from all over the country. It was this ex-
posrure to local television, not my own, that eventually led me to look closer 
to home in the second archive I will discuss. 

1. Archive #1: the Peabody Archive
The Peabody Archive was created from submissions to the Peabody Awards, 
the most prestigious award in US television, headquartered at the University 
of Georgia, in the town of Athens, far from the media capitals of Los Angeles 
and New York. There the Peabody Awards collection has been accumulating 
since the first awards were given to television in the late 1940s. Every year, 
national networks, television producers, and local station managers, and 
others self-nominate by submitting programs for award consideration. A 
few receive awards, and the rest are kept in the archive.

My job for several months was to immerse myself in the archive, survey-
ing what had accumulated over the decades, most of it never written about 
or even watched in years. Sure, there were the winners that people would 
already know about, but what about the rest? As director of the awards, Dr. 
Jeffrey P. Jones likes to say, what distinguishes the Peabody Archive is that 
these programs are what television professionals themselves believe consti-
tutes their best work. In this sense, the Peabody Archive is an archive of 
the “best” television across American television history. Programs outside 
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the norms of what TV is expected to look and sound like, that expand sto-
ry-telling formulas, laugh-making strategies, and truth-seeking reporting. 
These don’t always become hits, but they are the kind that their proud pro-
ducers might submit for Peabody recognition.

In other words, what I was hoping I would find was programming whose 
value would be self-evident, if I just gave appropriate attention to them. 
This is not quite what happened. I did spend months watching hours of old 
television every day, and the archive digitized what additional materials it 
could for me. I also spent many hours going through non-video materials, 
including the submission forms completed with nominated programs, press 
books, viewer letters, and other materials submitted as evidence of excel-
lence. What I found was many, many local television programs, that did 
not have high-production values, whose quality status was far from self-ev-
ident, and which, instead, I found myself wondering, why did someone 
think this deserved an award? For instance, what was it about these series 
of undercover investigations of TV repair shops in Miami in the 1970s, or 
this documentary about a breakdancing competition in Denver, Colorado 
in the 1980s, that inspired someone to think it deserved a Peabody? What I 
ultimately realized is that what united these submissions was that these local 
television submissions were indeed what the submitters thought was “their 
best work” – the best examples of how they made television to address a local 
audience, using local resources. 

But why did these local stations bother to make these programs in the 
first place? Most local stations are affiliates of the national networks; the 
content they produce is determined by the network/affiliate relationship 
that has dominated US television, as well as the amorphous term “public 
interest” employed in its regulation. This history pre-dates television. The 
Radio Act of 1927 defined broadcasting as a national, commercial enter-
prise, and established that the federal government would grant licenses not 
to networks but to individual stations – local stations – which agreed to 
serve in the “public interest, convenience, and necessity.” However, this act 
did not explain what constituted “public interest,” or offer other guidance 
for how media technologies were supposed to serve the needs of the public 
(Sullivan and Herold 2025). While commercial stations would have to do 
more than just maximize profits to maintain their broadcast license, the 
lack of clear guidelines meant that the federal approach to regulation would 
fluctuate. The Federal Communications Act of 1934 solidified the commer-
cial model of US broadcasting in which national networks supplied content 
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to local affiliate stations, who profited by selling local ad time. These local 
stations would produce local TV to fill gaps in the network schedule, and 
that content would also be used to demonstrate the station operated in the 
public interest. 

Throughout the twentieth century, local television stations typical-
ly filled out the schedule, and believed they fulfilled their public interest 
needs, by producing local news. The equipment and personnel required to 
produce news shows was significant, but the programming was commercial-
ly profitable. Local news was content the network could not provide, but 
local audiences and advertisers wanted. Resources used to produce the news 
could then be put into service in other kinds of related productions, such 
as broadcasting local sporting events and public affairs shows, which might 
not be as profitable on their own. 

The number of programs submitted by local television stations to 
Peabody increased dramatically in the early 1970s, and constituted the larg-
est source of submissions until the early 1990s. As Eric Hoyt has written, 
one way to explain this boom is the increase in competition among local 
channels in major markets in the 1970s, who turned to news to attract au-
diences, and the Peabody awards to counter criticism of sensationalism in 
reporting. By the early 1990s, submissions from local stations returned to 
numbers similar to those the early 1970s, while submissions from cable – 
leading up to so-called “peak TV” in the 2010s – skyrocketed. 

Cable’s rise was not just in Peabody submissions, of course. The 
post-network or multichannel era of the 1990s was the context for The 
Telecommunications Act of 1996, by far the most significant legislation af-
fecting media, and ultimately local television, in the United States since the 
Federal Communication Act of 1934. The act overhauled ownership rules, 
paving the way for media consolidation in two ways. Companies could now 
own multiple radio and television stations in the same markets, and also 
provide multiple communication services (e.g., telephone, cable, Internet). 
The station groups who began buying up local stations were increasingly 
distanced from the communities those stations served. These rule-changes 
would have profound effects on local television station ownership, produc-
tion practices, and content. 

The Peabody Archive constitutes a national collection of local television, 
spanning these historical developments and continuing into the future. It 
offers an ample supply of local television, but what is looking at that local 
TV good for? The dialogue between what is produced locally versus nation-
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ally is key. As Lynn Spigel (2019) writes, “By exploring local programs his-
torians can discern “accents” not registered in prime-time network fare. For 
example, cultural affairs programs produced by local stations demonstrate 
how different parts of the country deal with – or fail to deal with – issues 
of importance to their local communities and/or the nation and world.” 
Doing so can bring surprises, and even, as Spigel writes “help derail the big 
city bias of Hollywood or New York production, and the often untested (or 
even unconscious) assumption that programs produced in major metropol-
itan areas such as Boston, New York city, or San Francisco are always more 
politically “progressive” than local programs produced, say, in Little Rock 
or Des Moines.” 

For example, in 1972, a network affiliate in Nashville, broadcast an inves-
tigative report on homosexuality which it submitted for Peabody consider-
ation. As Susan Douglas (2019) has shown, this is an example of how social 
activists, such as 1970s gay and lesbian activists, made themselves heard on 
local TV before they found a place on the networks. Crucially, the Peabody 
includes not just the text of the Coming Out itself, but a variety of materials 
that help us to see how it was made sense of at the time. Interestingly, the 
submission emphasized that the program engaged the audience, and not in 
a way that was universally embraced. The submission included viewer letters 
both in support and critical, as well as a log sheet simply listing reactions 
that were phoned into the station as either “compliment” or “complaint.” 

These supplemental materials or “paratexts” provide crucial context to 
local television. Taken out of context, local television can look cheap or silly, 
even. For example, consider a program submitted to Peabody by WCKT, an 
NBC affiliate in Miami, Florida. The program aired in July of 1976, which 
was the “Bicentennial” summer of nationwide celebrations of the 200-year 
anniversary of the American revolution. While we might expect to see a pa-
triotic celebration of national unity, the clip instead highlights local history: 
which included significant resistance to the revolution. One package reports 
on a loyalist protest in which the “terrorists” and “rebels” who signed the 
Declaration of Independence are burned in effigy. Another reports on the 
lynching of escaped slaves. Sunday News Update ’76 demonstrates how local 
television, by being tailored to a local address, could cut against the grain of 
the national discourse uncritically celebrating unity and American history. 
WCKT couldn’t produce a historical drama with Hollywood production 
values, but it could make a fake news show. By simulating its existing news 
format, the station produced ideological complex historical programming. 
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2. Archive #2: KIII
The Peabody Archive approaches an “ideal” of a local television archive be-
cause of the multiple depths of its holdings: geographically, programs come 
from local stations across the country; chronologically, they go back many 
years; and textually, not just programs, but print and other materials are also 
there to be studied. But the most important question to ask of any televi-
sion archive, is what “television” is in the archive? While national in scope, 
the local television in the Peabody Archive is not uniformly deep across 
the nation. Some stations are over-represented in the archive, while many 
more are entirely unrepresented, having never submitted for consideration 
(Thompson and Hatlen 2019). For most station managers, news directors, 
and local TV producers, addressing the local audience, using the best means 
available, is simply day-to-day business. 

This brings us to my second archive, much closer to home – KIII, the 
ABC affiliate in Corpus Christi, Texas. Not only is its building a five-minute 
drive away, but KIII is a station I grew up watching, as my hometown is less 
than an hour away. More importantly, this station illustrates how chang-
ing regulations and technology have dramatically impacted local television 
stations since the 1990s, including their archival practices. For most of its 
history since its founding in 1964, KIII was owned by a company with just 
four stations, McKinnon Broadcasting. In 2010, KIII was purchased by the 
London Broadcasting Company, then the Gannett company in 2014. That 
company split its broadcast and digital media off into a new company called 
TEGNA. Headquartered in Viriginia, TEGNA now owns or operates 67 
television stations in 54 markets across the United States. 

When I toured the KIII facilities to see its “archive” recently, the station 
manager told me KIII no longer considers itself a TV station; it is a “media 
company.” KIII moved into a new building in the early 2000s, but that 
building’s time as a teaming-center of local television was brief. Indeed, 
everywhere I looked I saw ghosts of television’s past. The enormous marble 
atrium at the center of the building, was completely empty of people except 
for those in the large photos high up on the walls, decorations from when 
it first opened. Much of the labor (such as the advertising and marketing 
staff) now are centralized and operate out-of-state. Technology (such as ro-
botic cameras) have reduced the need for local employees in other positions. 
Despite its absentee owner and a near-skeleton crew running the station, 
KIII continues to produce local programming. But aside from the daily 
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news broadcasts, and a once-a-week live show I will talk about in a moment, 
the “master control” running KIII is operated remotely in North Carolina. 

The KIII programming archive houses an eclectic collection of videotapes 
in a variety of formats. The determining forces of what is kept in that archive 
seems to be 1) content that is valuable because it might be reused in future 
broadcasts, 2) news coverage that might be requested by the community, 
and 3) content that the station manager just didn’t want to get rid of. This 
third category includes movies recorded from satellite for broadcast in the 
1990s, such as the original Batman movie from 1966, The Terminator, and 
Naked Gun 2 ½. Also in the archive: tapes for the FOX animated series The 
Simpsons, kept from the years it was running in syndication on the station. 

“Those are worthless,” he said, but he had kept them for nostalgia’s sake, 
because there is so much room he might as well. The content on the tapes 
is not locally produced; nor is it in danger of being lost to history. But these 
tapes do hold “local television.” They were broadcast over local airwaves 
because they were considered something the local audience would watch. In 
the same room were examples of local TV not available anywhere else, like 
a local high school talent show, and annual recordings of a parade. Wooden 
shelves held advertising spots produced for local businesses by the station, 
which would make commercials for local advertisers for free, then keep the 
tapes, selling just the airtime. This entrepreneurial practice – sometimes ads 
were made on speculation, betting that a business would be impressed and 
buy airtime – was now over, as those staff positions had been cut. While the 
historian in me recognizes the cultural history of local advertising strategies 
on those tapes, I assume the corporate owners of KIII would consider them 
as “valueless” as those of The Simpsons. If one of the local businesses featured 
in a spot still existed and wanted to buy ad time, the chances that they 
would want to re-use a 20 or 30-year-old spot are negligible. But there is 
currently plenty of space in the KIII building, so they remain. 

The effects of media consolidation and technological convergence on 
local television practices are visible everywhere in the KIII building. But 
the station still produces a live program every week that should have been 
nominated at least once for a Peabody, since it first went on the air in 1964. 
That show is Domingo Live, which airs for two hours every Sunday morning 
starting at 10 am. Its mainstay is live music, but there are also conversations 
with local community organizations, and the show often broadcasts on-lo-
cation from local events. In other words, Domingo Live, which is produced 
mostly in Spanish, is both an entertainment and a public affairs show.
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The music featured on Domingo Live is Tejano – a local style blending 
Mexican and American influences including rock, country, and R&B, but 
also often earlier influences such as the accordion and the polka. Selena 
(Quintanilla-Perez), who performed a more pop-influenced style of Tejano, 
is the most popular and influential Tejano star of all time. Growing up 
in Corpus Christi, she performed on Domingo Live multiple times. Those 
tapes are the most valuable in the KIII archive, and this value is evidenced 
in a separate room on the first floor that houses them, and other Domingo 
Live recordings in a format which can be easily accessed and converted to 
digital platforms for editing and distribution. A few tapes of older episodes 
of the show the 1970s and 1980s exist, but in formats that are inaccessible 
and expensive to convert. They lie in cardboard boxes upstairs.

One might assume that, given the fact the show is on Sunday, and 
“Domingo” is Spanish for Sunday, that’s the origin of the program’s name. 
It’s not. Domingo Live was originally titled Domingo Peña, after its host, a 
local Spanish-language radio personality. That show began when KIII got 
its FCC license by promising to program several hours of Spanish-language 
programming each week. At the time, there was no other Spanish-language 
television in the Corpus Christi market, despite the fact that much of the 
local population spoke Spanish, many of them exclusively. The first year the 
U.S. census included the category of “Hispanic or Latino ancestry” was six 
years later in 1970; 56% of the Corpus Christi population then fell in that 
category.

In US television history, 1964 was a time of increased pressure for sta-
tions to operate in the public interest. FCC Head Newton Minow’s famous 
“Vast Wasteland” speech assailed television executives for ignoring the re-
sponsibilities that went along with the privilege of doing business via pub-
lic airwaves. The networks responded by expanding news departments and 
documentary programs, but it was local stations who had to show the FCC 
they operated in the public interest. When the new owner of KIII pledged 
to broadcast some hours in Spanish, this was a savvy move signaling a public 
need would be met, in order to meet the station’s most basic need: an FCC 
license. Domingo Live, even prior to its inception as Domingo Peña, was 
both commercial and public service programming.

When I asked the station manager what he thought the chances were 
that production of Domingo Live would continue, given all the other cuts, 
without hesitation he told me it would. This was because of its legacy, but 
especially because it was still commercially viable, popular even. The sta-



39

A TALE OF TWO ARCHIVES

tion’s news director, who had just been looking at the Nielsen television rat-
ings before my visit, reported it was the top-rated show in its timeslot every 
week of 2024, excepting several Sundays it competed with the Olympics 
and the US Open of Tennis. What the station manager did think was com-
ing was Domingo would cease to be live. Broadcasting live requires the most 
staff on set and is the busiest day at the station during the week. As more 
and more people watched via the station’s popular streaming app (KIII is a 
media company, not a TV station now, after all) it would stop making sense 
to do the show live. 

Conclusion
Local television is produced to fill in the gaps of the network schedule. 
Likewise, local television can fill in the gaps of our understanding of US 
television history. So, one way of assessing value would be to point to the ex-
istence of programming like Coming Out, which shows how local television 
producers were willing to take chances at a time the networks weren’t, and 
in places we might not expect. That approach values local television by how 
it compares with or breaks from national, network programming. But per-
haps the better approach is to take local television on its own, considering 
how it addresses a local audience to meet local needs, using local resources. 
Sunday News ’76 is an example of a creative use of news resources, expand-
ing the news format to make a uniquely local television special. Spanning 
over sixty years, Domingo Live can’t help but seem more mundane. While it 
began as a nod to public service, it remains on the air because it has proven 
commercially viable. It is quality in the eyes of the corporate owner be-
cause it attracts commercial sponsorship at low cost. Like Tejano music, it 
is deeply hybrid: the cultural value of performances unavailable elsewhere is 
visible at the same time as the commercial value, signified by the on-screen 
commercial logos during broadcast. 

We can’t expect the Peabody Archive to hold all the local television worth 
watching, nor can we, as we see in the case of KIII, expect station owners to 
preserve their own history in perpetuity. Peabody has limited resources and 
is dependent upon grants to continue to digitize materials in old formats. 
KIII’s cavernous building will eventually run out of space for the archive, 
or more likely it will simply be discarded when no one who cares about it 
is around anymore. With the Trump administration’s radical cuts to arts 
funding, times are perilous for preserving the history of local television in 
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the United States, as there will be less grant money to go around for all 
kinds of projects in the arts and humanities; local television will be even less 
of a priority. 

But local television is television people care about. It’s the television that 
is useful to them, that tells them what the weather is going to be like, that 
reports on the scores of high school sports teams, that covers a community 
event that they participated in. It just takes one person to submit a TV pro-
gram for a Peabody Award, and it need not be the producer or station who 
does it. But individual people also have a greater power to preserve local 
television, by recording and sharing it, on platforms like Archive.org and 
YouTube. It was from a fan’s recording of a Selena special off-the-air that I 
found on YouTube and added to the clip about Domingo Live produced by 
KIII. For whatever reason, whether the tapes were incompatible, misplaced, 
or they feared legal action, they didn’t include any Selena footage. The local 
audience, who value local television, may prove to be the most reliable ones 
to help preserve and share it in the many places, and for the many reasons, 
it continues to be produced. 
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“Hello, is the Mayor Here?”
Local Politics in Turin Private Broadcasting.  
The Case of Videogruppo Piemonte

Riccardo Fassone and Paola Zeni1

ABSTRACT
 

This paper explores the role of the local broadcaster Videogruppo Piemonte 
in shaping political communication and civic discourse in Turin between 
1976 and 1990. Based on a range of sources – including audiovisual mate-
rials, internal documents, and oral interviews – retrieved from an informal 
and partially dispersed archive, the study reconstructs the channel’s editorial 
orientation and its efforts to position itself as a public service platform at 
the local level. Particular attention is devoted to the program The City Calls 
– The Mayor Answers, a weekly live show that enabled direct interaction be-
tween citizens and political institutions through call-in participation.

The case of Videogruppo exemplifies the cultural and political relevance 
of minor broadcasters within Italy’s decentralised media ecology, as well as 
the challenges and opportunities tied to researching their legacy. By engag-
ing with fragmentary yet rich archival traces, the paper highlights the value 
of unofficial and informal sources in documenting alternative forms of civic 
and political communication.

KEYWORDS
Citizenship; city; local television; Turin; Videogruppo Piemonte

1	 The contribution was conceived and developed jointly by the two authors: the intro-
duction was co-authored; section 1 (“An accidental Archive: Researching Videogruppo”) 
was written by Riccardo Fassone; section 2 (“Broadcasting Politics: The City Calls – The 
Mayor Answers”) was written by Paola Zeni.
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Introduction
A handwritten label on an old U-matic tape promises something improba-
ble – or at least unexpected: “Agnelli nudo” (“Naked Agnelli”) – an unlikely 
glimpse of one of Italy’s most iconic industrialists, Gianni Agnelli, longtime 
president of FIAT, the carmaker that shaped not just Turin’s urban plan-
ning, but its identity. Whether the label referred to a real segment or was an 
internal reference lost over time, the tape is today unreadable. But the label 
endures, offering a small yet telling fragment of a media landscape where 
locality, experimentation and, one might say, immediacy shaped produc-
tion practices. This anecdote does not merely amuse. It gestures toward the 
understudied field of Italian local television, a field that, while increasingly 
recognised, has often operated on the margins of both media systems and 
historiography.

The mid-1970s marked the beginning of a brief yet intense phase of 
proliferation of local broadcasters across Italy: following key Constitutional 
Court rulings and the partial deregulation of the airwaves, local stations 
rapidly multiplied, offering a proliferation of voices, perspectives, and pro-
gramming strategies. These stations were not only central to the emergence 
of commercial television in Italy but also triggered a broader rethinking of 
the civic and institutional functions traditionally assigned to the medium. 
And yet, despite their density and diversity, local broadcasters have remained 
somewhat peripheral in historical accounts. Their stories circulate through 
nostalgic memoirs or celebratory retrospectives, while their systemic rele-
vance remains underexplored. Italy is not alone in this: across Europe, local 
television has often received only partial academic attention, even though it 
played a significant role in the development of national media landscapes. 
The result is a historiographical gap: a mismatch between the widespread 
presence of these broadcasters and the relative scarcity of academic research 
devoted to them.
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This paper aims to offer a contribution to ongoing re-evaluation of 
local television’s place in media historiography. Focusing on Videogruppo 
Piemonte, a broadcaster active in Turin from 1976 to 1990, it examines 
how local television could function not only as a commercial venture, but 
as a platform for civic engagement and political experimentation. This pa-
per draws on a dispersed set of materials to explore both the structure of 
Videogruppo’s informal archive and the editorial vision that informed the 
station’s approach to local politics and civic engagement.

1. Assembling an archive:  
the case of Videogruppo

The first challenge in researching Videogruppo emerged from the absence 
of a structured institutional archive. The station’s material legacy had been 
shaped by relocations, industrial acquisitions, and a general lack of preserva-
tion policy. A first set of materials – primarily U-matic tapes – was recovered 
from a utility closet in the offices currently occupied by the station, fol-
lowing its acquisition by the Mediapason group. The tapes were stored be-
side cleaning supplies and water cooler refills. In total, a few hundred tapes 
had survived, though often without any clear cataloguing system. Of these, 
around sixty were selected for viewing, though their content frequently di-
verged from the handwritten labels. These labels, rather than following a 
consistent set of references or codes, were mostly composed of loose, some-
times whimsical descriptions – seemingly practical, and likely meant for 
internal use, clearly not intended to serve as archival metadata.

A second group of sources was located in the garage of the station’s 
founder, Sergio Rogna Manassero di Costigliole: three cardboard boxes 
containing schedules, program descriptions, and annual summaries. Unlike 
the audiovisual materials, these documents were relatively well-organised 
and systematically compiled by Federico Peiretti, a long-time collaborator 
and on-screen presence at Videogruppo. Conceived explicitly to record and 
preserve the station’s original programming output, they offer a detailed 
overview of its editorial activities up to 1990 – the year in which the docu-
ments were produced. Among them were lists of all personalities who had 
appeared on air in a given year, which helped map the broadcaster’s political 
and cultural reach within Turin’s civic life.

Such conditions – in which structured materials coexist with more casual 
or non-institutional forms of preservation – are not uncommon among re-
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gional broadcasters in Europe. Limited resources and the absence of formal 
archival mandates have often resulted in uneven documentation and archival 
gaps. Yet even partial collections, whether carefully assembled or serendip-
itously preserved, can offer critical entry points into broader narratives of 
local media cultures and the socio-political contexts in which they operated.

Founded in 1974 in Pino Torinese, on the outskirts of Turin, 
Videogruppo soon relocated to the city centre in order to reach a broader 
and more urbanised audience. Its founder, Sergio Rogna Manassero – later 
elected to the Italian Parliament in the late 1990s, where he first served on 
the Transport Committee and subsequently on the Oversight Committee 
for Broadcasting Services – envisioned the station as a local platform for 
information, political discussion, and cultural programming. While the 
schedule also featured content typical of local broadcasting – such as syndi-
cated films, commercials, and cooking shows – archival materials and a set 
of oral sources, including interviews conducted with the founder and sever-
al technicians active during the station’s early years, point to a clear editorial 
orientation towards civic engagement and public service.

This ambition was pursued through a double strategy. On the one hand, 
the station’s journalists developed informal but effective collaborations with 
colleagues from La Stampa, a Turin-based national newspaper. According to 
some interviewees, this took the form of reciprocal information exchanges: 
Videogruppo’s newsroom would sometimes receive leads or confirmations 
from La Stampa journalists and occasionally provide them in return. These 
connections helped the station produce relatively high-quality coverage of key 
local events, including the fire at Cinema Statuto in 1983 – one of the dead-
liest tragedies in Turin’s postwar history, in which 64 people lost their lives.

On the other hand, Videogruppo experimented with formats inspired 
by radio broadcasting, especially those built around direct interaction with 
the audience. The use of the telephone became a recurring feature across 
different programmes and was particularly central to a weekly show that 
allowed viewers to call from home and speak directly with Turin’s mayor. 
As Sergio Rogna Manassero recalled in a recent interview with the authors:

The most successful segment in La Stampa was Specchio dei tempi [Mirror 
of the Times], a column with readers’ letters on local issues. So, we asked 
ourselves: can we use the phone? Are we a mono-directional or bi-direc-
tional channel? […] The telephone became our weapon. But it was also the 
weapon of radio. We learned this from Marco Pannella at Radio Radicale. 
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When he came to Turin he told us: ‘Take every phone call, give them thirty 
seconds, then cut them off. Let’s see if the mayor is up for answering’.2

2. Broadcasting politics:  
The City Calls – The Mayor Answers

The broadcaster’s political aspirations were explicitly declared from its ear-
liest communications. On 12 September 1976 – the day of the channel’s 
official launch – La Stampa published a press release in which the chan-
nel presented itself as “an instrument of participation” open to “media 
and democratic political and social forces”. That evening, the news pro-
gram Videonotizie aired for the first time. Anchored by Rogna Manassero, 
it would remain on the schedule well into the following decades, gradually 
expanding from a single daily edition in 1976 to five daily live editions by 
1990. Over the years, the program became the backbone of the station’s 
editorial project and its most enduring legacy.

Its centrality reflected a broader editorial strategy: from its early years, 
Videogruppo’s programming devoted significant attention to political af-
fairs and civic life. As documented in the recovered program schedules, in 
the final months of 1976 political and news segments accounted for ap-
proximately 40% of the total airtime; this proportion increased to nearly 
50% the following year. Though these figures later decreased as the overall 
programming schedule expanded (from just three hours per day in 1976 
to eighteen hours daily by 1990), they attest to the centrality of political 
coverage in the station’s initial editorial vision. The growing number of live 
editions of Videonotizie over the years further reflects this sustained commit-
ment to real-time engagement with the city’s public life.

Cristina Rogna Manassero, daughter of the channel’s founder, in her un-
published thesis written in 1994, articulated this idea in particularly evoc-
ative terms. In one passage, she wrote: “Thanks to television, the audience 
had managed to reach the moon on July 21, 1969, and to take the world-fa-
mous first step with Neil Armstrong, but it had never entered the chamber 
of the Turin City Council”. The comparison may sound outrageous, but it 
underscores a widespread perception: that national and international news 

2	 Interview with Sergio Rogna Manassero conducted by the authors on December 12, 
2023.
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had long eclipsed the visibility of local political processes. Videogruppo’s 
mission aimed to address precisely this gap.

Among the station’s clearest efforts to fulfill this ambition was La città chi-
ama – Il sindaco risponde (The City Calls – The Mayor Answers), a weekly live 
call-in show aired from 1979 to 1987. The program offered citizens the op-
portunity to speak directly with the mayor of Turin, raising questions or com-
plaints over the phone during a live broadcast. The show’s success was closely 
linked to the charisma and media sensibility of Mayor Diego Novelli, who 
served from 1975 to 1985. Novelli’s television appearances, preserved in a 
handful of surviving U-matic tapes, show him engaging with callers on a wide 
range of issues – from noise complaints to transportation – responding with 
calm, clarity, and a notable ease in front of the camera. Seated in the studio, 
he addressed the public in a tone that combined institutional gravitas with 
emotional proximity. His command of televisual codes – gaze, gesture, voice 
modulation – did not obscure his political function but rather amplified it.

This communicative style exemplifies what Gianpietro Mazzoleni and 
Anna Sfardini have described as the popularisation of political discourse – 
that is, the adaptation of political language and performance to the narra-
tive forms and affective registers of popular media (Mazzoleni and Sfardini 
2009). In this hybrid space, the politician is not only an administrator or 
policy-maker, but also a media figure whose efficacy depends on his ability 
to inhabit both roles simultaneously. La città chiama anticipated the tropes 
of politainment and infotainment, transforming the mayor into a relatable, 
accessible presence within the domestic space of viewers.

The program’s visibility extended well beyond the station’s immediate 
audience. Statements made during the show were frequently quoted by 
local newspapers, notably La Stampa, as unofficial yet influential political 
declarations. According to some accounts, the program was discontinued 
not for lack of popularity, but because Novelli’s successor, Giorgio Cardetti, 
lacked the same media fluency – an observation shared by several interview-
ees who had worked at Videogruppo at the time. The correlation between 
political effectiveness and televisual performance did not go unnoticed by 
commentators of the era. In March 1982, Il Giorno (a Milan-based national 
daily newspaper) ran an article with the title Gratta l’assessore, scoprirai il 
divo [Scratch the councillor and you’ll find the star], highlighting the extent to 
which local politicians were becoming recognizable media figures through 
their appearances on regional television. Such visibility was not merely sym-
bolic: it reshaped the modes and rhythms of civic engagement, foreground-
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ing immediacy, presence, and a shared emotional register. The call-in format 
was a distinctive feature of La città chiama among Videogruppo’s political 
programs, although other shows also provided space for political presence, 
particularly at the regional level, through more conventional formats. One 
notable example is Spazio Regione, a talk show focused on Piedmont region-
al politics. In a surviving excerpt from a 1980 episode, Giovanni Astengo 
(then regional councillor) and Aldo Viglione (then President of the Regional 
Government of Piedmont) engage in a conversation on urban planning and 
territorial governance. These programs not only gave visibility to regional 
institutions, often neglected by national networks, but also helped inte-
grate different levels of governance within a shared televisual horizon. By 
including both municipal and regional representatives in its programming, 
Videogruppo forged a narrative space that reflected the multi-layered com-
plexity of civic life in the “third Italy.”

These editorial choices reveal the station’s ambition to operate not mere-
ly as a broadcaster, but as a platform for civic mediation – what we might 
describe as a cultural interface between institutions and their constituents. 
Though modest in its technical infrastructure and without the financial sta-
bility of larger networks, Videogruppo nonetheless created enduring for-
mats for political communication. Its investment in immediacy and acces-
sibility shaped an alternative public sphere, more porous and dialogic than 
the centralized model epitomized by Rai, Italy’s national broadcaster.

The case of Videogruppo demonstrates how regional broadcasters, even 
when operating with limited resources and precarious archives, could func-
tion as sites of democratic experimentation and cultural innovation. Today, 
the scattered remnants of its programming (U-matic tapes, printed schedules, 
handwritten documents) allow us to reconstruct a media ecology where civic 
engagement was not only represented but enacted, often in real time. The 
significance of these materials lies not simply in their content, but in the com-
municative model they embody: one that blurred the lines between news and 
performance, authority and accessibility, spectacle and service. In that sense, 
Videogruppo’s history offers more than a local anecdote. It stands as a remind-
er of the pivotal role played by minor broadcasters in reshaping political dis-
course and civic imagination during a transformative moment in Italian me-
dia history. “Here, if you want a slogan, it could go like this: our studio, is the 
city”, Rogna Manassero once said – a phrase that summed up Videogruppo’s 
effort to remain fully immersed in the urban fabric it aimed to serve, merging 
newsroom and city space into a shared communicative environment.
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Chronicle of a Momentaneous Success
Entertainment and Consumer Goods in Antenna 3’s Early 
Stage (1977-82)

Emiliano Rossi1

ABSTRACT
This contribution explores the pivotal role of advertising in shaping the 
identity, programming, and sustainability of Antenna 3, a Lombard broad-
caster active during the early years of Italian private television (1977-1982). 
Drawing on the ATLas research project and the channel’s partially digitised 
corporate archive, it examines the dynamic relationship between entertain-
ment content and in-house advertising strategies. Antenna 3’s commercial 
model fostered innovative forms of brand integration and sponsorship 
which seem to anticipate today’s practices of product placement and brand-
ed content. A selection of key programmes illustrates how commercial mes-
sages were embedded in game shows, comedy, and variety formats, reflect-
ing broader shifts in consumer culture and the rise of mass-market goods. 
The analysis also highlights the channel’s role in giving cultural visibility to 
Italy’s provincial areas, offering a dreamlike vision of modern consumerism. 
Finally, the study reflects on the challenges of cataloguing commercially 
dense TV content and underscores the importance of archival transparency. 
Advertising emerges not only as an economic driver, but also as a creative 
and cultural force central to understanding the most artisanal and experi-
mental phase of local broadcasting in Italy.

KEYWORDS
Advertising; Antenna 3; archives; entertainment; production

1	 This article forms part of the dissemination activities carried out within the frame-
work of the ATLas project and specifically refers to the activities conducted by the Uni-
versity of Bologna team, composed of Luca Barra (Principal Investigator), together with 
the author, Matteo Marinello, and Darcy Isabel Continanza.
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This contribution focuses on a specific aspect of Antenna 3’s history, par-
ticularly well represented in the broadcaster’s corporate, partially digitised 
archive, which the ATLas – Atlas of Local Televisions research team had 
the opportunity to explore: namely, the relationship between the Lombard 
channel, its leading entertainment programmes, and the in-house advertis-
ing sales operation. Particular attention is given to the channel’s most suc-
cessful phase, roughly between 1977 and 1982 (Barra and Rossi 2025; Villa 
Re. and Villa Ro. 2010), examined through some of its most significant 
programmes, products of a season which remains both culturally vital and 
largely forgotten in the history of Italian television.

1. The rise and expansion of Antenna 3
First, it is necessary to provide a brief contextualisation of the broadcast-
er. Repeatedly described by the Italian press as “the largest among the 
smaller broadcasters”, Antenna 3 was established following the experience 
of TeleAltoMilanese, a station based in Busto Arsizio (Varese) and active 
from 1975. It was the first private terrestrial television channel in Italy to 
broadcast in colour, launched through the efforts of Renzo Villa – a singer, 
presenter, manager, lyricist, and producer from Luino (Province of Varese) 
– together with Giuseppe Mancini and Giuseppe Florita. Following internal 
disagreements, Villa and Enzo Tortora, one of the most recognisable faces 
of Italian public broadcasting, left TeleAltoMilanese to embark on a new 
venture more closely aligned with their editorial and creative ambitions, at a 
time when other private television experiments were emerging throughout 
the Country (Bussola 2022). 

It was November 1977 when Antenna 3 began broadcasting from a 
5.600-square-metre former industrial building on the border between the 
towns of Legnano and Castellanza, in the greater Milan metropolitan area. Its 
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launch was made possible through investments from a group of Lombardy-
based financial backers and a public share subscription campaign organised 
with the kitchenware companies Pastamatic and Italinox. Even before broad-
casting commenced, Antenna 3 launched a pioneering marketing initiative 
in collaboration with these firms, demonstrating its capacity to build strong 
ties with the local business community. Its signal reached a vast area across 
Northern Italy, with a potential audience of over ten million, in a region that, 
at the time, generated nearly one-third of the country’s GDP and housed 
around 20% of Italy’s TV sets in operation.

In terms of infrastructure and equipment, Antenna 3 boasted one of 
the most modern television production centres in Europe. With a core staff 
of around fifty professionals, the station also organised technical training 
courses under the direction of Cino Tortorella, who oversaw some of its 
most notable productions. Its five studios included a main auditorium with 
1.200 seats, multiple control rooms, offices, service areas, storage facilities, 
and a bar for both the audience and staff, facilities unmatched by any other 
broadcaster in the Country at the time.

It was during its initial months of operation that Antenna 3 defined its 
identity and market positioning. The early phase was marked by experimen-
tation, with formats constantly adjusted in response to audience feedback. 
The station’s initial programming strategy involved offering a different show 
every evening, except for one weekly film screening, drawn from a pre-ac-
quired library. The broadcaster clearly leaned towards entertainment and 
escapism as its core genres, aiming to appeal to viewers across generations 
through content geared towards amusement and light-heartedness (Grasso 
2004, 2006; Ortoleva 1995).

Antenna 3 aired nine hours of daily programming and quickly became 
a kind of industry in its own right, a television station of and for families. It 
catered to a broad, everyday audience with a strong appetite for fun, distrac-
tion, and games, and it consistently engaged viewers through in-studio and 
at-home participation. This approach proved effective, as Renzo Villa noted 
in a 1980 Tv Sorrisi e Canzoni feature (Cerrai 1980): “We always thought of 
television as a place reserved for a few privileged individuals, and now, with 
our broadcaster, we’ve managed – within a single region – to outperform 
even Rai’s national ratings”.

The channel’s popularity also stemmed from an extensive promotional 
campaign throughout its coverage area. From studio audience invitation 
postcards to logo stickers and joint initiatives with advertisers, the station 
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adopted innovative marketing and communication strategies, centred on a 
coherent brand identity, which often featured Ciuffo, the friendly bunny 
mascot designed by Maria Perego, who became the symbol of the station 
from the late 1970s.

2. The role and impact of advertising  
in Antenna 3’s main shows

Running such a television station was costly and required substantial infra-
structure, high levels of professionalism, and significant investment. Securing 
audience ratings was therefore crucial to the channel’s financial sustainabili-
ty. Without state subsidies, the lifeblood of private broadcasting was adver-
tising, an increasingly powerful sales driver that, between the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, profoundly transformed the Italian industrial landscape. Private 
broadcasters reached out to businesses that had previously been excluded 
from State television. By 1980, estimates indicated that nearly two-thirds 
of potential advertisers were unable to access the medium due to restrictive 
entry barriers imposed by public broadcasting (Codeluppi 2013).

Antenna 3 distinguished itself through the innovative decision to man-
age its advertising sales internally via Sipa, an in-house agency capable of 
handling both major national clients and smaller regional advertisers. The 
name itself was a nod to Sipra, Rai’s advertising arm: Antenna 3’s agency was 
soon dubbed “Sipra without the R”. As former commercial director Angelo 
Costanza explained in an interview for the project, relying from the outset 
on an internal specialist advertising agency was a major strength. Sipa was 
entirely dedicated to television advertising, with no involvement in other ed-
itorial markets, and its approach took inspiration from the major American 
networks. Terms such as “coverage”, “spots”, “reach”, “contacts”, “AMS”, and 
“target” became part of the broadcaster’s shared language. An excerpt of the 
interview with Costanza helps in better making light on these aspects:2 

In just a couple of years, we saw a real surge in clients, with some really big 
and prestigious names. We managed to build a strong and effective sales 
network, and by 1979 we were nearly hitting a turnover of nine billion 

2	 The interview with Angelo Costanza was conducted in Azzate (Varese) on June 25, 
2024. Excerpts of the interview are available on the ATLas web database: https://histori-
ca.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/81141 (last accessed: June 2025).

https://historica.unibo.it/collections/feb5410b-ce30-4e26-b3d5-6639dad59c89
https://historica.unibo.it/collections/feb5410b-ce30-4e26-b3d5-6639dad59c89
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lire. […] Let me tell you a little story: Braun came to Antenna 3 with 
their top executives from Germany, and they said: “wherever your chan-
nel’s signal reaches, we sell the Minipimer. Where it doesn’t, we don’t. If 
you expand your coverage, we’ll flood you with money”.

In fact, the German manufacturer of kitchen appliances was the main spon-
sor of Napoleone (tr. Napoleon), a game show that aired between 1979 and 
1980, hosted by Ettore Andenna, another well-known figure from Rai. In 
the show, Braun became the pretext for a phone-in riddle game in which 
viewers attempted to guess a mystery phrase.3 

Braun was just one of many mass-market brands that integrated into 
Antenna 3’s programming, not merely through traditional ad slots, but also 
through direct integration into the shows themselves: products, brand names, 
and logos frequently appeared within sketches, challenges, and prize segments.

A brief overview of some of the most representative shows, drawn from 
ATLas’ corpus of 40 different programmes and over 200 episodes attaining 
Antenna 3, can help in showing such a blend between commerce and TV 
entertainment; the programmes discussed below are included in the pro-
ject’s digital archive, which deepens and expands some of the reflections 
proposed in this contribution, freely accessible online.4

To begin with, it is worth mentioning the various magazine-style shows 
(known in Italian as “programmi contenitore”), which, thanks to their mod-
ular structure and blend of themes and tones, proved particularly well suit-
ed to commercial insertions. For example, in Telemattina (tr. Telemorning, 
1979), among the first morning shows to be broadcast in Europe, the cook-
ery segment became a continuous showcase for sponsored products, reg-
ularly used during the preparation of recipes by the cheerful and familiar 
chef, Angela Barcella.

Two of the channel’s flagship shows should also be referenced. First, La 
bustarella (tr. The Small Bribe, 1978-1984),5 a team-based game show in-

3	 Excerpts from one of the episodes of Napoleone featuring Braun promotion can 
be visualised within the ATLas database via the following link: http://hdl.handle.
net/20.500.14008/82121 (last accessed: June 2025).
4	 The database can be reached via https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500./14008/81141 
(last accessed: June 2025); the digital exhibition developed within the project is accessible at 
the following link: https://site.unibo.it/atlas/it/digital-exhibition (last accessed: June 2025).
5	 Excerpts from various episodes of La bustarella can be visualised within the AT-
Las database via the following links: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82111;  

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82121
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82121
https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.
14008/81141
https://site.unibo.it/atlas/it/digital-exhibition
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82111
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spired by Jeux sans Frontières and hosted by Ettore Andenna, which featured 
local contestants and included recurring sponsored segments, such as the 
“Gioco Aranca” (promoting a popular brand of bottled orange juice) and 
a contest run by the German dairy company Grünland. Second, Bingooo 
(1978-1987), which demonstrates as well how creatively Antenna 3 wove 
advertising into its formats. In the show, contestants selected numbers from 
a bingo-style board filled with brand names, while the host Renzo Villa 
extolled the virtues of the products being promoted.6 Prizes − donated by 
sponsors − included a wide range of consumer goods, while audience en-
gagement was further encouraged by a sophisticated postcard system: on av-
erage, viewers sent in over 50.000 entries per month during the show’s run. 

In shedding light on the connections between the channel, consumer 
cultures, and advertising revenues, other productions can also be brought 
into consideration. Il piramidone (tr. The Big Pyramid, 1978-1983), hosted 
by Enzo Tortora, asked contestants to guess the retail prices of various prod-
ucts, with sponsors’ names prominently featured in the show’s set design 
and visuals.7 Advertising also played a central role in the call-in quiz show 
Non lo sapessi ma lo so (roughly translatable into If I Didn’t Know It, I’d Still 
Know It, 1982), where the host Gerry Bruno established a friendly, familiar 
tone that fostered a relationship of trust between the audience and featured 
brands.8 A similar strategy shaped La Piazza (tr. The Square, 1979-1983),9 
which recreated a village square within the studio. Market vendors pro-
moted their products in a theatrical setting; in one of the surviving video 
extracts, tenor Dulcamara performs a song dedicated to the Pizzamatic elec-

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82116; http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82100; 
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82114 (last accessed: June 2025).
6	 Excerpts from various episodes of Bingooo can be visualised within the ATLas database 
via the following links: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82061; http://hdl.handle.
net/20.500.14008/82054; https://historica.unibo.it/items/41c1d9c1-9872-4545-b259-
0f059d8439ee (last accessed: June 2025).
7	 Excerpts from one episode of Il piramidone can be visualised within the ATLas da-
tabase via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82107 (last accessed: 
June 2025).
8	 Excerpts from one episode of Non lo sapessi ma lo so can be visualised within the 
ATLas database via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82107 (last 
accessed: June 2025).
9	 Excerpts from one the episodes of La piazza featuring Pizzamatic can be visualised with-
in the ATLas database via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82088 
(last accessed: June 2025).

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82116
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82100
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82114
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82061
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82054
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82054
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82107
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82107
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82088
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tric oven, while the studio audience enjoys freshly baked samples. Antenna 
3 also became a showcase for the artistic vitality of the Lombardy region, 
frequently hosting performers from Milan’s Teatro Derby. Among its many 
comedy shows was the Ric e Gian show (1981), where commercial content 
was seamlessly integrated into sketches. In one 1982 episode, the comic duo 
served as brand ambassadors for a canned tuna company, with the entire 
comedy bit built around the sponsor’s product.10

Conclusions
This overview suggests how Antenna 3 − and, more broadly, local Italian 
television in the late 1970s and early 1980s − operated as a site where ad-
vertising was not just ancillary but central. From the specific case examined 
here, several final reflections emerge.

First, in terms of advertising investment, there was a constant tension 
between major national brands and local businesses. Antenna 3 thrived on 
this duality, being a broadcaster deeply rooted in the local fabric, yet contin-
ually striving for broader, even national, recognition, and pioneering several 
practices that anticipate today’s strategies of branded content and product 
placement.

Secondly, the dominant product categories advertised were mass-market 
consumer goods, i.e. accessible, everyday items, in a moment which marked 
the rise of large-scale retail distribution in Italy, gradually replacing small in-
dependent shops (Capuzzo 2006; see also Colombo 2012). This aligns closely 
with the channel’s inclusive, horizontal programming strategy: new brands 
and products entered Italian homes, particularly in the food sector, where a 
culture of indulgent consumption emerged, mirroring the lifestyle promise 
that Antenna 3 openly embraced. In this redefinition of the relationship be-
tween consumers and commerce, Italy’s provincial areas, previously periph-
eral to public discourse, began to gain visibility, and local TV became the 
platform through which this “normalised” province could be portrayed. This 
playful, dreamlike style of programming reflects the rise of a new kind of 
marketing and the increasing emphasis on coherent branding and packaging. 
Products were no longer just sold, but they also served to conveyed values.

10	 Excerpts from this specific episodes of Ric e Gian show can be visualised within the 
ATLas database via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82071 (last 
accessed: June 2025).

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82071
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A third line of reflection concerns archival practice itself, specifically, 
the “behind-the-scenes” dimension of a research process such as the one 
presented here. Engaging with television content that is heavily saturated 
with commercial messages demands a heightened level of care during the 
processes of cataloguing, metadata tagging and documentation. This is not 
merely a technical concern, but an ethical and methodological one: adver-
tising, in this context, is both content and context, and should be recorded 
as such. Ensuring transparency and historical accuracy means acknowledg-
ing the commercial structures that shaped the material, and archival work 
becomes an interpretive act in its own right, capable of preserving not only 
the programmes themselves but also the complex ecosystem of economic, 
cultural, and social forces in which they were embedded.

The channel concludes its journey in the second half of the 1980s: by that 
time, Antenna 3 had shifted its advertising operations to an external agency, 
an experiment that ultimately fell short of expectations. Despite the eco-
nomic boom, the local television sector was increasingly squeezed by com-
petition from larger networks, most notably Silvio Berlusconi’s Fininvest, 
which secured the majority of national advertising revenues. These were the 
first signs of a system under pressure, culminating in Antenna 3’s bankrupt-
cy in 1987 and its transition to Espansione TV and to other syndications, 
before its eventual absorption into the Mediapason Group in 2004.

Advertising thus emerges as a crucial interpretive lens through which the 
inner workings and broader cultural significance of local television can be 
understood. Far from being a mere economic necessity, commercial messag-
es played a formative role in shaping not only programming strategies but 
also the collective imagination of viewers. These messages did not simply 
mirror existing consumer habits or societal values, but actively participated 
in constructing new aspirations, desires, and lifestyles, functioning simul-
taneously as both symptom and agent of a rapidly modernising society. In 
the case of broadcasters like Antenna 3, advertising was far more than a fi-
nancial backbone: it acted as a powerful driver of innovation and creativity, 
directly informing the channel’s aesthetic choices, narrative formats, and 
audience engagement strategies. This symbiotic relationship between com-
merce and TV content was instrumental in sustaining the uniquely artisanal 
and experimental character of early private television in Italy, in a phase 
defined by the capacity to adapt commercial imperatives into compelling 
and attractive entertainment offerings.
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Pannella & Pallone
TeleRoma56’s Glocal Broadcasting  
between Politics and Entertainment1

Giulia Crisanti and Damiano Garofalo2 

ABSTRACT
The paper examines the history of Italy’s local television through the case 
study provided by TeleRoma56, namely Rome’s first over-the-air local tele-
vision. In particular, we explore how, through its dual focus on sport and 
politics, TeleRoma56 combined its commercial exigencies with the strong po-
litical characterization of its television programming, constantly presenting its 
broadcasting as a public service to the citizens. As a result, TeleRoma56’s his-
torical trajectory defies conventional narratives on Italian commercial broad-
casting in the course of the 1980s. Conversely to the tendency to interpret 
Italian private TV as a de-politicized “dream television,” TeleRoma56 prior-
itized news and political content over entertainment. At the same time, it 
provided a laboratory to experiment with sportscasting TV formats that mixed 
commercial and political exigencies. As such, it offers a simultaneously para-
digmatic and exceptional case study to re-think our understanding of the his-
tory of Italian private television in the transition from RAI’s public monopoly 
over TV broadcasting to the liberalization of the Italian television landscape.

KEYWORDS
Football; local television; Marco Pannella; Radical Party; Rome

1	 Unless otherwise specified, all translations from Italian to English were made by the 
authors.
2	 The two authors have jointly conceived and worked on the present contribution. 
It should however be clarified that Giulia Crisanti wrote the Introduction and the first 
paragraph, while Damiano Garofalo wrote the second paragraph and the Conclusion. 
Moreover, the article stems from the research carried out as part of the PRIN 2020 ATLas 
– ATLas of Local Televisions. 
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Introduction
The present contribution is part of a broader research project3 on the his-
tory of Italy’s local televisions from the early 1970s to the early 1990s, that is 
the period that goes from the liberalization of television broadcasting in the 
country to the approval of the so-called “Mammì Law” (Law n. 223, 1990), 
which de facto sanctioned the RAI-Mediaset duopoly over Italian national 
television programming. The article focuses on the case study provided by 
TeleRoma56: Rome’s first over-the-air private TV station, which started its 
broadcasting in July 1976 and was originally founded and owned by the 
internationally famous Italian architect Bruno Zevi, alongside Professor and 
psychiatrist Guglielmo Arcieri.

The decision to pick TeleRoma56 as a case study originates from its simul-
taneously paradigmatic and exceptional nature. In many ways, TeleRoma56 
defies conventional narratives on Italian commercial broadcasting in the 
course of the 1980s. The dominant narrative has tended to emphasize the 
increasingly commercial nature of local TV stations and therefore their tran-
sition from being free TV stations to becoming private broadcasters (Grasso 
2006; Dotto and Piccinini 2006). This also meant a shift from invoking a 
more liberalized mediascape and “freedom of information” to heralding the 
liberalization of the TV broadcasting market in the name of the audience’s 
right to greater entertainment (Sangiovanni 2013). According to this point 
of view, private broadcasters embraced and proposed a new model of “dream 
television” (Ortoleva 1995), namely a kind of television programming un-

3	 The Project “ATLas of Local Televisions” has been intended to establish an invento-
ry of privately-owned local TV channels operating in Italy between 1976 and 1990. It 
involved four research units from the following universities: The University of Bologna; 
Sapienza University of Rome; the University of Turin; the University of Cagliari. See: 
https://site.unibo.it/atlas/en (Last accessed: June 2025).

https://site.unibo.it/atlas/en
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coupled from public affairs, constituting a depoliticized public space of ac-
tion, as well as a source of distraction from the recurrent political crises, as 
opposed to an “allotted” RAI at the mercy of the main political parties.

Compared to this common interpretation, TeleRoma56 presents us with 
a case study of a local TV mixing commercial exigencies with enduring in-
stances of bottom-up political engagement: its programming was neither 
de-politicized nor centered on entertainment. On the contrary, TeleRoma56 
was actually very political, not simply because, from 1979 to 1995, a politi-
cal party owned it, the “Partito Radicale” (Radical Party), but also because it 
constantly engaged in the production of political programs and was commit-
ted to guaranteeing a kind of bottom-up pluralist information. On the one 
hand, by financially supporting TeleRoma56 via public subsidies destined 
for political parties (the so-called “finanziamento pubblico ai partiti”), the 
Partito Radicale sustained the TV station’s public representation as a media 
and medium intended to give public voice to the citizens, thereby disclosing 
a liberal perspective on the media’s public role (Spadaccia 2021, p. 453). 
On the other hand, throughout the 1980s, TeleRoma56 kept prioritizing in-
formation, news, and political content over entertainment, whose time and 
space remained rather residual and/or equated with sports programming. As 
we will see, sportscasting represented a kind of entertainment that could be 
framed in political terms, while also securing profitable advertising contracts.

Overall, then, TeleRoma’s programming during the 1980s could be sum-
marized – to quote its former news director, Carlo Romeo4 – as primarily 
revolving around “Pannella” – from the name of the leader of the Partito 
Radicale, Marco Pannella – and “Pallone,” namely football. The sourc-
es confirm this summarization. As early as 1982, an article dedicated to 
TeleRoma56, published by the TV magazine Buongiorno TV, emphasized 
how “in terms of programming, there is a lot of sport and a lot of politics, 
plus some movies: basically, it’s all sport and politics, politics and sport.” 
This public description is echoed in the words of Italian sportscaster Sandro 
Piccinini, who worked for TeleRoma56 from 1983 to 1990: noticing the 
little space given to entertainment by the Roman TV station, he under-
scored that “TeleRoma was more about content: you could sum it up in two 

4	 The quote comes from an interview that we had with Carlo Romeo on November 22, 
2023. Excerpts from the interview can be found on ATLas Database: https://historica.
unibo.it/entities/fonds/49391154-1d87-4d91-be24-c6d9e2ffa448 (Last accessed: June 
2025).

https://historica.unibo.it/entities/fonds/49391154-1d87-4d91-be24-c6d9e2ffa448
https://historica.unibo.it/entities/fonds/49391154-1d87-4d91-be24-c6d9e2ffa448
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elements, sports and politics; roughly these were its two pillars.”5 This is not 
to say that TeleRoma did not undergo a commercial evolution. The very fact 
that the TV channel was not re-named Tele-Radicale (as it was instead with 
the radio directed by the Radical Party) points to its essentially commercial 
nature: just like all other local TVs, its existence financially depended on 
securing advertising contracts. It nonetheless provides a sort of “hybrid” TV 
model, operating in between notions of television broadcasting as a form of 
public service and the idea that TV programming should meet the public 
demand for entertainment and distraction.

1. The political and glocal nature of TeleRoma56
Within this broader overview, our research has highlighted how TeleRoma’s 
dual focus on politics and sport originated, partially but significantly, from 
the specificity of its locality, that is from its Roman setting. Much of the 
literature on local TV stations in Italy has so far prioritized the case studies 
provided by either Northern Italy (largely but not exclusively Berlusconi’s) or 
by exceptional TV stations from the South, such as Canale 21 in Campania 
or Telenorba in Puglia. By looking at a local TV station based in Rome, 
we were compelled to de-center the focus away from Milan to re-center 
it on Rome. This also meant inquiring about the implications of being a 
local television in Rome. We have done so by comparing TeleRoma56 to 
the other major Roman TVs, so as to identify a series of specificities seem-
ingly originating from the Roman context. The first distinctive element is, 
precisely, the more or less strong political characterization of these stations, 
which originated from their proximity to the centers of political power 
(Riccobono 1981). Throughout the 1980s and up until the early 1990s, all 
major Rome-based local TV stations were either owned by a political party 
or outspokenly political in their programming: Videouno was part of the 
publishing group Paese Sera, owned by the Communist Party (PCI); the 
Socialist Party (PSI) bought GBR6 in 1985; while TeleRomaEuropa (TRE) 

5	 The quote comes from an interview that we had with Sandro Piccinini on June 19, 
2024. See: https://historica.unibo.it/entities/publication/7eaa3eb1-6759-4be7-8fe5-60
de3e7c8abd (Last accessed: June 2025).
6	 GBR was the Roman TV station that had first recorded the discovery of Aldo Moro’s 
dead body in Rome in 1978.

https://historica.unibo.it/entities/publication/7eaa3eb1-6759-4be7-8fe5-60de3e7c8abd
https://historica.unibo.it/entities/publication/7eaa3eb1-6759-4be7-8fe5-60de3e7c8abd
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belonged to Gaetano and Filippo Rebecchini and was hence close to the 
Democratic Christian (DC) Party.7 In this regard, we could even say that 
TeleRoma56 somehow led the way, providing the first and best example of 
a simultaneously political-commercial management of a local broadcaster.

At the same time, it is worth underscoring that TeleRoma56 – as all 
other Roman local TVs – operated in a context where being “local” meant 
something different than elsewhere. According to Umberto Eco’s definition 
of Italy’s private broadcasting as a kind of “neotelevisione,” one of the main 
characteristics of Italy’s local TV stations was the fact that they upturned the 
broadcasting telescope, “pointing the camera on the province” and thus away 
from Rome (Eco 2018). When it comes, however, to those local TVs that 
were based in Rome, this de-centralizing logic does not work. Furthermore, 
several of the main protagonists of TeleRoma56’s history (i.e. figures such as 
news director Carlo Romeo or the journalist Manuela Moreno) have repeat-
edly underscored how Rome’s local territory was “rather big” and could be 
equated to, alternatively, the city’s many neighborhoods, as well as to a na-
tional and, on occasions, even transnational dimension.8 It followed a tele-
vision gaze that was simultaneously local/urban, national and international. 

In the case of TeleRoma56, this multi-dimensional gaze, together with 
its political characterization, produced two major outcomes. First of all, 
it made it a glocal TV, ranging from the TV shows specifically dedicated 
to covering Rome’s municipal life, such as La voce del Campidoglio, to the 
many news services on international events, like those on the Gulf War. 
Especially in the early years, the focus on national newscasts prevailed over 
that on the city, with a predominant presence of news programs “devoted 
to national and international events, to commentary and big politics, to the 
palace” (Riccobono 1981). At the same time, TeleRoma’s glocal broadcast-
ing also made it more similar to and in greater competition with RAI than 
with other private TV networks. 

Over time, it was precisely the need to differentiate itself from RAI that 
compelled TeleRoma56 to more extensively present itself and operate as an 
active media player shaping Roman politics, rooting itself in the local social 
context in which it operated. This meant an increasingly greater focus, dur-

7	 Gaetano and Filippo Rebecchini were the sons of Salvatore Rebecchini: a famous post-
war member of the Democratic Christian Party and the first mayor of Rome under the 
Italian Republic.
8	 See the interviews with Romeo and Moreno collected on the ATLas Database.
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ing the 1980s, on local newscasts and, more importantly, active participation 
in the city’s political life by conducting investigations, hosting municipal 
council meetings, taking part in the Radical Party’s electoral campaigns, col-
lecting requests from the public and, overall, strengthening both its link with 
local audiences and its commitment to providing a bottom-up public ser-
vice. In the words of Carlo Romeo, TeleRoma’s strength relied on its ability 
to “intervene on the city’s metropolitan and local life,” by creating a public 
space for people to “suggest services, point out the administration’s failures 
and the city’s shortcomings […] providing a direct line between the city and 
its citizens that could not be found on national networks” (Traveri 1993).

Even more so than through its political programming and local news-
cast, it was however through its sportscast that TeleRoma56 largely played it 
out both its self-representation as a public-service broadcaster and its strong 
relation with local audiences. This is also because sport is a television genre 
that perfectly integrates entertainment and information. 

2. TeleRoma’s sportscasting:  
mixing information and entertainment

The two football teams of Rome, A.S. Roma and S.S. Lazio, represent not 
only two “local” teams but also two clubs taking part in national compe-
titions, thus potentially interesting football fans from all over the country. 
Whereas, during the 1980s, S.S. Lazio was twice downgraded to “Serie B” 
(i.e. the second league of Italy’s football league system), A.S. Roma went 
close to winning the title on several occasions, earning a “scudetto” (i.e. 
the highest-level championship) in 1983. It followed the opportunity to 
cover in-depth sports content interweaving local and national dimensions: 
throughout the decade, TeleRoma dedicated a significant percentage of its 
programming to broadcasting local or national football, as well as interna-
tional football, especially the British Premier League.

Moreover, the other major element connected to the considerable pres-
ence of football within TeleRoma’s television schedule was the recurrent call 
for a right to inform the audiences that the TV station made, with the intent 
of legitimizing its live broadcasting of sports events. In a context in which 
sports information was entirely the prerogative of the public service – which 
had an institutional and certainly more ecumenical approach –, the possi-
bility of focusing on two local-national football teams increased TeleRoma’s 
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direct engagement with the audience, as well as the opportunity to provide 
a more extended covering of events and social contexts surrounding the 
games. The idea that fans who could not physically attend the matches of 
their team had nonetheless the chance to listen to the radio commentary 
on local television was undoubtedly a distinctive feature of such local pro-
gramming, as opposed to the single radio program provided by RAI, Tutto 
il calcio minuto per minuto, which gave but a little space for single football 
matches and teams. From a rhetorical point of view, this more direct and 
less filtered approach to football allowed Teleroma56 to present itself as a 
democratizing agent, emphasizing its contribution to creating new possibil-
ities to enjoy football on television that were previously unthought of.

As Teleroma56 delegated most of its entertainment to sports program-
ming, it also guaranteed itself a steady flow of advertising revenue, thus 
combining commercial exigencies with its political perspective on sports-
casting as a specific television genre. In this sense, Teleroma56 also provides 
an effective case study to analyze the contribution that local TV stations 
gave to making football a TV genre that interweaves elements of news and 
entertainment, setting some of the premises that have led television to be-
coming an essential instrument of the public enjoyment of football. To give 
a few examples, it is worth mentioning the innovative commentaries to A.S. 
Roma and S.S. Lazio matches proposed by Lamberto Giorgi’s TV program, 
In campo con Roma e Lazio (still aired by TeleRoma56). Among those who 
have carried out such commentaries over the years there are established radio 
commentators such as Gianni Cerqueti (later on RAI) or Fabio Caressa (one 
of the leading voices of Sky commentaries). Likewise, some of TeleRoma’s 
most famous Sunday sportscasts, like Meeting, hosted by Giulio Galasso, 
and Goal di Notte by Michele Plastino, became the main television reference 
point for all football fans in Rome and across the Lazio region throughout 
the 1980s. Many of the journalists involved in these programs even became 
TV stars, either moving to national networks during the 1990s, or solidify-
ing the local dimension of their star image through their enduring presence 
in the local television landscape.

As (again) Sandro Piccinini9 noted in an interview referencing his initial 
training as a correspondent from the stadiums:

9	 After leaving TeleRoma 56, Piccinini worked for many years at Mediaset and is cur-
rently a top commentator for Amazon Prime Video. Excerpts from the interview with 
Sandro Piccinini are available on the ATLas Database.
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As the football clubs began to realize that local TV stations could also 
pay, they began to sell exclusive rights to the matches: the footage was still 
produced by RAI, and we did our commentary “in the tube”, as they say 
in the jargon. After Goal di Notte we often aired the recorded A.S. Roma or 
S.S. Lazio matches, commenting it live in the studio. In our commentary, 
we were the first to experiment with having two commentators.

On other occasions, Teleroma56 managed to set up live radio commentaries 
(to be broadcast on TV) from the stadium, using coin-operated telephones: 
as Fabio Caressa10 explained, two journalists would take shifts, watching the 
match and then reporting it to the studio over the phone.

In 1987, an agreement between RAI and the Italian Football League 
effectively banned all broadcasting (radio and television) of football matches 
by any private, local, or commercial broadcaster. Consistent with its politi-
cal approach to sportscasting, Teleroma56 promoted a campaign under the 
slogan “They’ll only show you what they want.” This aimed at mobilizing 
fans from all over Italy against the RAI-Lega Calcio agreement, purposely 
depicting it as a monopoly that undermined the Italian citizens’ right to fol-
low the matches of their local football teams (Mancini 1987). Several local 
TV stations joined this initiative. In this context, it is significant that the 
campaign foregrounded the representation of sportscasting as news rath-
er than as entertainment, consequently laying a claim to the public right 
to news reporting. It was thus on this ground that local TV stations built 
their opposition to RAI programming, defying any linear understanding of 
their historical trajectory as a progressive move toward a “dream television” 
paradigm.

Football hence became the fundamental pivot of Teleroma’s program 
schedule because it allowed, better than any other content, to combine the 
commitment to providing information and a kind of grassroots popular 
TV with the need to guarantee revenue through entertainment programs 
attracting an audience large enough to secure advertising contracts. In other 
words, football broadcasting provided a form of entertainment that, be-
cause of the strong relationship between local teams and their respective 
territories (in the case of TeleRoma56 a territory restricted to the Roman 
area, but potentially also national), could be presented in political terms, 
as a public service to local communities. At the same time, the case study 

10	 Excerpts from the interview with Fabio Caressa are available on the ATLas Database.
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provided by Teleroma56 is illustrative of how local television stations func-
tioned as laboratories in which some of the languages and television formats 
characterizing contemporary television took shape, as well as training con-
texts for much of the professionalism that, from the 1990s onwards, would 
be absorbed by the national networks (Costantini 1994).

In a context such as Rome, where the local and the national dimensions 
are intertwined and often overlap and where the city’s major football teams 
are deeply rooted in the social milieu of the entire urban and extra-urban 
area, TeleRoma56 could easily address citizen-fan-television audiences, mix-
ing its idea of delivering a public service with its inevitably commercial 
nature. At the same time, the contamination between the local and the 
global dimensions was made evident by the involvement, in TeleRoma’s 
sports shows, of internationally famous football players like Platini, Boniek, 
and even Maradona. This latter’s interview with Michele Plastino reached 
its peak when Maradona started juggling an orange in the studios of Goal 
di Notte.11 The episode can be considered paradigmatic of the interplay be-
tween the informational and entertainment characterizations of TeleRoma’s 
sports programming.

Conclusion
By interweaving sport and politics (“Pallone and Pannella,” in fact), as well 
as local, national, and global scopes of action, TeleRoma56 provides a si-
multaneously exceptional and paradigmatic case study within ATLas re-
search project on Italian local televisions. At the end of 1989, in his report-
ing on the umpteenth public polemic around sports broadcasting on private 
TVs, La Repubblica’s journalist Corrado Sannucci argued how TeleRoma56 
was “perhaps the last non-commercial TV left, an ideological broadcaster 
still.” However, its experimental entertaining formats, on the one hand, and 
its struggles over the right to report news and information, on the oth-
er, seemed a swan song concerning the decade to come. During the early 
1990s, TeleRoma pursued its continuous commitment to local informa-
tion, while also aspiring to more substantially “go national.” The econom-

11	 The video of Maradona’s interview at Goal di Notte is available on the ATLas Database: 
https://historica.unibo.it/entities/publication/af4027c5-9e28-40e0-8244-a6e2d51940d2 
(Last accessed: June 2025).

https://historica.unibo.it/entities/publication/af4027c5-9e28-40e0-8244-a6e2d51940d2
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ic and technological means to do so became nonetheless fewer and fewer, 
slowly eroding under the pressure of the television overpowering enacted by 
the RAI-Finvest duopoly, which was officially sanctioned by the approval, 
in 1990, of the Mammì Law.

To conclude, we could say that a sort of “Roman exceptionalism” lay in 
the possibility of imagining a third way between the public service broad-
casting parceled out by Italy’s largest political parties, and commercial tel-
evision. TeleRoma56 traced an alternative route that took the form of a 
television laboratory made up of news and entertainment, where football 
and politics become complementary manifestations of its continuous inter-
twining between the local, the national and the transnational dimensions. 
This is why Teleroma 56 offers a simultaneously exceptional and paradig-
matic case study for reinterpreting the history of Italy’s local TV stations. 
Because it shows both the ultimate prevalence of its commercial character-
ization and the endurance of strongly politicized programming and – we 
could say – vocation.
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Bringing the Nation to the “Provincia”
Promotional Strategies and Entertainment on TeleSanterno

Matteo Marinello1

ABSTRACT
This chapter traces the history of TeleSanterno, a local TV station found-
ed in 1974 in Casalfiumanese (Emilia-Romagna), which exemplifies the 
complex interplay between national and local dimensions in Italian private 
broadcasting. Emerging from grassroots experimentation, it rapidly evolved 
into one of the most watched local channels in Italy, under the patronage 
of entrepreneur Domenico Berti. TeleSanterno blended regional folklore, 
dialects, and everyday stories with nationally recognized formats and celeb-
rities, embodying the cultural and economic ambivalences of Italy’s provin-
cia. Events like the fake UFO landing in 1979 encapsulate its imaginative 
reach and promotional ambition, while the central role of Daniele Piombi 
symbolizes its national aspirations without losing sight of its local roots. At 
its peak, the channel localized national imaginaries while aiming for broader 
visibility, before declining after Berti’s bankruptcy in 1983. TeleSanterno’s 
story reveals how the provincia functioned not only as a geographical label, 
but as a lens for rethinking media, identity, and cultural production at the 
beginning of the 1980s.

1	 This article forms part of the dissemination activities carried out within the frame-
work of the ATLas project and specifically refers to the activities conducted by the Uni-
versity of Bologna team, composed of Luca Barra (Principal Investigator), together with 
the author, Matteo Marinello, and Darcy Isabel Continanza.
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One of the most challenging knots to untangle in our research as the 
Bologna Unit of ATLas – Atlas of Local Televisions, was the relationship 
between the “national” and “local” dimensions (Ortoleva 1995, pp. 43-45). 
At a certain point, rather than trying to resolve it, we chose to preserve 
the ambivalence between these two levels. Sometimes one aspect prevailed 
without ever completely overshadowing the other. This is particularly perti-
nent for the case of Telesanterno, a broadcaster founded in Casalfiumanese, 
a town near Imola (Emilia-Romagna), in 1974.

1. TeleSanterno’s Origins
TeleSanterno’s origins fits in the mythology of the early 1970s: grassroots, ar-
tisanal television pioneered by amateurs who installed receivers on hilltops, 
experimented with radio bands, and broadcasted from makeshift studios. 
Among these pioneers was Tonino Ronchi, the owner of a shop of electron-
ics in Casalfiumanese. A skilled technician, he installed an antenna on a 
nearby hill and began experimental, intermittent broadcasts from his base-
ment, using signals from foreign television channels. TeleSanterno – named 
after the Santerno river flowing through Casalfiumanese – began to gain rec-
ognition by airing bicycle races, reports on local fairs, and other community 
events. By the end of the year, on winter Sundays, the first studio program 
aired: Scacciapensieri, a music show where a local DJ made people dance in 
the improvised studio. After this early, almost mythic phase, a new chapter 
began – one that would transform the station into a real business and into 
the most-watched local TV channel in Emilia-Romagna at its peak, and one 
of the most distinctive on a national level (Barra and Marinello 2025). 

After listening to the accounts of the professionals involved, watching 
the survived programmes, and reading the written sources available2, all 

2	 See TeleSanterno’s resources within the ATLas web database: 
https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/85295 

https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/85295
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the ambiguities of the local-national dialectics emerge in full force. On one 
hand, it seems implausible that TeleSanterno wanted to compete directly 
with the national public broadcasting. Yet, its original programming oc-
casionally used dialect, regional songs, highlighted folklore and traditions, 
and narrated “small” stories and emotions from the Santerno valley and 
the Emilia-Romagna region. The TV station positioned itself as a “neigh-
bour” – something viewers could call and interact thanks to the open tele-
phone lines in several programs. It strongly emphasised good neighbour-
ly relations, even collaborating with competing TV and radio stations in 
its broadcasts. Nevertheless, the channel later started to engage with the 
broader Italian television, music, and entertainment industry. Indeed, the 
presence of nationally recognized celebrities and genres made famous by the 
public monopoly suggests a parallel aspiration to reach a broader audience. 
This ambivalence between the “national” and the “local” extended to the 
industrial and technical side of the channel: TeleSanterno recruited below-
the-line workers trained by national TV, operated in both local and national 
advertising markets and progressively extended its broadcast range. By the 
early 1980s, the signal reached all of Emilia-Romagna and beyond.

2. The TV and the provincia
Still, TeleSanterno retained the name of the Santerno River and its valley. 
It wasn’t the television station of a major city like Bologna, nor of a smaller 
one like Imola; rather, it embodied what Italians call the provincia, a com-
mon-sensical concept loaded with multiple meanings – referring both to 
rural and industrial districts, small municipalities, and mid-sized towns. It 
conjures a space suspended between homeliness/cosiness and backwardness: 
a nostalgic haven of lost authenticity, simple life and work, but also a sym-
bol of conservatism and parochialism. It is both a local category, speaking 
of traditions, specificities and folklore, and a national metaphor, frequently 
invoked to represent the real soul of Italy. Journalists and commentators 
have long repeated that the “real country” lies in the Provincia – a mix of 
empty spaces, small towns, and modest but industrious people (Diamanti 
2017; Carradori 2019).

This imaginary underpinned the rise of many local tv stations in the 
1970s, perceived at the beginning as a revanche by local communities or 
as an opening of new spaces against the homogenizing effects of the cen-
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tral state and national media (Sangiovanni 2013; Barra and Fassone 2024). 
TeleSanterno, then, emerged in a context of new economic dynamism of 
peripheries, specifically the so-called “Third Italy” of the centre and north-
east, an area characterized by small and medium-sized family-run businesses 
that was considered different from both the model of the large industry 
of northern cities and the traditional agricultural economy of the south 
(Bagnasco 1978; Bartolini 2016).

3. Making TeleSanterno Known (1976-1979)
The turning point for TeleSanterno came indeed in 1976, when it caught the 
attention of Domenico Berti, a businessman from Imola who – as a maga-
zine put it – had the “classic biography of a provincial self-made man” (n.a. 
1979a). Starting from a modest agricultural venture, he built a small empire 
in ceramics, electronics, engineering, and construction. His investments in 
TeleSanterno were substantial: in 1977, the station moved into new studios 
with equipment that rivalled those of RAI, the public service broadcaster. 
Berti hired professionals and launched in-house training programs. Yet, un-
til 1980, the network had only four permanent employees, rising to sixteen 
at the peak of its expansion in late 1982. The station relied heavily on exter-
nal collaborators, many unpaid. Management remained strictly family-run: 
Berti’s wife Giuliana Bendanti served as president, coordinating activities, 
while her brother Michele handled programming. 

Berti himself was closely involved in all matters. His subordinates de-
scribed him as part entrepreneur, part visionary, part artist. “When he gave 
us an idea, we became like lumberjacks being sent to Manhattan”3, recalled 
cameraman Raffaele Matteucci, evoking with this vivid image the disparity 
between Berti’s ambitions and the TV’s actual technical resources and know-
how. Determined to invest in programming while aware of the network’s 
economic fragility, Berti sought to localize the national imagination, bringing 
familiar faces, formats, and styles into a smaller-scale commercial context.

This was done firstly thanks to the soft news. TeleSanterno did not have 
a traditional news program but featured several segments which reflected its 

3	 The interview with Raffaele Matteucci was conducted in Casalifiumanese on March 
11, 2023. Excerpts of the interview are available whitin the ATLas web database: 
https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/88634 (last accessed: June 2025).
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decentralised nature and deep connection to its region. These included in-
terviews, on-location reports, and programs aimed both at showcasing life in 
the provincia – often overlooked by RAI – and at promoting the channel be-
yond the Santerno Valley. Young journalist Gabriella Pirazzini curated Terza 
pagina, an arts program that avoided “falling into somewhat boredom,” 
(Cassotti 1980) and Miscellanea, a hybrid show mixing almanac, cooking, 
anecdotes, live calls, and a mail segment – sponsored by Loacker biscuits.

Thus, the programming on the provincia served the channel’s promo-
tional goals. A game show like Traguardo a sorpresa (1978), opened with a 
Romagnolo dialect theme song and became the Berti era’s first hit. Viewers 
answered quiz questions by calling private radio stations that acted as in-
termediaries. But the main foundational episode in the channel lore was 
the evening of 1 February 1979, when TeleSanterno staged a fake UFO 
landing in Imola, inspired by Orson Welles’ The War of the Worlds (1938). 
During the show L’ora del topo, the science fiction fan and host Eugenio 
Marchi received a staged phone call announcing an alien landing on the 
close Rocchetta hill. Live coverage followed, with maps, data, and experts 
on screen. Berti supported the stunt for its promotional potential. Though 
pre-recorded, the show appeared live and spontaneous, involving person-
alities from other local stations like VideoBologna and VideoModena to 
bolster credibility, and to underline the importance of Telesanterno in a 
context of shared broadcasting. In fact, the chronicle of the landing itself 
seems to take second place when Marchi fakes connections via radio links 
with local TV and radio stations throughout Italy, a sort of dream of alli-
ance and collaboration between local TVs from all parts of the country4. 
In the end the farce escalated wen “communications” with NATO and 
NASA bases were faked. Despite a “UFO landing simulation” disclaimer, 
the broadcast sparked public alarm: phone lines were overwhelmed, people 
drove to Rocchetta, and the Carabinieri were alerted – not for aliens, but 
for potential public order issues. Nevertheless, the operation was a suc-
cess, and TeleSanterno was mentioned in the national press (n.a. 1979b; 
Zanotti 1979). 

4	 Excerpts from the episode can be visualised within the ATLas database via the following link: 
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81448; http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82441; 
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82438 (last accessed: June 2025)

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81448
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82441
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82438
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4. Local TV, National Flavour (1980-1983)
In the years that followed, the network became a stage for nationally known 
talents, often from Emilia-Romagna – like tv host Daniele Piombi and the 
comedy duo Pippo and Mario Santonastaso. Entertainment was central to 
the schedule. Original productions were of course fewer thank acquired 
films, TV series and cartoons, but they were central in the channel’s strategy, 
aiming at visual and production quality and appeal. For Berti, programs had 
to be “decent” – avoiding the sloppines common to local TV – and engag-
ing amid growing competition.

A qualitative leap occurred in October 1980, when Piombi launched Ed 
è subito sabato5, a mix of games, talk, and variety show that relied heavily on 
audience phone participation. Piombi was certainly the lesser of the great 
hosts of the national tv, but he was still a well-known face at national level: 
he had worked in public television and soon became interested in private 
broadcasting. Appointed artistic director, Piombi brought professionalism 
to the team, tightened the pace of the shows, and emphasized the impor-
tance of having a good relationship with the advertisers. He also attracted 
high-profile guests like Claudio Villa, Enzo Biagi, Dori Ghezzi, and Sandra 
Mondaini, without losing the local–national duality exemplified by call-in 
segments, where local voices and dialects creep back in. Berti stated that 
Piombi was the channel’s “pull,” thanks to his following and multiple con-
tacts in show business. In a documentary from by Fabrizio Colliva – to 
whom we are grateful for recovering and digitalizing part of the stations’s 
video archive – Piombi recounted how he personally and informally per-
suaded many guests, often with promises of Romagna’s culinary delights. 
Singer Domenico Modugno agreed to appear on the program on condi-
tion he be taken to a specific restaurant for tortellini: Piombi thus realized 
that the provincia could be also an asset in the mediations of the backstage 
(Colliva 2015). 

Indeed, stars of national relevance seemed to have had a de facto final say 
on the work rhythms and routines. Professionals recall the thrill of working 
with their idols – but also the fast-paced environment, the stars’ entourag-

5	 Excerpts from episodes of Ed è subito sabato can be visualised within the ATLas data-
base via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81432; http://hdl.han-
dle.net/20.500.14008/81437; http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81431 (last accessed: 
June 2025)

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81432
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81437
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81437
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81431
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es, and the guests’ eccentricities. Porn star Ilona Staller, for example, was 
remembered for her professionalism – but also for controversies with au-
diences and authorities. Comedian Walter Chiari was described as erratic, 
sometimes failing to appear when called to do his sketches as he was strug-
gling with addiction and financial problems. 

5. The end of the “old” TeleSanterno
All of this happened in 1982, the year that marked the network’s high point: 
but all good things come to an end. The expansion and massive spend-
ing for original contents were accompanied by mounting debt. As Berti’s 
businesses faced severe crisis – including his arrest and attempted suicide 
– TeleSanterno was declared bankrupt on 19 October 1983. A message ap-
peared on screen: “Due to circumstances beyond our control, broadcasts are 
temporarily interrupted” (n.a. 1983). 

For two years, the network had attempted to compensate for losses. At 
the end of 1982, it joined Euro-TV, a syndication circuit who fully acquired 
the channel two years later. Despite corporate restructuring, the original 
TeleSanterno – known for combining national-level production quality 
with local and provincial traits – came to an end by the beginning of 1984. 
Its limited but distinctive original programming gave way to purchased con-
tent (b-movies, tv series, cartoons) and teleshopping, fading from public 
and professional memory. As cameraman Raffaele Matteucci recalled: “from 
that moment on, TeleSanterno became something else [...] it had become 
routine”6.

6	 Interview with Raffaele Matteucci conducted in Casalifiumanese on March 11, 2023.
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Mapping the Legacy of Audiovisual Archives
The Sardinian Case

Myriam Mereu1

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the challenges and opportunities of conducting research 
on Sardegna Uno, a local television channel founded in 1982 in Cagliari, 
Sardinia. Drawing on a multimodal methodology combining archival re-
search and oral history, the study highlights the complexities of reconstruct-
ing the history of a broadcaster whose official archives are either inaccessible 
or non-existent. The research is framed within the broader context of the 
archival turn in television studies, where archives serve as crucial sites for 
preserving, recollecting, and reusing cultural memory. The authors examine 
how Sardegna Uno’s materials ranging from newscasts to commercials were 
largely lost due to practices such as tape reuse and technological obsoles-
cence, reflecting the fragility of local television heritage. The research is based 
on two years of work within the ATLas project, involving the collection of 
administrative documents from institutional archives, private collections, 
and interviews with former Sardegna Uno staff. These testimonies provided 
valuable insights into the editorial, political, and cultural dynamics of the 
broadcaster, especially during the turbulent years of 1987–1989 marked by 
financial crises and restructuring. This study contributes to understanding 
the vulnerabilities of regional media archives and the importance of oral 
history in recovering lost media legacies.

KEYWORDS
Cagliari; local TV; news coverage; Sardegna Uno; territory

1	 This article forms part of the dissemination activities carried out together with Diego 
Cavallotti within the framework of the ATLas project.
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Introduction
Archive matters 

Our paper aims to retrace the main historical and production trajectories of 
Sardegna Uno, a Sardinian local television based in Cagliari, by adopting a 
multimodal approach mostly based on archival research and oral testimo-
nies. Considering the archival turn in contemporary television studies, “at 
a time of pervasive digitization and datafication of culture” (Taurino, Aitaki 
2024), archives will be considered in their multifaceted tasks of preserving, 
recollecting and reusing institutional documents, television products and tel-
evision-related memories meant for posterity. Given the challenges of dealing 
with often overlooked and inaccessible private archives of small local televi-
sions, this paper deals with the difficulties of collecting audiovisual materials, 
such as tv programmes, commercials and newscasts, while conducting re-
search on the history of Sardegna Uno. Digging for useful materials has been 
one of the biggest though encouraging efforts of this two-year-long research 
in the framework of the ATLas research project. We thus seek to travel across 
the “fragmented geography of television archives” (Taurino, Aitaki 2024), so 
as to find a stable and trustworthy path for our research. 

1. Sometimes they come back
What remains of local televisions in terms of heritage, memories and imag-
es? What kind of audiovisual materials can local television archives return 
to us? What remains of a local and private television after its demise or its 
potential takeover by another broadcasting company? It is somewhat ironic 
that television products sink into oblivion: while contemporary society is 
overwhelmed by an unprecedented “abundance of memory in response to 
the fear of forgetting” (Holdsworth 2008: 139), media as local televisions 
have undergone an irreversible process of memory loss. One of the many 
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things the interviewees have shared with us is that VHS and U-matic tapes 
were used several times due to the scarcity of the financial and material 
resources, and this practice explains the absence of an official television ar-
chive and the impossibility to recover enough tv contents from the past. 
Like many other local broadcasters, also Sardegna Uno “has undergone an 
irregular evolution in what concerns practices of record-keeping, due to the 
material fragility of early formats and a constant exposure to technological 
transitions» (Taurino, Aitaki 2024). Our research perfectly fits this thrilling 
scenario. Tv archives are precious research tools for both historians and me-
dia scholars; on the one hand, they provide the former with illuminating 
insights into the society and the contemporary world; more than printed 
documents, television is simultaneously a documentary source and a history 
agent (Cicognetti, Servetti and Sorlin 1999: 7). On the other hand, detect-
ing a tv archive may be a compelling yet frustrating venture which may 
affect and even change the course of the research and its goals. 

2. The discreet charm of media archives
The phrase “charm of media archives”, which has been inspired by Stefano 
Vitali’s essay on the representation of archives in literature and films (Vitali 
2007)2, may be interpreted in several ways: for their nostalgic allure, as ar-
chives often capture forgotten or formative moments from the past; for 
their aesthetic and temporal beauty – in this sense, the charm lies in the very 
texture of archival materials; for the sense of discovery which triggers both 
curiosity and a detective-like pleasure in the researcher or viewer; simply for 
the cultural, historical and scientific significance media archives assume in 
an academic research context. Finally, archives may be defined discreet when 
they are not well publicised, modestly maintained, or kept out of the spot-
light, not because they are secret, but because they are quietly doing their 
work without drawing attention. As for our case study, Sardegna Uno, the 
television archive is more than discreet: it is nowhere to be found, maybe 
it does not even exist. It is a fiction. As a result, we must rely on personal 
memories and testimonies to recall past events and tv broadcasts that we 
have lost track of. Oral history – or “history-telling” (Portelli 2007) – is 
an incomparable method of delving into personal and collective memories, 

2	 See also Lindemann (2011). 
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institutional and technological reminiscences. We are grateful to the peo-
ple who agreed to be interviewed for the ATLas project; from January to 
June 2024, we collected 10 interviews from former Sardegna Uno’s report-
ers (Ignazio Artizzu, Vera Coppa, Fiorella Ferruzzi, Nicola Scano, Giacomo 
Serreli, Gianni Zanata); the news director (Sandro Angioni); one technician 
(Roberto Sini); one cameraman (Sandro Crisponi), and the head of high-fre-
quency transmission (Michele Rossetti). Unfortunately, we did not get any 
response from neither Maria Luisa Busi nor Antonio Garrucciu, a camer-
aman who played a crucial role reporting the release of Dino Marteddu in 
Sudan in February 1987. Every interviewee accounted for the Sardinian 
cultural, media and political context in the 80s, specific news items, media 
events and anecdotes, the structure of the broadcaster’s editorial staff and its 
editorial line, and so on. Their testimonies have been fruitful in many ways, 
not only for the quantity and quality of information provided during each 
meeting but also to fine-tune our research methodology and tools. 

During the research period, we have accessed several institutional and 
media archives: “La Nuova Sardegna” and “L’Unione Sarda” newspapers 
archives at the Biblioteca Studi Sardi in Cagliari; the historical archive at 
the Chamber of Commerce in Cagliari3 (Mereu 2024); Giacomo Serreli 
and Roberto Sini’s private archives for pictures, videos, administrative and 
production documents.

3. The rise and fall of Sardegna Uno and  
the archives from the Chamber of Commerce

We have collected more than 90 administrative deeds including articles of 
incorporation, meeting minutes, financial reports, deeds of appointment 
kept in the archive of the Chamber of Commerce in Cagliari. Due to the 
few bibliographic resources available, the documents from the Chamber of 
Commerce have turned out to be effective and profitable materials to study 
the history of the company named Sardegna Uno LLC (later Ltd.) and 
to get useful data about its establishment and financial management. The 
establishment of Sardegna Uno dates to 22 December 1982, when Paolo 
Ragazzo and his three children Riccardo, Carolina and Valentina signed the 

3	 The Chamber of Commerce did not grant us permission to use the collected archival 
documents.
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articles of incorporation of a limited liability company named “Sardegna 
Uno”. Paolo Ragazzo was a physician and smart entrepreneur4 who had 
already ventured in other publishing initiatives (e.g. the local newspaper 
“Tutto Quotidiano”, 1974-1978), which had resulted in financial losses and 
subsequent bankruptcy. Ragazzo had acquired a local TV channel as a di-
ploma gift for his son Riccardo, who was appointed as sole director of the 
company, as we can learn from the articles of incorporation. 

After collecting and cataloguing the documents related to the Sardegna 
Uno, we have turned our attention to other two business subjects: Publiuno 
s.r.l. (LLC) and Videon Sardegna s.r.l. (LLC). Publiuno was an advertising 
agency which had been founded on October 29, 1986; it began its business 
activity in 1989 and closed on February 28th, 2020. Its main activity was the 
acquisition, management and sales of advertising slots, alongside the acquisi-
tion, management and sales of radio, press and tv licenses; it was also into the 
production of advertising, film, and television content for the press. Videon 
was a society whose leading activities were the creation, production and re-
alization of tv and radio programs, together with the preservation and dis-
tribution of audiovisuals products and similia of its own artistic and cultural 
production through specific editorial activities. The article of incorporation 
dates to May 19, 1988, and its legal seat was in via Venturi, where Sardegna 
Uno’s studios were prior to its acquisition by L’Unione Sarda Ltd. in 2021. 
Since it does not have production studios of its own, the current production 
– two daily editions of the telegiornale (newscast), plus the “Novas de su 
mundu” newscast (‘News from the world’) and the interviews in Sardinian 
hosted by Gianni Zanata – is realised at the Videolina’s studios and is all 
available on channel 12 of the DTT and on the webpage, which also serves 
as a repository for the old productions, many of which are not aired anymore. 

4. Very historical stuff
As observed in other case studies (Rossi 2024), broadcast material has not 
been preserved nor stored for any other purposes but re-airing; videotapes 
were recorded repeatedly, thus they were never meant for any archive or 

4	 As a businessman and prominent figure in the Sardinian healthcare system, he also 
owned two private hospitals (Clinica Lay and Maria Ausiliatrice), and several hotels in 
Sardinia and in London. 

https://www.sardegna1.it/
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research purposes (see also Fiamma 2025). As for the newscast and the pro-
grammes aired on Sardegna Uno in the 80s, we have turned to Roberto 
Sini’s private archive. Given the limited chronological scope of the docu-
ments and materials collected, we have decided to focus on just one signifi-
cant year, 1987, which marks the beginning and the end of the “enthusiasm 
era” at Sardegna Uno. Both Sini and Giacomo Serreli, former reporter at 
Sardegna Uno (1987-1988), have shared with us some precious production 
and administrative documents, such as several press releases about the strikes 
called by Sardegna Uno’s reporters and technicians in 1987 and 1988, the 
transcript of a meeting held with Nicola Grauso, founder of Radiolina and 
Videolina, some dismissal letters and other requests the editorial team ad-
dressed to the ownership. Among the technical materials provided are the 
“turni di lettura del tg”, i.e. the newscasters’ shifts and the press release to 
read during the newscast’s editions on November 13th, 1987. We have col-
lected more than 30 printed documents related to the 1987’s financial crisis 
and reporting data about the company’s reorganisation after the affiliation 
with the Odeon TV network in September 1987. The membership would 
have been favourable for Sardegna Uno’s ownership in terms of advertising 
revenues and high-quality tv programmes from other broadcasters a costo 
zero, ‘free of charge’. All the interviewees have stressed the hardship the 
broadcaster and the editorial staff faced during the 1987-89’s crisis: Fiorella 
Ferruzzi defined it a “hot period”; Vera Coppa mentioned several crises at 
Sardegna Uno because of the high production costs and the consequent staff 
cuts which hit various reporters, technicians and administrative workers – 
the phrase messa in libertà, euphemism for ‘firing’, appears many times in 
the administrative deeds. 

Thanks to Roberto Sini, we have managed to collect two editions of the 
Sardegna Uno newscast, and one full edition of the sport newscast hosted 
by director Sandro Angioni on April 5th, 1987. Apart from the scores of 
the local football matches, what is remarkable here is how the information 
is conveyed, the speech of the anchor and the participation of other four 
male reporters, three from the main newsroom in Cagliari and one from 
the secondary unit based in Sassari. Roberto Sini told us that he could store 
a sample of this materials “solo per scrupolo”, i.e. just for the doubt’s sake. 
Amongst the few surviving footage is the noon flash edition of Sardegna 
Uno’s newscast hosted by Maria Luisa Busi, future anchorwoman at Rai. 
In this edition, aired on April 6th, 1987, Busi presents some pieces of news 
about ongoing news items: a bomb dropped in the Carabinieri station in 
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Orgosolo; the rescue of 7 crew members of the Ricky Lift merchant ves-
sel stranded on the rocks off Capo Carbonara in southern Sardinia; the 
missing of two fishermen off the coast of Pula; the subjects of the high 
school final exam due in June. We have gone back to the events reported 
on the local newspapers to retrace the date and other useful insights. The 
news selection ranges from daily local report to the shows and the sport 
columns, according to the leading editorial line. This is a very interesting 
piece of archival footage that shows us how the newscast was structured, the 
language employed to present the news items and the sequence of reports 
broadcast. Finally, another feature that has drawn our attention is a type 
of product placement that characterised every edition of Sardegna Uno’s 
newscast. During his interview, journalist Gianni Zanata talked about the 
practice of displaying the label of a commercial brand, be it a coffee brand 
or a world-leading company in the construction of cleaning and washing 
machines, right beside the anchor’s desk. 

Conclusion 
Archival ghosts and media afterlives

Our research has shown that the legacy of Sardegna Uno lives less in a phys-
ical archive than in fragmented traces scattered across personal collections 
and the living memories of those who made the broadcaster what it was. 
The absence of a formal television archive, far from being merely a logistical 
hurdle, becomes a critical clue: it reflects the broader ephemerality of local 
media production in Italy’s regional landscape during the 1980s. Despite 
the irony that television, a medium built on immediacy and repetition, 
should become so difficult to revisit, this void becomes meaningful and 
challenging, too; it tells us what kinds of histories are preserved, what is lost, 
and why. The case of Sardegna Uno exemplifies how small broadcasters are 
particularly vulnerable to technological obsolescence, commercial instabili-
ty, and institutional neglect. And yet, in the face of these obstacles, memory 
persists in the VHS tapes labelled with handwritten notes, in the accounts 
of former staff, and in the administrative documents retrieved from insti-
tutional archives that were never meant to tell a media history. By weaving 
together oral history, archival fragments, and material remnants, our study 
underscores not only the methodological challenges but also the imagina-
tive potential of researching notwithstanding the absence of a television 
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archive. The discreet charm of media archives lies precisely here, in the un-
expected renaissance of media afterlives, and in the researcher’s role as both 
a detective and a storyteller. Ultimately, our paper has tried to argue for a 
more nuanced understanding of archival research as not only a recovery of 
stored material but a reconstruction of cultural and historical meaning in 
the face of absence, erasure, and institutional silence. In this sense, Sardegna 
Uno is not just a channel: it is an archival aenigma, a ghost frequency still 
transmitting in the margins of memory.
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Collaborative Practices and Fair 
Research Uses of Television Archives

Bas Agterberg and Dana Mustata 

ABSTRACT
Academics and television archives have increasingly worked together on 
platforms and projects over the past twenty years. Prominent examples 
are EUscreen, launched in 2009, and VIEW Journal of European Television 
History and Culture since 2012. The archives involved in these platforms 
are member of the Federation of International Television Archives (FIAT/
IFTA) that was founded in 1977. FIAT/IFTA has over 250 members. Its 
goal is to promote co-operation amongst radio and television archives, mul-
timedia and audiovisual archives and libraries, and all those engaged in the 
preservation and exploitation of moving image and recorded sound materi-
als and associated documentation. 

The Media Studies Commission of FIAT/IFTA encourages academic 
studies relevant to the development and valorisation of audiovisual archives. 
It organizes conferences and enables short research projects with a Media 
Studies Grant. 

This presentation reflects on the activities of the FIAT/IFTA Media 
Studies Commission. It looks at previous research commissioned and facil-
itated through the commission, on topics such as: transnational approaches  
to television, broadcast anniversaries (2014), the Intervision Songcontest 
(2016) and the channel Europe Television (2018), the position or rep-
resentation of women in media, (regional) archives and audiences and post- 
or decolonial approaches to audiovisual archives. 

By doing so, this presentation looks at collaborations between academics 
and archives and the research that emerges at the intersection between these 
two professional fields. What role do issues related to access to audiovisual 
heritage or differences between archives play in enabling media research? 
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What are essential ingredients for a fruitful cooperation between archives 
and academics?

KEYWORDS
Academia; audiovisual heritage; cooperation; FIAT/IFTA; media research
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This presentation aims to foster dialogue on practices regarding the fair 
use(s) of television archives in research. We contend that a productive di-
alogue entails understanding the intersections between the needs, organ-
izational interests and operational cultures that drive both archivists and 
academics in their uses of television archives. The presentation looks specif-
ically at ways in which archivists and academics have worked together and 
discusses the activities and platforms that resulted from this cooperation. 
The aim of these discussions is to reflect on what constitutes fair and ethical 
practices of accessing television archives for research purposes.

Collaboration and fostering a dialogue between archives and academics 
have been at the forefront of the agenda of the Media Studies Commission 
(MSC) of the International Federation of Television Archives FIAT/IFTA. 
The commission brings together archivists, curators and academics, work-
ing at the intersection between archival expertise and specialized academic 
knowledge in archive-based media research. It aims to promote and facilitate 
academic research into television archives, publish academic research for a 
wider readership so as to enhance the value of archives as well as consult and 
advise academics on accessing FIAT/IFTA members’ archive collections for 
research purposes. 

The MSC has been established as one of the four core working groups 
within FIAT/IFTA, alongside the Media Management Commission, 
Preservation and Migration Commission and the Value, Use and Copyright 
Commission. FIAT/IFTA was founded as a non-profit organization in 1977 
and currently has over 250 members worldwide. The goal of FIAT/IFTA is 
to promote co-operation amongst broadcast archives, multimedia and audio-
visual archives and libraries and all those engaged in the preservation and 
exploitation of broadcast archival materials and associated documentation. 
Its core membership consists of archives of broadcasting organisations, televi-
sion production companies that maintain archives and organisations author-
ized by broadcasters or national governments to manage archives of television 
programmes. Organisations that have an academic interest in audiovisual ar-
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chives, such as universities or research institutes, can become associate mem-
bers within FIAT/IFTA. The integration within FIAT/IFTA of a specialized 
commission that bridges between television archives and academics speaks 
to the value attached to academic research within the archiving community. 

The synergy between FIAT/IFTA and the academic community has had a 
long-established tradition. The beginnings of the Media Studies Commission 
go back to 1998, when FIAT/IFTA set up its ‘Academic Research Work 
Group’, renamed in 2000 the “Television Studies Work Group’, which be-
came in 2003 the ‘Television Studies Commission’. In 2016, the commis-
sion changed its name into the ‘Media Studies Commission’ to mirror the 
changing, convergent and multi-media forms of television and television 
archives. Within this line of events, it was not surprising that at 2004 FIAT/
IFTA world conference in Paris, the European Television History Network 
was launched with the aim to promote and make possible transnational 
perspectives on the history and culture of television in Europe.5 For such en-
deavours, enabling an interoperable access to television archives across na-
tional borders was deemed crucial, which is why at the time, the European 
Television History Network “acknowledged the necessity of cooperation 
between archives and academics on a European scale in order to bridge aca-
demic research and archival initiatives.”6 Two years later, at the FIAT/IFTA 
conference in Madrid, the European Television History Network were to 
come together to mark the launch of Video Active, a European project un-
der the leadership of Utrecht University and the Netherlands Institute for 
Sound and Vision, who were joined by other universities and FIAT/IFTA 
member television archives in Europe. At the same FIAT/IFTA conference 
in 2006 in Madrid, the European Television History Network also fostered 
conversations about comparative, transnational and European approaches 
to television history and the role of access to digital archives in enabling 
these approaches. These conversations were to develop further into what was 
eventually published as an edited book under the title A European Television 
History (eds. Bignell & Fickers, 2008). 

Video Active grew further into EUscreen, another European project 
launched in 2009 as a follow-up to its predecessor. The new project ex-

5	 Andreas Fickers, Sonja de Leeuw (2012). “Editorial”. Journal of European Television 
History and Culture 1(1).
6	 Ibid. 
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panded its consortium over time to more than 40 members made up of 
national broadcast archives and universities from across Europe. EUscreen 
is still active today, currently operating under the auspices of the EUscreen 
Foundation, which continues to maintain free and public access to its online 
database of “more than 60,000 videos and related materials, representing 
Europe’s audiovisual heritage” and aiming to engage users from education, 
research, and the general public with these collections.7 Out of EUscreen, 
VIEW Journal of European Television History and Culture was born as the 
first open access, peer reviewed and multi-media e-journal in the field of tel-
evision studies. The Netherlands Institute of Sound and Vision, an archive 
organisation itself, was instrumental to the journal by taking on the role 
of its publisher. VIEW advocated for multi-media storytelling that made 
use of the affordances of the web and placed center stage digitised audio-
visual sources in academic writing about television. It advocated for ways 
to embed archival sources as visible evidence within historical narratives 
on television, under circumstances in which the archival source has been 
traditionally relegated to footnotes in academic writing. The journal itself 
aimed to bridge “the gap between academic and archival concerns for tel-
evision”, push for “the critical interpretation and creative use of digitised 
audio-visual sources”, provide transnational and European perspectives on 
television, challenging not only “a long tradition of television research […] 
based on the analysis of written sources”,8 but also opening up to com-
parative and transnational approaches to television under circumstances in 
which archive-based television research had previously been restricted to 
national languages and cultures. All these objectives for innovating the field 
of television studies that the VIEW journal started out with, were made 
possible by the large collection of digitised audiovisual material from pub-
lic broadcasters across Europe that was made accessible via the EUscreen 
platform and the partnerships between archives and researchers that made 
the work of EUscreen possible. Central to this, was also the Netherlands 
Institute of Sound and Vision serving as publisher for an academic journal. 

All these developments and partnerships ought to be seen in the context 
of a long tradition of collaborative exchanges that FIAT/IFTA had been 
paving the way for since 1977.

7	 See https://euscreen.eu/about/
8	 See https://viewjournal.eu/about 

https://euscreen.eu/about/
https://viewjournal.eu/about
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The Media Studies Commission has been operating as part of an exist-
ing ecosystem of partnerships between television archives and the academic 
sector, continuing thus an established tradition of collaboration between 
FIAT/IFTA and academics. Over the years, the MSC has been funding 
and organizing regular initiatives, such as international seminars and since 
2014, a yearly Media Studies Grant that commissions small-scale research 
projects that make use of and add value to broadcast archives. These initi-
atives are a token of FIAT/IFTA’s enduring valuing of collaborations with 
academics and the organisation’s vote of confidence for academic research 
into audiovisual archives.

Among the bi-annual international seminars organized by the MSC 
were those dedicated to events that were deemed important in the history 
of television broadcasters. Thus, in 2012, the year that London hosted the 
Olympic Games, the MSC organized at the BFI in London its international 
seminar dedicated to the archiving of televised sports events. In 2016 in 
Paris, it organized a seminar dedicated to the media memory of 1968, an-
ticipating the 50th anniversary of the tumultuous year in history. Similarly, 
in 2019, it organized a seminar in Luxembourg dedicated to archive-based 
research into the televising of the 1989 fall of the Iron Curtain. In 2021, 
the MSC event in the Netherlands focused on broadcast anniversaries. The 
MSC seminar in Hilversum in 2014 that focused on television documen-
taries and which brought together archivists, media researchers and docu-
mentary makers, put the spotlight on the value of television archives for 
documentary filmmaking and for bearing witness to history. Other MSC 
international seminars, such as the seminar co-organised with the European 
(Post)Socialist Television History Network in Bucharest in 2015, brought 
together researchers specialized in (post)socialist television history, archivists 
from the region, as well as EBU professionals, to discuss access to television 
archives in Eastern Europe. The most recent MSC international seminar or-
ganized at the BFI in London in 2023 aimed to reflect on the opportunities 
and challenges that television archives lend themselves to in the context of 
present-day societal challenges, and how these may inform new understand-
ings of television archives and novel ways of engaging with the past.9 As a 
spin-off initiative from the 2023 seminar, a special issue titled ‘With and 
Against the Grain: New Creative Dialogues with Broadcast Archives’ and 

9	 The recordings of this event can be watched here: https://fiatifta.org/seminar/
media-studies-seminar-2023/ 

https://fiatifta.org/seminar/media-studies-seminar-2023/
https://fiatifta.org/seminar/media-studies-seminar-2023/
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guest-edited by the MSC, will be published in fall/winter 2025 by VIEW 
Journal of European Television History and Culture. All international semi-
nars organized by the MSC across the years have shed light on the pivotal 
roles of television archives in processes of remembering, in documenting 
history and responding to societal challenges. These events brought togeth-
er researchers and archivists in a joint dialogue on what it means to access 
television archives for research, the collaborative practices behind access, 
how research can enrich archival collections in ways that articulate their 
continued relevance for understanding present-day societies. 

A staple initiative of the MSC has been the annual Media Studies Grant. 
Since 2014, a total of 22 projects have been funded.10 Among the com-
missioned projects, four different perspectives of engaging with television 
archives can be distinguished: 

•	 Research into a specific archival collection zooming in on the history 
of a specific national, regional or transnational phenomenon (e.g. 
the female television audience seen through the lens of the BBC 
written archives; women in early Australian television production 
studied through collections held at the National Film and Sound 
Archive of Australia; the study of the human voice seen through the 
French audiovisual archives of INA; the celebration of Saint Jordi 
Day in the Catalunyan TV3 archive; the production of UK feminist 
video studied through the BFI archives, etc.)

•	 Comparative research into multiple television archives to explore 
transnational phenomena (e.g. the Intervision Song Contest; Europa 
TV; the governance, preservation and accessibility of broadcast ar-
chives across several European countries; the end of the Cold War 
as documented by audiovisual archives across Chile and Colombia; 
broadcast anniversaries across Europe, etc.)

•	 Research on the functions that television archives can play in pres-
ent-day societies (e.g. the role and the position of archivists with-
in the audiovisual archives of India; narratives on the restitution of 
African cultural heritage kept in European archives, etc.)

•	 Research on the users and uses of television archives (e.g. how tele-
vision archives reach younger audiences through social media; how 

10	 See our library of research reports here: https://fiatifta.org/library/media-studies-grant/ 

https://fiatifta.org/library/media-studies-grant/
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archival data can be used to discover, navigate and teach about urban 
spaces; how immersive datascapes can be created out of online archives 
to produce novel forms of historical knowledge; how digital tools can 
be used to study sound and music in audiovisual archives so as to offer 
multifaceted interpretations of contested colonial pasts, etc.)

All research projects commissioned through the Media Studies Grant exem-
plify fortuitous cases of accessing audiovisual archives for research purposes, 
forms of access that are rooted within fair collaborative practices between 
archivists and researchers. The term ‘fortuitous’ is used to emphasize that 
access to television archives for research purposes is not the norm, no matter 
the goodwill of archivists who are open to making their collections accessi-
ble. Television archives within broadcast institutions function primarily as 
production archives, wherein their primary function is for re-use in audio-
visual productions. Under such circumstances, public or research access is at 
best a secondary function for television archives, if at all possible. Access to 
television archives costs money, which brings up questions of fair practices 
of accessing television archives. 

The digitization of television archives has resulted in archives being 
more openly accessible to researchers. The initiatives of the Media Studies 
Commission are an example of that. However, practices of opening up ar-
chives for research have been rooted within strong collaborative endeavours 
between archives and academics and supported by joint funding schemes. 
Even so, digitization of archives and open access to television archives re-
main an unequal process across countries. For this reason, FIAT/IFTA car-
ries out an annual survey ‘Where are you on the timeline?’, the results of 
which are presented every year at the FIAT/IFTA world conference. The 
survey monitors and takes stock of the digitization of television archives 
across countries and organisations, as well as of the public access to an ar-
chive and an archive’s connection to the public, among other aspects related 
to archive management.11 

Yet, differences in policies of access to television archives remain across 
countries and organisations. Access can be restricted due to the precarity of 
archival collections, the lack of digitization as well as due to the institutional 
position and remit of archive organisations. For instance, the Netherlands 

11	 See https://fiatifta.org/where-are-you-in-the-timeline-2024/ 

https://fiatifta.org/where-are-you-in-the-timeline-2024/
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Institute for Sound and Vison (NISV) is an independent media archive 
that is state funded. Ingesting current public broadcasting content is one 
of its tasks, but that is not the only media that is being collected, preserved 
and archived. NISV also has a museum and participates in many funded 
research projects, which bring in extra revenues. The institute has played a 
key role in the EUscreen project and in creating and maintaining the open 
access to its database of audiovisual archive collections. Acquiring funding 
as a partner in collaborative research projects has enabled the organization 
to participate in opening up broadcast archives for research. However, many 
other television archives are part of a broadcasting organization, wherein the 
primary role and function of archives is for re-use in productions. For such 
archives, the practice of a fair research access to their collections becomes 
even more imperative. If access to these archives costs money and in cases 
where archivists oftentimes use their own resources, time and goodwill to 
make access possible for individual researchers, an ethical question to be 
raised is: how do the archives involved benefit from research carried out 
through access to their collections? Is the archives’ investment of time and 
facilities justified within an organization whose primary remit is not about 
providing research access? 

The long tradition of collaborative practices between archives and aca-
demics, that has also been sketched in this paper, points to the reality that 
securing joint funding constitutes a main facilitator for enabling open and 
free research access to television archives. If facilitating research costs archive 
organisations money, researchers should enable archives to become partners 
in funded research projects and make it possible for them to participate 
in funding schemes through in-kind contributions or by directly receiving 
funds for work carried out by the archive. 

In cases when joint funding through collaborative projects cannot be 
secured, fair access to television archives entails a reflection on the position 
of the archives within the scope of the research to be carried out. Ethical 
questions to be considered by individual researchers are: does their research 
help enrich or contextualize existing archival collections? Does the research 
increase re-use of the archives? Does it valorise academic knowledge in ways 
that involve the archives as stakeholders? Does it help improve processes of 
preservation and uses of the archives? 

Ethical reflections on fair access to television archive can also take under 
consideration that research does not have immediate impact on an archive 
organization. This implicates that researchers can proactively pose questions 



104

BAS AGTERBERG, DANA MUSTATA

and suggest ways in which they can be helpful for an archive. For instance, 
ways can be suggested in which the research can produce knowledge that 
adds metadata or contextual information to specific collections, or brings 
to public attention archival material that otherwise receives little attention, 
thus giving it more currency for re-use, or perhaps by identifying ‘lost’ ma-
terials in an archive, etc. 

Archives are also confronted with practical challenges. From an organi-
zational point of view, they resemble universities in the sense that they are 
also large organisations with departments that have different perspectives, 
goals and tasks. Chances are that once a researcher has a contact person 
within the archive, that person moves on and efforts of securing research ac-
cess to and collaborating with the archive may need to be renewed. That also 
applies to researchers who after finishing their research projects, may move 
on to working on other research topics or change organisations and the 
once established partnership falls apart. A fair research access to television 
archives also involves consideration for the practical challenges of an archive 
organization and for their established modus operandi, so that researchers 
can minimize as much as possible disruptions to the work cultures they are 
invited into when they carry out on-site research at archive organisations. 

Circling back to the start of our paper, we conclude that established 
schemes of collaboration between archives and academics provide good 
practices for securing fair research access to television archives. Networks 
such as the FIAT/IFTA Media Studies Commission – with all its adjacent 
associations to other collaborative networks – remain a hub for facilitating 
fair research access to television archives. The Media Studies Commissions 
can facilitate contact with a larger network of television archives. On the 
level of the initiatives that it has been carrying out, the MSC continues to 
showcase the importance of television archives for academic research, advo-
cating for mutually-beneficial dialogues and cooperations between archives 
and academics. 

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICES AND FAIR RESEARCH USES  
OF TELEVISION ARCHIVES
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Redundances and Stereotypes
Does the Archival Reuse Reinforce the Lack of Diversity?

Matteo Treleani

ABSTRACT
This paper aims to investigate the link between the empirical reuse of archi-
val material and the issue of stereotype. The reuse of audiovisual archives is 
an industrial process commonly used to fill the audiovisual space. The need 
for content in the media environment brings about the habit of reusing 
documents originally shot for other purposes. From this point of view, the 
automation of creation by generative AI is coherent with this industrial 
trend. Indeed, one could see the evolution of media as a fairly logical trend 
from technical reproducibility to the automation of audiovisual creativity. 
The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that, far from being a trivial activity 
from a semiotic point of view, reusing content can result in the creation 
of stereotyped figures and, more generally, reduce the diversity of media 
representations.

KEYWORDS
Audiovisual archives; diversity; generative AI; repetition; populism; stereotype
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1. Archives at the roots  
of media industry

The idea of broadcasting archives has been seen for several years as a way 
to enhance audiovisual heritage. Archival institutions operate in this sense 
by trying to export their archives as much as possible. This is perfectly 
consistent with the digital heritage studies of recent years, which thus see 
the dimension of transmission as constitutive of the very idea of heritage. 
The idea is that preservation is meant to transmit documents; transmission 
through digital platforms thus becomes essential to the life of the archive. 
Heritage institutions thus become “media,” broadcasters instead of just be-
ing gatekeepers. Julia Noordergraaf pointed out the mutation of heritage 
institutions from being gatekeepers of knowledge to editors (Noordergraaf, 
2010). The idea that the process of making heritage is essentially linked to 
the transmission of documents also lies in the definition of digital heritage 
as explicated by UNESCO in 2003, where preservation is seen as consub-
stantial with transmission (UNESCO, 2003).

However, the reuse of archival material is at the heart of the audiovis-
ual industry itself. We could even say, in a not-so-provocative observation, 
that media images are archival materials (Treleani, 2024). Gianluca Farinelli 
recalled how the industry leads to the best form of preservation of film her-
itage; for instance, with the arrival of television, no producer risks throwing 
reels away anymore, knowing that he can sell them back to TV (Farinelli, 
2004). The logic of reuse is consubstantial with the television industry: when 
television was born, in order to fill the 24/7 flow, films and archival mate-
rials were resorted to, as the industry had not yet reached the production 
capacities to fill the available space. It may seem counterintuitive, but from 
this point of view, broadcasting spaces incite production, not the other way 
around: chronologically, first television was invented with the potential 24/7 
flow of content, and only then was the industry asked to think up content to 
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fill this incessant stream. Today, the broadcasting spaces are so large that the 
automation of production and creation with AI seems a logical evolution. 
Starting from the project CROBORA, which was meant to find the reuses of 
archival material about Europe in French and Italian news, we have seen an 
abundance of stock shots and archival materials (Shen et al., 2023). There is 
a clear growth of archival material, or at least documented ones, since 2001.

These images can be studied for their historical value. Andrew Hoskins 
stated that “From a media and communications perspective, some of the 
critical issues [...] would be to trace the repetition of key images, language, 
and sounds and to ask: (i) how these come to be recorded, archived, select-
ed and re-selected and re-embedded into new media presents (by journal-
ists, news and picture editors, producers, etc.) and (ii) how their recursiv-
ity as ‘news’ reflexively feeds and is fed by other popular cultural content” 
(Hoskins, 2009). Now, from our point of view, the issue of repetition and 
recursivity is an essential one.

2. What is reused on TV? 
Almost everything

In the project AVENIR, we work precisely on the weight of repeats in the 
audiovisual landscape (Chenot, 2014; Bingqing, 2015). An initial figure 
based on INA’s Signature program to find repeats suggests that each chan-
nel presents between 16 hours to 23 hours per day of repeats. The figure is 
distorted by the fact that Signature detects repeats which must exceed seven 
seconds, so one must assume that there are many more. This means that 
most of what we see on mainstream television is made up of images that were 
originally broadcast elsewhere. This is particularly interesting with regard 
to news, where essentially almost 100 percent of all reporting is a reuse of 
images taken from news agencies or other databases or the broadcaster’s own 
archives. The weight of reuse is thus dominant in the audiovisual industry.

3. From reused images  
to AI generated content 

There are so many reasons why archival material can be reused. Even as late 
as the 1980s, Umberto Eco had written a wonderful article on the value of 
repetition for innovation about television aesthetics (Eco, 1994). From the 
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heuristic role of repetition to the memorial dimension of redundancy, one 
basic motif remains: the need to fill the audiovisual stream. From this point of 
view, looking at how the spaces of expression and broadcasting have increased 
in recent decades may be a good approach – French television went from 
3 channels in 1970 to 183 in 1999. So it seems logical that ways are being 
invented to cope with these unlimited distribution capacities and that the 
industry is struggling to keep up. User-generated content first, followed by 
repetition and general reuse of programs, sequences, and images at the base 
of the audiovisual production form, until we get to the most logical thing, 
i.e., automation of creation with Generative AI. We may even affirm that the 
content doesn’t seem to be the most valuable item in the media infrastructure: 
the price of an article for a journalist is almost risible, and the replacement by 
an AI seems almost obvious given the value that is placed on creative content.

4. What happens to reused images ? 
Given the situation, the role of reuse is crucial in the audiovisual ecosystem. It 
is now a matter of understanding how reuse affects the content being conveyed 
from a semiotic point of view. In other words, it is a matter of thinking about 
meaning from a material point of view, as inscribed in the logics of stocking, 
documentation, preservation, retransmission, redocumentation, production, 
and circulation of images. What seems to be before everyone’s eyes is the 
exponential increase in spaces of expression and yet the apparent decrease in 
representational diversity (ARCOM, 2023). If the broadcasting spaces have 
increased and if the potential authors and producers have increased, how is it 
that we cope with this feeling that, in fact, diversity may have even decreased? 
I make the assumption that the question can be answered by interrogating 
the role of reuse of archival material in the audiovisual infrastructure.

If we look at the behavior of media archivists, we can see how the media 
use images to feed the visual flow. One place where we’ve observed this, and 
I refer to Shiming Shen’s thesis for an in-depth field study (Shen, 2025), is 
Mediaset and the archivists who prepare stock images they call “preziose” for 
the Canale 5 channel’s news programs (TG5). One thing that is important to 
these professionals is the image’s level of specificity (Balossino and Scaranari, 
2022). An image is evaluated on the basis of its reusability and therefore 
decontextualizability. Its decontextualizability is therefore proportional to its 
reusability. For example, an image of the Eiffel Tower is easily decontextual-
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ized to represent Paris, while an image of the Eiffel Tower in the rain is less 
decontextualizable and therefore more specific. What we can thus observe 
during their circulation are forms of image generalization and specification. 
Specificity is not a characteristic specific to the image, but rather to the con-
text: we therefore have specific or generic uses of images that modify their 
value according to the degree of precision of their spatio-temporal-actual 
coordinates. Even though it may seem that this only concerns certain im-
ages – stock images, those found in databases such as Shutterstock or Getty 
Images – we can state that it actually concerns all images.

5. Genericization and specification of images
Cases where specific sequences become generic are very common. A shift 
in image usage towards genericity is the most usual process to which archi-
val materials are subjected. In this case (17/7/2015, Le Point: La Hongrie 
érige une clôture antimigration sur la frontière), we have a video sequence 
showing the installation of a wall on the external border of the European 
Union, in Hungary to be precise. The image represents a specific event and 
was captured on a specific date. However, it will often be reused without 
clarifying its spatiotemporal coordinates. TV news reports on migration is-
sues show the image without specifying where or when it was taken. It’s 
just there to exemplify the idea of the border and the closing of borders, 
with no reference to Hungary. In the CROBORA dataset, for example, this 
sequence was found twice, in France on France 2 and in Italy on Canale 5, 
demonstrating how the circulation of these archive images is international 
and transcends national borders (21/7/2015: France 2, UE: désaccord sur 
la répartition des migrants; 25/7/2015: Canale 5, Emergenza migranti). In 
both cases, no reference is made to Hungary, making the use of the sequence 
generic. However, this usage is not insignificant: when it becomes generic, 
the sequence assumes a precise semiotic dimension. It represents the exter-
nal borders of the European Union as a besieged fortress.

6. “This is going to be great television”
Who opposes this media processes? It may seem counterintuitive but one 
example is telepopulism: populist politicians, like Silvio Berlusconi, try 
to handle the media by creating specific events that oppose the potential 
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genericization of images. Specification aims to make a sequence unique 
so that it cannot be decontextualized or reproposed without reference to 
the specific moment of its initial deployment. It’s a way of controlling 
mediatization – you could almost say it’s a way of predetermining usage. 
In 2009, Berlusconi let Angela Merkel wait several minutes while he was 
on the phone at a NATO Summit in Germany. Today, you will never be 
able to reuse the sequence without recalling these events and thus talking 
about Berlusconi’s behavior. More recently, Donald Trump and Volodymyr 
Zelensky met in Washington in February 2025. These images were shown 
all over the world because of the shocking way Trump and J.D. Vance ap-
proached the Ukrainian president. At the end of the meeting, Trump said, 
“this is going to be great television.” With a redundant protocol, events are 
easily decontextualizable; in this case, Trump disrupts the mediatization of 
events, actually controlling the reuse of these images.

Conclusions
It has been said several times that the whole question of truth is being called 
into question, visual fake news are an example of this paradigm. In fact, 
the notion of falsity makes sense when contrasted with an environment of 
representations that are generally true. However, we can see from this data 
that most visual documents are essentially approximate, referring not to 
facts that have taken place but to vague generalities. We recently introduced 
the concept of “rough news” to describe visual content that fills the space of 
the visible and which can sometimes have harmful consequences from a rep-
resentational point of view. The most striking example in the CROBORA 
dataset is that of migrant boats, used one out of every four times in our data 
to illustrate the social figure of the migrant (Treleani et al., 2023). Even if 
they refer to the concept of migration in general, TV news shows images 
of this type and almost never, for example, of schoolteachers or employees: 
there is a visual amalgam between migration and the illegal phenomenon 
of clandestinity. An image of a boatload of migrants is initially associated 
with a very specific event, but in its circulation, it becomes generic, repre-
senting the actors of migration as a generality. Meaning that this visual form 
becomes a stereotype: stereotypes are linked in this sense to the reusing of 
archival material (Boyer, 2008). The “rough news” is thus an approximate 
representation that can be problematic from different points of view.
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This means that on the one side, most of the uses of images on TV make 
them generic and thus potentially rough news or visual stereotypes; on the 
other side, politicians may struggle to control the reuses of these materials 
in order to guide their interpretations. Both phenomena are actually part of 
a system that facilitates the populist view: when Steve Bannon stated, « the 
media are the enemy; we have to flood the zone with shit, » (Stelter, 2019) 
he was just describing the way the system actually works. Bannon’s slogan 
merely notes a state of things in which the media system is essentially made 
up of redundant, approximate content that serves to fill the visual flow. 
We may even say that given the need to fill the feed, the dissemination of 
provocative information and content only serves to benefit a system that is 
already structurally fit for purpose. 
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Creating New Metadata Layers  
for National Memory Institutions
A Comparative Study of Estonian Public Broadcasting  
and Baltic Film, Media and Arts School Archives

Andres Kõnno1

ABSTRACT
This paper presents a comparative study on the application of metadata 
enrichment strategies for two distinct media archives: the Estonian Public 
Broadcasting (ERR) media archive and the Baltic Film, Media, and Arts 
School (BFM) student film archive. While these archives serve different 
functions – ERR as a repository of public broadcasting content and BFM 
as a record of emerging film practices – both require new metadata layers to 
enhance accessibility, research potential, and interoperability. The purpose 
of the ERR’s archive is to serve the daily needs of a working media insti-
tution. In contrast, the BFM student film archive integrates descriptive, 
technical, and content-based metadata. 
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Artistic research; film repository; linked open data; public broadcasting; 
public value; syntactic and semantic analysis 
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Introduction
The very aim of these two projects is to test the applicability of RDF stand-
ard on the archives that are similar in the sense that both apply the idea 
of linked data to the media databases. Although we are talking about two 
different media organizations with different orientations, we still are talking 
about the same modalities that are “running” in contemporary Estonian 
culture. In both cases we have an overlap of different types of content across 
all modalities of data. Importantly, as we talk about creating new metadata 
layers that would help to elaborate new search functions across automati-
cally detected entities (such as public and private institutions, individuals, 
geographical places and importantly - also semantic connectors that estab-
lish relationships between those entities), we are implying that this overlap 
is what potentially makes these two archives interoperable. 

1. Media data as open data 
As we look at the evolving policy environment in Estonia, one of the main 
ongoing discussions among policymakers has been focusing on linking the 
archives of Estonian memory institutions with a unifying metadata layer. 
This, in turn, would enable the creation of cultural data ontologies that may 
have many different functions for both private and public sectors. One of 
the most significant government strategy documents pertaining to this is the 
digital society development plan until 2030 (MKM 2021). 

With regard to media and culture, the plan emphasizes cross-use of data 
from different memory institutions and the promotion of open data output 
and usage. The perspective of cross-use of data by different memory insti-
tutions has been discussed for about two and half decades. The Cultural 
Development Plan 2021-2030 foresees the promotion of the publication of 
digital cultural data as open data, as well as the exploration of the Estonian 
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cultural heritage using new methods of data analysis, in order to arrive at 
new solutions in the study of history and contemporary development of 
Estonian culture, and also the provision of related cultural services (Cultural 
Development Plan 2021-2030, p. 24, p. 15 “The Preservation of Cultural 
Memory”). According to the Green Book of Open Data classification, me-
dia data as we speak of it, stands for the “five-star” data. Meaning: it has to 
be possible to pair it with other data that is based on the same or similar 
standards. Also, the guide of creating open data also states that it is appro-
priate to publish it in machine readable formats, as this allows datasets to be 
linked using widespread data ontologies. 

As we look at the Estonian Open Data Portal’s (andmed.eesti.ee) 5656 
datasets, it’s clear that the Open Data initiative in Estonia has been a suc-
cess story. However, the amount of socially oriented applications and their 
usability is modest (approximately 150) compared to the total number of 
published datasets. There seems to be some space for a culturally oriented 
dataset with different social functionalities. There are many fields that could 
potentially benefit from open media data. For example: education, science 
(development of new methods in the study of folklore, history, etc), journal-
ism (fact-checking, development of media literacies), business (background 
checking) and also wider public. 

2. The role of metadata in interpreting  
media data as cultural data 

From the theoretical perspective, media data is a reflection of cultural prac-
tice. In order to create a meaningful insight into media data as cultural data, 
the data has to be organised in the linked data format as this is the only way 
to expose relationships between different cultural entities, however compli-
cated they may be. The success of this enterprise has three pillars: a) the cre-
ation of ontologies of the related subjects and objects, b) the classification 
of keywords and clustering of different topics in media data and c) syntactic 
analysis of the texts that allows to detect relations between different entities 
and topics. This is a complex task that presumes the researcher’s position be-
ing in the middle of this particular media culture. There are two theoretical 
aspects to stress: 

1.	 The analysis of media data as we carry it out at its linguistic level 
responds first and foremost to the methods and questions of com-
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putational linguistics. I.e. for this approach, ‘media’ is a given and is 
defined in it as something in which the researcher does not direct-
ly participate. In the very anthropological/ethnographic sense this 
point of view is etic. Here we talk about standardised metadata that 
follows the existing schemas tailored to the needs of media organisa-
tions (e.g. EBUCore). 

2.	 The point of view of the media researcher (or a cultural scientist, 
critic or a semiotician) is an emic point of view. At this point it is 
important that the interpretation of culture, via the interpretation of 
cultural data can only be written from the point of view that reflects 
the cultural actor. In this sense, we are talking about the interpre-
tation of media data as cultural data as the study of practices that 
reflect in the media. 

Here we are talking about context-sensitive, unique metadata whose de-
scription satisfies the ad hoc needs of the researcher: public figures, insti-
tutions (companies, public authorities, NGOs), places (both geographical 
and cultural), as well as activities that can be identified and made searchable 
through machine learning. In simple terms, this means defining a ‘topic’ 
based on the needs and desires of each unique user. In looking at cultural 
data as practices, we consider data as reflectors of cultural realities, but we 
focus primarily on metadata and how these data schemas change over time. 
In other words, the ‘stories’ of the emergence of these data points. In this 
perspective, we can also talk about metadata as a (1) shaper of collective 
identity and (2) as a form of cultural auto-communication, or (3) as cul-
tural memory. In terms of practical research questions, the latter implies a) 
making sense of and interpreting existing metadata, and b) creating, imple-
menting and interpreting new, complementary data ontologies.

The BFM case
BFM student film database consists of approximately 2,000 student films 
from the 1990’s up to present day, out of which around 600 are made visible 
in the Estonian Film Database (EFIS). The quality and amount of metadata 
attributed to those films vary greatly, which means that there is a need for 
additional layers of metadata.

As we look at the artistic research that can be done via studying film 
metadata, there are three main categories: 1) descriptive metadata (director, 



119

CREATING NEW METADATA LAYERS FOR NATIONAL MEMORY INSTITUTIONS

actors, genre, year of production, film festivals, etc); 2) technical metadata 
(video resolution, sound design, visual effects, etc) and 3) content-based 
metadata (topics, tropes, visual motifs, narrative structures, etc). Our focus 
is a) on the study of content and b) on combining the descriptive and tech-
nical aspects of metadata. 

The ERR case
Public service media (PSM) institutions such as Estonia’s Eesti 
Rahvusringhääling (ERR) are established to provide public service. ERR 
operates across three TV channels, five radio channels, and several mobile 
applications and websites, including a VOD platform. Today what we call 
the ERR’s archive consists of seven archives: 1) sound recordings, 2) video 
recordings, 3) film archive, 4) photo archive 5) sport recordings archive, 6) 
news archive, 7) documentary archive (Ibrus, Kõnno 2021, 6). 

As typical of media and broadcast institutions, the purpose of its ar-
chive is generally to support production processes, but perhaps somewhat 
atypically in Europe, the archive also has a web presence where most of the 
digitized content is freely available. The understanding of what kinds of 
public services these should be and how to provide them have changed over 
time. The evolution of new technologies allows the organization to add new 
functionalities to its archive and importantly - also create cross reference 
between different public archives (e.g. “The Green Book for Open Data”, 
Vabariigi Valitsus 2014). 

3. Semantic search applied  
on ERR and BFM archives 

We propose a contemporary organisation of semantic research that is based 
on the study of film texts and audiovisual data with the means of linguistic 
algorithms, in the wide array of possible outcomes of these methods: named 
entity recognition (NER), syntactic analysis, keyword extraction, and topic mod-
elling. We suggest that the existing amount of metadata can be enriched 
with a new layer describing potential semantic connections which could 
facilitate the work of artistic researchers.

As we look at the potential outcomes of metadata-based artistic research 
of film archives, there are five main aspects: 
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1.	 Employing linked data in artistic research allows metadata of au-
dio-visual content to be connected with other cultural or historical 
databases, creating a network of interconnected information. For ex-
ample, linking film data with databases of television content, history 
museum data of historical events or literary works can provide richer 
context and deeper insights into the cultural and artistic significance 
of a film. Also – this is where (artistic)research meets the work of 
historians, sociologists, semiotics, and cultural science. 

2.	 Unlike keyword-based search, semantic search understands the con-
text and relationships between terms, making it easier to find rele-
vant information. For instance, if a researcher is exploring the topic 
of “gender alienation” in cinema, semantic search can identify films 
that deal with related concepts, even if those films do not explicitly 
use the word “gender” or “alienation”. By using semantic search, 
researchers can discover less obvious connections between different 
types of content, finding hidden links between directors, genres, or 
narrative elements. 

3.	 Creating knowledge graphs and/or maps of connections between 
different types of audio-visual content based on shared topics, di-
rectors, or historical contexts can reveal new insights. This approach 
could offer a more intuitive understanding of data, helping to iden-
tify underlying patterns or relationships that may not be immediate-
ly evident through numerical or textual analysis.

4.	 The principal focus on historical characteristics of media data would 
allow us to interpret their changes over time (the past 30 years in 
case of the ERR and BFM media data) – especially how mediat-
ed content represents societal norms, cultural values, and historical 
events. Researchers can also explore how specific genres or directors 
contribute to cultural discourse and artistic movements via examin-
ing topics like identity, memory, and power.

5.	 The interoperability of different datasets might also include the data 
of film and television audiences. Via studying connections between 
different groups of audience, researchers can explore how audiences 
interpret and respond to different types of audiovisual content. Or, 
alternatively – how cultural topics are perceived and transformed in 
various mediated contexts. 
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In both cases (ERR, BFM) the data was processed with natural language 
processing techniques – including fine-tuned EstBERT for named entity 
recognition, keyword extraction, topic modeling, and syntactic analysis. As 
a result of the work carried out in this way in the archives of ERR and BFM, 
we created a new layer of interconnected metadata that can be used to de-
scribe the relationships between different types of entities. It is important to 
note that entities are also classified at a certain level of generality as ‘subject 
areas’ which can be linked to other entities and types of relationships. By the 
end of these projects, the first prototypes of an ERR data-linker and BFM 
data-linker running on a text-based data ontology were completed, enabling 
different queries that are based on the links between textual entities (see also 
Kõnno et al 2024). 
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AI Blob!
LLM-Driven Recontextualization of Italian Television Archives

Roberto Balestri

ABSTRACT
This paper introduces AI Blob!, an experimental system designed to explore 
the potential of semantic cataloging and Large Language Models (LLMs) for 
the retrieval and recontextualization of archival television footage. Drawing 
methodological inspiration from Italian television programs such as Blob 
(RAI Tre, 1989–), AI Blob! integrates automatic speech recognition (ASR), 
semantic embeddings, and retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) to organ-
ize and reinterpret archival content. The system processes a curated dataset 
of 1,547 Italian television videos by transcribing audio, segmenting it into 
sentence-level units, and embedding these segments into a vector database 
for semantic querying. Upon user input of a thematic prompt, the LLM 
generates a range of linguistically and conceptually related queries, guiding 
the retrieval and recombination of audiovisual fragments. These fragments 
are algorithmically selected and structured into narrative sequences produc-
ing montages that emulate editorial practices of ironic juxtaposition and 
thematic coherence. By foregrounding dynamic, content-aware retrieval 
over static metadata schemas, AI Blob! demonstrates how semantic tech-
nologies can facilitate new approaches to archival engagement, enabling 
novel forms of automated narrative construction and cultural analysis. The 
project contributes to ongoing debates in media historiography and AI-
driven archival research, offering both a conceptual framework and a pub-
licly available dataset to support further interdisciplinary experimentation.

KEYWORDS
Artificial intelligence; automatic speech recognition; montage; production; 
semantic technologies
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Introduction
In recent years, archival methodologies have been undergoing a deep trans-
formation, driven by advancements in artificial intelligence and machine 
learning. Traditional metadata-based cataloging and retrieval techniques 
are increasingly being supplemented – or in some cases, entirely rede-
fined – through AI-powered automation and semantic search technologies 
(Colavizza et al. 2021). Although these innovations have significantly im-
proved the searchability of archival materials by focusing on content index-
ing, emerging discussions in the field, as seen in Allan et al. (2024), indicate 
a growing interest in approaches that also support creative reuse.

This paper presents AI Blob!, an experimental system that uses the ca-
pabilities of Large Language Models (LLMs) and Retrieval-Augmented 
Generation (RAG) in television archives. Drawing inspiration from the 
montage-based editorial techniques of the iconic Italian television pro-
gram Blob (RAI Tre, 1989-), AI Blob! explores how semantic cataloging, 
AI-assisted retrieval and LLMs generative capabilities can help in recontex-
tualizing archival footage. 

The dataset produced and utilized for this project consists of 1,547 
automatically transcribed videos, from which 212,696 distinct sentences 
were extracted and embedded using a multilingual multimodal embedding 
model. This structure allows for future expansion, including the integration 
of image embeddings, which would enable a richer and more comprehen-
sive cataloging system, enhancing both semantic retrieval and cross-modal 
search capabilities. We are making this dataset, along with the transcriptions 
and the pre-filled vector store, publicly available to encourage further exper-
imentation and development in the field of AI-assisted media historiogra-
phy.1 The project’s source code is likewise openly available.2 Additionally, a 

1	 https://zenodo.org/records/15071951
2	 https://github.com/robertobalestri/AI-Blob-MM16

https://zenodo.org/records/15071951
https://github.com/robertobalestri/AI-Blob-MM16


125

AI BLOB!

selection of videos generated by AI Blob! can be watched in the dedicated 
YouTube playlist.3

1. Related works
The concept of embedding has been fundamental in advancing artificial in-
telligence applications, particularly in natural language processing (NLP) and 
information retrieval. Embeddings map textual or multimedia content into 
high-dimensional vector spaces, allowing models to capture semantic rela-
tionships beyond exact keyword matches. Early embedding models such as 
Word2Vec (Mikolov et al. 2013) and GloVe (Pennington et al. 2014) laid 
the foundation for semantic search by representing words based on their 
contextual usage. More recent advancements, including transformer-based 
embeddings (Devlin et al. 2019, Radford et al. 2018) and cross-lingual rep-
resentations (Conneau et al. 2020), have significantly improved AI’s ability to 
understand and retrieve information from large-scale textual and audiovisual 
datasets. In archival research, embeddings facilitate efficient semantic retrieval, 
allowing AI systems to recognize thematic and conceptual similarities between 
media fragments, even when the phrasing or visual representation varies.

LLMs rely on embeddings to represent words and sentences as vectors 
that capture semantic relationships, enabling advanced language under-
standing and generation (Vaswani et al. 2017, Brown et al. 2020, OpenAI 
et al. 2023). These models have demonstrated significant potential, offering 
new possibilities for narrative analysis (Balestri and Pescatore 2025), auto-
mated storytelling (Zhao et al. 2023) and creative reinterpretation of filmic 
material (Balestri et al. 2024).

In recent years, artificial intelligence has reshaped archival methodolo-
gies, with projects like AI4Media,4 demonstrating the potential of speech 
recognition, NLP, and computer vision to improve audiovisual archive 
accessibility (Bazán-Gil 2023). A 2022 study by Radiotelevisione Italiana 
(RAI), conducted as part of the AI4Media project, found that while AI ap-
plications in the media industry are no longer an emerging trend, they have 
yet to become a widely adopted industrial standard (Bruccoleri et al. 2022).

AI-powered tools have enhanced metadata tagging, content indexing, 

3	 https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLF3Gpk1ZBOk2Y334h8WcCAi4VBopu4lXf 
4	 https://www.ai4media.eu/ (visited: 20/03/2025)

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLF3Gpk1ZBOk2Y334h8WcCAi4VBopu4lXf
https://www.ai4media.eu/
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and retrieval, as seen in RAI Teche’s AI-driven metadata extraction and INA’s 
use of facial and speech recognition. However, most of these approaches 
focus on retrieval and structuring, rather than reinterpretation of archival 
material (Bazán-Gil 2023). An early effort toward the automatic recontex-
tualization of television archives was undertaken by the British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) with the program BBC Made by Machine: When AI 
Met the Archive (BBC 2018).5 In this project, clips from BBC programs 
were cataloged by AI and automatically edited based on semantic similarity. 
However, due to the absence of LLMs’ advanced semantic understanding, 
the system relied solely on surface-level similarity, resulting in a montage 
that juxtaposed clips without deeper contextual comprehension.

Italian TV archives, among the richest in Europe, have long been repur-
posed for thematic compilations and commercial reuse (Barra and Scaglioni 
2012). Programs like Blob (RAI Tre 1989-) or Da Da Da (Rai Uno 2010-
2020) pioneered the use of montage editing to satirically reinterpret media, 
exposing contradictions through the juxtaposition of archival clips.

AI Blob! expands on traditional archival methods by using LLMs to en-
able the dynamic recontextualization of television footage. Moving beyond 
static metadata and keyword searches, it employs semantic embeddings and 
Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) (Lewis et al. 2020) to construct 
narrative sequences that reflect thematic links and emulate editorial choices 
in television montage.

2. Dataset preparation
The dataset for AI Blob! was curated from two primary sources: the ITTV 
dataset 6 (Mezza et al. 2023) and Indimenticabile TV,7 a YouTube channel 
featuring excerpts from classic Italian television.

ITTV Dataset, originally developed for automatic TV genre classifica-
tion, includes 2,625 manually annotated YouTube videos across seven cat-
egories: Cartoons, Commercials, Football, Music, News, Talk Shows, and 
Weather Forecast. From Indimenticabile TV channel we were able to down-
load 461 different videos in January 2025.

5	 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0bhwk3p (visited: 20/03/2025)
6	 https://zenodo.org/records/8027327 (visited: 20/03/2025)
7	 https://www.youtube.com/@indimenticabiletv (visited: 20/03/2025)

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0bhwk3p
https://zenodo.org/records/8027327
https://www.youtube.com/@indimenticabiletv
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To ensure consistency, two key filtering steps were applied:
•	 Any videos from the ITTV dataset that were no longer accessible on 

YouTube were removed.
•	 Videos with a majority of non-Italian content were identified using 

FastText, a deep learning-based language classification model (Joulin 
et al. 2016a; Joulin et al. 2016b)8 and removed. 

After the filtering process, we ended up with a total of 1,547 unique videos.

3. Transcription and embedding
For each video, Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR) was performed us-
ing WhisperX9 (Bain et al. 2023), selected for its efficiency, precise word 
timestamping, and ability to align transcriptions with audiovisual content. 
Once transcribed, the text was processed to extract 212,696 distinct sen-
tences, ensuring clean and meaningful segmentation for later embedding. 
To achieve this, two deep learning models were employed: Punkt Sentence 
Tokenizer (Bird et al. 2009: 112-113), a rule-based tokenizer from the 
Natural Language Toolkit (NLTK),10 and xlm-roberta_punctuation_full-
stop_truecase,11 a transformer-based model designed to restore punctuation 
and proper casing, enhancing the coherence of extracted sentences.

These processed sentences were then embedded using Embed 
Multilingual V3,12 a multimodal embedding model developed by Cohere. 
The embeddings were stored in ChromaDB, a specialized vector database 
optimized for fast semantic search and retrieval.

4. Methodology: script production  
and narrative construction

Inspired by the Italian TV program Blob (RAI Tre, 1989-), which takes “a 

8	 https://fasttext.cc/docs/en/language-identification.html (visited: 20/03/2025)
9	 https://github.com/m-bain/whisperX (visited: 20/03/2025)
10	 https://github.com/nltk/nltk/ (visited: 20/03/2025)
11	 https://huggingface.co/1-800-BAD-CODE/xlm-roberta_punctuation_fullstop_
truecase (visited: 20/03/2025)
12	 https://huggingface.co/Cohere/Cohere-embed-multilingual-v3.0 (visited: 20/03/2025)

https://fasttext.cc/docs/en/language-identification.html
https://github.com/m-bain/whisperX
https://github.com/nltk/nltk/
https://huggingface.co/1-800-BAD-CODE/xlm-roberta_punctuation_fullstop_truecase
https://huggingface.co/1-800-BAD-CODE/xlm-roberta_punctuation_fullstop_truecase
https://huggingface.co/Cohere/Cohere-embed-multilingual-v3.0
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caustic and satiric perspective to both television itself and society” and often 
creates thematic episodes around specific topics (Barra and Scaglioni 2012), 
the approach combines semantic retrieval, generative AI, and interpretative 
logic to automatically select, filter, and reorganize archival materials into 
structured narratives. Beginning with the user’s selection of a central theme, 
namely the title of the episode, the methodology follows sequential stages as 
explained in the next paragraphs (see Figure 1 for a visual reference).

Thematic exploration and query generation
The first stage involves generating thematic ideas that introduce ironic, ab-
surd, or paradoxical perspectives on the selected central theme. Following 
the principles of lateral thinking (De Bono and Zimbalist 1970), which 
emphasize creative exploration beyond traditional or linear reasoning, this 
stage deliberately seeks unconventional viewpoints to provoke novel and 
unexpected interpretations. From these thematic ideas, the system generates 
a set of related phrases to be used as queries for exploring the semantic data-
base. This ensures diverse entry points for semantic retrieval, broadening the 
scope of archival material available for satirical reinterpretation.

Semantic retrieval from vector database
The queries generated are used to retrieve relevant sentences from the vector 
database. The retrieval process employs logic to exclude sentences previous-
ly selected by other queries, ensuring diverse and non-redundant content 
selection.

Evaluation and filtering for ironic or thematic relevance
The retrieved sentences are computationally evaluated for their potential to 
produce ironic or satirical effects when removed from their original con-
texts. This evaluation process is conducted by the LLM, which assigns each 
sentence an irony score on a scale from 1 to 10. The scoring is based on 
multiple interpretive dimensions, including semantic ambiguity, humorous 
dissonance when isolated from context or paradoxical formulations.

In addition to irony, the system also assesses each sentence’s relevance to the 
thematic focus of the project, using a parallel scoring system (also on a 1-10 
scale). The relevance score captures how conceptually or topically aligned a sen-
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tence is with the overarching theme, accounting for latent or oblique connec-
tions that may enhance the coherence or critical framing of the final narrative.

The system retains all sentences that meet either of the two criteria: a high 
irony score or a high thematic relevance score (above predefined thresholds). 

Algorithmic narrative segmentation of filtered sentences
After the initial filtering phase, retained sentences undergo an algorithmi-
cally driven narrative segmentation. This computational procedure catego-
rizes sentences directly based on their measured ironic and thematic rele-
vance scores. The segmentation process leverages the statistical distribution 
of these scores, dynamically grouping sentences into narrative sections cor-
responding to distinct montage functions. Specifically, the computation-
al procedure identifies appropriate thresholds through percentile-based 
segmentation:

•	 Introduction: Comprises sentences characterized by relatively lower 
irony yet higher thematic relevance, facilitating a gentle but clearly 
ironic thematic entry.

•	 Build-up: Organized progressively, these segments escalate the irony 
score, gradually intensifying ironic tension. They serve to systemat-
ically develop the thematic and ironic depth of the montage, laying 
groundwork for the narrative climax.

•	 Climax: Consists exclusively of sentences with the highest ironic 
scores, maximizing narrative intensity through pronounced absurdi-
ty, paradox, or extreme contradiction.

•	 Conclusion: Features sentences exhibiting moderated irony and bal-
anced thematic relevance, thus providing narrative closure, reflective 
irony, or summarizing commentary.

Computational ordering and strategic juxtaposition  
within narrative segments
Following segmentation, each narrative section is ordered by the LLM. 
Sentences within each segment are sequenced to deliberately maximize 
ironic and semantic contrasts, using the predetermined narrative purpose 
of each segment (introduction, progressive tension, climax, and conclusion) 
as explicit guidelines. Computational ordering ensures that sentences iden-
tified as serious or thematically coherent are juxtaposed strategically against 
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absurd, contradictory, or ironic statements, thereby intensifying narrative 
tension and enhancing comedic or satirical effect within each structured 
segment of the montage.

Final video assembly and audiovisual editing
The concluding stage involves assembling the ordered narrative segments 
into a unified audiovisual montage. Selected archival clips are retrieved from 
original sources based on transcription timestamps. To ensure seamless tran-
sitions, audio fade-in and fade-out effects are applied to each segment. An 
introductory video sequence is added at the beginning to provide thematic 
context. Finally, all elements are concatenated into a cohesive video. Audio 
normalization and dynamic range compression are performed during as-
sembly to ensure consistent audio quality. 

6. Limitations, future work and conclusion

Limitations
Despite its promising results, AI Blob! presents several limitations. First, 
word alignment in the automatic speech recognition process can be im-
precise, leading to occasional mismatches between spoken text and video 
content. Second, while LLMs guide phrase selection, the extracted clips 
don’t always achieve thematic coherence or effective ironic contrast. Third, 
the system analyzes content unimodally, overlooking visual elements crucial 
to television’s multimodal language. This hinders the recreation of Blob’s sig-
nature style, which often relied on ironic audio-visual juxtapositions (Barra 
and Scaglioni 2012). Finally, the dataset’s relatively small size (1,547 videos) 
limits thematic specificity and narrows the scope for in-depth satirical mon-
tage construction.

Future work
Two major directions could enhance the system. First, incorporating multi-
modal embeddings would allow better integration of visual content, captur-
ing visual irony and improving montage cohesion. Second, expanding the 
dataset would increase thematic diversity and enable more granular narra-
tive construction. Additional developments may involve moving from the 
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current approach of filtering a collection of clips to a more sequential meth-
od that builds the narrative progressively by selecting each new sentence 
based on its relationship to previously selected content during the vector 
store retrieval phase.

Conclusion
AI Blob! represents a step forward in using AI for audiovisual archival research 
and creative reuse. It goes beyond metadata, employing semantic search, 
language models, and automated structuring to support meaning-driven 
montage, echoing the critical and satirical ethos of Blob. The release of the 
dataset, transcriptions, and vector store promotes further experimentation 
in AI-driven media historiography. While not (yet) a substitute for human 
editorial insight, AI Blob! opens new avenues for collaborative, critical rein-
terpretation of archival content – offering a model for computational crea-
tivity that respects television’s legacy while embracing AI’s potential.
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Neck-Deep in Digital Oil?
Public Broadcasters’ Archives as AI Training Datasets

Brecht Declercq

ABSTRACT
The accelerating demand for artificial intelligence (AI) training datasets has 
brought media archives into focus, with public broadcasters’ archives – rich 
in audiovisual content and metadata – attracting interest from both affili-
ated developers and big tech. This article explores the strategic, legal, and 
ethical considerations surrounding their use as AI training datasets.

Strategically, public broadcasters must weigh financial opportunities 
against reputational risks. While collaboration with AI companies can gener-
ate revenue and goodwill, it may erode public trust if seen as compromising 
journalistic integrity. Legal challenges include navigating copyright, data pro-
tection laws, and restrictions on monetizing publicly funded assets, alongside 
limitations imposed by existing agreements with third-party providers.

Ethically, these archives, as repositories of societal memory and public 
values, pose profound dilemmas. Should they fuel AI algorithms that risk 
perpetuating bias or undermining democratic discourse? Balancing the im-
perative to ensure responsible use with the need to respect content creators’ 
intentions adds complexity. This presentation situates these debates within 
the broader context of a rapidly expanding AI training dataset market and 
shifting archival business models. It underscores the delicate balance be-
tween maximizing societal value and upholding the public service mission 
of broadcasters. While strongly rooted in policy development work for ad-
ministrators of media companies, the insights of this article will also offer 
value to scholars in media studies, media history and policy making.

KEYWORDS
Artificial intelligence; business models; ethics; public service; TV archives
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The significant societal and financial value of public broadcast archives has 
long been recognized. Over a decade ago, some broadcasters attempted to 
offset the substantial one-time costs of digitizing audiovisual materials by 
commercializing archival footage through stock platforms. These efforts 
largely failed, as revenues from a few popular clips could not compensate 
for the preservation of vast quantities of unused material. In response, pub-
licly funded archives shifted their rationale from financial return to societal 
benefit.

Embracing Golodnoff and Lerkenfeld’s principle that “use equals value”, 
(Golodnoff and Lerkenfeld, 2011) many institutions prioritized broad ac-
cessibility. In countries with sufficient resources, this led to the development 
of platforms and infrastructures enabling diverse user groups – including 
media professionals, educators, researchers, and even patients – to engage 
with archival content.

On 27 December 2023, it was revealed that The New York Times had 
filed a complaint against OpenAI (Stempel, 2023), the company behind, 
among other products, ChatGPT and DALL-E. OpenAI allegedly em-
ployed the Times’ archive to train algorithms without their permission. The 
New York Times perceived it as an infringement on its intellectual property 
rights and seeks compensation totaling 4.5 billion USD.

These events shifted the perspective on the value of archival material for 
many. OpenAI declined to confirm whether it utilized YouTube videos to 
train its algorithms (Shibu, 2024), as it lacked the consent of owner Google 
– a competitor of theirs in the AI market. According to The New York Times, 
Meta employees were even inclined to disregard copyright in internal dis-
cussions last year, in their pursuit of training data (Metz, Kant et. al., 2024). 
Their need was (and is) simply too pressing. Notwithstanding the foregoing, 
OpenAI has opted to invest heavily in gaining access to media archives. It 
has signed contracts with Axel Springer, Le Monde, The Associated Press, 
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Prisa Media, the Financial Times and many more (Morris, 2024), thereby 
gaining access to not only Europe’s largest commercial newspaper archives. 
The altitude of the compensation is rarely disclosed, but insiders allude to a 
one-off payment, supplemented with an annual fee (Schomer, 2024), total-
ing tens of millions of euros in the next years.

Should public broadcast archives consent when approached by AI al-
gorithm developers and exploiters, seeking access to their collections for 
algorithm training purposes? This article will explore this question from 
strategic, legal, and ethical vantage points.

Market research firm Business Research Insights asserts that the global 
market for AI training datasets was valued at 2.5 billion USD in 2023, with 
an expected growth to 30 billion USD by 2032. A third of this is represent-
ed by video collections, a quarter by audio collections (Business Research 
Insights, 2025). On the opposite side, downward price pressure comes from 
the free availability of high-quality data scraped online (Tiedrich, 2024). Yet, 
impending legislative restrictions, especially in the EU (Shankar, Pierides, 
Mulligan, 2024), might bolster prices, while surely not all valuable data 
sources are readily accessible online.

Meanwhile, the demands for training data of the tech industry seems 
to remain unrelenting. According to the Epoch Research Institute, freely 
available high-quality data is nearly exhausted, with algorithm developers 
consuming content faster than it is produced (Villalobos, Ho et. al. 2024). 
This scarcity compels public data custodians to adopt clear positions: for 
instance, the Dutch Royal Library restricts commercial use of its data (Royal 
Library of the Netherlands, 2024), whereas Wikipedia imposes no such 
limitations (Deckelmann, 2023).

Audiovisual archives of public broadcasters, however, are distinct in both 
scale and informational richness (Reisner, 2024). A digitized radio archive 
comprising one million hours – of which several exist across Europe – con-
tains an estimated word count equivalent to 10 million newspaper pages, 
far surpassing the estimated 2.5 million pages published by The New York 
Times since 1851. Television archives are comparably vast and further en-
riched by visual content. Critically, their professionally produced and curat-
ed material enhances data reliability (Ataman, 2025), and when accompa-
nied by human-generated metadata, it enables more accurate algorithmic 
validation.

What implications does this have for the value of broadcast archives? The 
traditional dynamic – where archives paid technology firms for descriptive 
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AI services, such as speech-to-text – appears to be reversing. A growing 
consensus suggests that archives should no longer incur costs for algorith-
mic description. In 2019, a European public broadcaster permitted an AI 
provider to train its models on archival content in exchange for transcrip-
tions. More recently, at least one major technology company has offered to 
digitize a common videotape format from public broadcasters’ archives at 
no charge, though their respective owners remain responsible for associated 
logistical and quality control expenses. The European Broadcasting Union 
(EBU) has supported such arrangements by providing a model contract, 
which formally restricts data usage. However, verifying whether the data is 
used for AI training remains difficult, and legal recourse against large tech-
nology firms is often impractical. Since 2019, numerous European public 
broadcasters have been approached; while many declined, at least two have 
agreed to such collaborations (Shkurko, 2022).

The potential financial value of public broadcaster archives as training 
datasets for AI is increasingly apparent. Yet, the question remains wheth-
er it is advisable for public broadcasters to engage with AI developers 
primarily for monetary gain. This issue has been under expert scrutiny 
since 2018, when Virginia Bazàn-Gil delivered a seminal presentation at 
the International Federation of Television Archives (FIAT/IFTA) World 
Conference in Venice. She emphasized that the surge in interest from AI 
firms was no coincidence and urged caution (Bazàn-Gil, 2018). Given the 
rapid expansion of the AI training data market, her warning warrants re-
newed attention and critical reflection.

From a strategic perspective, the key question is whether granting AI 
developers access to archival content aligns with the long-term objectives 
of public broadcasters. While such agreements may yield financial benefits 
– albeit difficult to quantify in a rapidly evolving market – some public 
broadcasters may offer preferential terms for research purposes. However, 
algorithms developed by nonprofit entities can easily transition into com-
mercial applications (as happened with OpenAI, a nonprofit entity from its 
founding in 2015 until 2018), raising concerns about unintended exploita-
tion. On the opposite side, these partnerships may also generate political 
goodwill, particularly when aligned with national efforts to develop sover-
eign AI models (Lee, 2024).

Conversely, reputational risks must be considered. Collaborations with 
controversial firms or opaque agreements may be perceived as compromis-
ing public service values. Additionally, some experts warn that enabling AI 
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training on archival content could marginalize traditional journalism by 
reducing its online visibility (Vreekamp, 2024).

Legally, several constraints apply. In jurisdictions such as Switzerland 

(Switzerland, 2024), public broadcasters are required to provide archive ac-
cess under certain conditions, provided copyright is respected. EU regula-
tions further restrict revenue generation to prevent market distortion, often 
limiting the use of one-time income to one-time expenditures European 
Union, 2005).

Existing contracts may also prohibit the redistribution of AI-generated 
outputs, such as transcriptions. Moreover, regarding copyright and neigh-
boring rights the legal status of using archival material for AI training re-
mains ambiguous (Karathanasis, 2023). Although public broadcasters of-
ten hold rights to much of their content, filtering out restricted material is 
costly and reduces usable volume. Data protection laws impose additional 
obligations (Knibbeler, Zadeh, 2023), potentially requiring extensive and 
expensive redaction.

Should a public broadcaster proceed with such agreements, key contrac-
tual elements must include cost coverage for data preparation, indemnifica-
tion against third-party claims, and clear terms regarding the reuse or resale 
of both algorithms and datasets.

In addition to strategic and legal dimensions, ethical considerations are 
equally pertinent. While substantial literature exists on the ethical implica-
tions of generative AI in media production, scholarly attention to the ethics 
of providing datasets for algorithm training remains limited. Nonetheless, 
this decision constitutes a fundamentally moral one. The societal influence 
of AI is expected to grow significantly, raising concerns about the potential 
for generative models to disseminate misinformation, degrade the infor-
mation ecosystem, and undermine democratic institutions. This prompts 
the question of whether public broadcasters should support such develop-
ments. Archival content from public broadcasters inherently reflects insti-
tutional bias, shaped by historical reporting and prevailing societal norms. 
These archives contain language and perspectives that may no longer align 
with contemporary ethical standards – and future standards will likely di-
verge further. Yet, when choosing between algorithms trained on content 
produced under democratic oversight and those trained on less account-
able sources, the former may be preferable. It is therefore advisable for 
broadcasters to disclose the presence of such bias to prospective partners, 
while refraining from assuming legal liability, as fully sanitizing archival 
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audio, video, or metadata to meet evolving ethical norms is an impractical 
undertaking.

It is both reasonable and necessary to require ethically responsible use 
of archival datasets by all users and re-users, even though defining precise 
boundaries of acceptable use remains challenging. While documents such 
as the EU’s Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy AI  (High-Level Expert Group 
on Artificial Intelligence, 2019) primarily target algorithm developers, they 
may serve as a useful reference for public broadcasters seeking to embed 
ethical safeguards into contractual agreements. Moreover, irrespective of 
copyright considerations, granting exclusive access to archival datasets ap-
pears fundamentally incompatible with the public service mandate of these 
institutions.

Although many broadcasters, public and commercial, have adopted pol-
icies governing the use of generative AI in content production, few have 
addressed the provision of data for training purposes. Such policies inevita-
bly intersect with broader archival access strategies. Whereas the prevailing 
discourse in audiovisual archiving over the past decade emphasized open-
ness, even its most ardent proponents now acknowledge the need for selec-
tive restrictions (Tarkowski, Warso, 2024). Increasingly, the preferences of 
content creators who object to unrestricted reuse are being respected. As a 
result, the principle of openness is no longer universally applied, and it is 
now considered legitimate to assess the intended use of archival material 
prior to its release.

When determining their stance and course of action, many pub-
lic broadcasters will take the actions of major players into account. The 
French Institut National de l’Audiovisuel (INA) has decided to partner 
with the Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BnF) and the French AI-
developers Artefact, Giskard and Mistral in the Argimi project, to devel-
op a national, “sovereign” large language model (LLM), thereby renouncing 
(for now) to enter into a commercial agreement with big tech companies. 
Radiotelevisión Española (RTVE) and Radiotelevisione italiana (Rai) have 
not yet announced their plans as far as is known. The British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) on 21 March 2024 announced that it wants to train its 
own LLM based on its own archive material (Robson, 2024), but opposite 
to INA, it is also negotiating with several technology companies to sell ac-
cess to its archives for algorithm training.

Despite thorough strategic, legal, and ethical evaluation, the role of pub-
lic broadcaster archives in AI training remains a complex issue. Archiving, 
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historically undervalued in financial terms, has gained sudden economic 
relevance. While the prospect of financial returns is appealing – particu-
larly amid ongoing budget constraints – public broadcasters must remain 
vigilant to the associated risks. Ethical concerns arise when partnering with 
entities that may not uphold public service values. The evolving relation-
ship between archives and AI developers, marked by ongoing negotiations, 
underscores the intricate interplay between intellectual property, ethical 
accountability, and public funding. Ultimately, amidst rapid technological 
change, safeguarding public values and ethical standards remains a critical 
responsibility.
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Folk-archiving Minor  
Audiovisual Contents
Television Programs, Pirate Care and Shadow Libraries

Jacopo Rasmi

ABSTRACT
Sometimes TV is archived by amateurs. Sometimes TV is an interest-
ing source to build experimental libraries of minor audiovisual contents. 
Sometimes the best way to preserve certain memories of cinema is to record 
the programs broadcast in order to upload them on informal platforms. 
These digital ecosystems are called “shadow libraries” and are fostered by 
gesture of “folk archiving” (Goldsmith). Behind and beyond the construc-
tion of an audiovisual heritage defined by State policies or commercial forc-
es, a collective “pirate care” (Graziano, Medak & Mars) allows the preserva-
tion and the democratic distribution of rare contents.

KEYWORDS
Audiovisual preservation; digital content; heritage; piracy; shadow library
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1. Pirate gifts from late-night programs
One of the key topics of my PhD research (University of Grenoble, 2015-
2019) was the work of the Italian filmmaker Michelangelo Frammartino. 
Frammartino is a slow artist who has produced only three feature films over 
two decades: Il dono (2003), Le quattro volte (2010) and Il buco (2021). His 
first film – a low-budget production that marked the beginning of his inter-
national career – was not distributed on DVD or through official streaming 
platforms when I began studying his work over ten years ago. No authorized 
source allowed me to watch or analyze Il dono. The only accessible version 
I could find online – still available today on YouTube – was a recording of 
a Rai 3 broadcast uploaded by an anonymous viewer. When I asked the 
filmmaker himself if he could provide a digital copy for research purposes, 
he sent me a transfer of the same Rai 3 version and apologized for not being 
able to offer a higher-quality copy.

The pirated version was likely broadcast as part of one of Rai 3’s most 
renowned late-night programs, Fuoriorario Cose (mai) viste, which has been 
showcasing avant-garde cinema and other experimental audiovisual content 
since the late 1980s. Over more than thirty years, this program has aired a 
vast number of rare films and audiovisual materials otherwise unavailable. 
Many of these broadcasts have survived thanks to a dedicated spectatorship 
who recorded and later digitized them, sharing the content across various 
internet platforms – both confidential (such as certain peer-to-peer net-
works) and public (such as mainstream video websites). The accessibility of 
a broad audiovisual heritage has thus been secured through countless acts 
similar to those of Marion Stokes, the subject of the documentary Recorder: 
The Marion Stokes Project (2019). Without asking the permission, Stokes 
spent over three decades recording TV broadcasts that were eventually ar-
chived on the Internet Archive. Today’s archivists no longer rely on VHS 
or Betamax tapes; instead, they extract content from replay platforms, as 
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seen in the case of Frammartino. A newer version of Il dono, restored by 
the Cineteca di Bologna and screened during the 2023 edition of Il Cinema 
Ritrovato, has recently appeared on YouTube, “pirated” from the Franco-
German television network Arte’s website.

2. Archiving behind  
the State/market management

This short intervention explores the grassroots archiving of minor and ex-
perimental television programs – often broadcasting valuable, hard-to-ac-
cess content – by amateur archivists using widespread, affordable technol-
ogies like VHS and the internet. The approach draws on Erika Balsom’s 
concept of “distribution as a mediation process” and her view of cultural 
production as “a network of heterogeneous and interlocking agents rather 
than as an activity undertaken by a single individual” (Balsom 2017: 8). The 
functioning of such a diverse and decentralized network - which facilitates 
the storage and accessibility of film culture - relies heavily on opaque, “acci-
dental” activities that escape top-down control or planning. 

I am particularly interested in how this unusual alliance between tel-
evision and amateur archivists helps preserve the memory of avant-garde 
audiovisual works – both artistic and theoretical. Although this form of ar-
chiving may involve violations of intellectual property codes, its value lies in 
its ability to ensure broad, open access to film history by preserving specific 
television programs (whether public, private, local, or national). This pres-
ervation depends on gestures of care – “care” and “curation” share the same 
semantic root, cura – that unfold against and behind unjust legal constraints 
as the commercial copyright’s ones: gestures of “pirate care” (Graziano, Mars 
& Medak 2024). As Stephanie Schulte Strathaus and Vinzenz Hediger point 
out, the origins of modern film archives and the cultural legitimization of 
cinematic heritage – exemplified by La Cinémathèque Française – were root-
ed in grassroots efforts to collect materials ignored by both state and market 
interests: “By collecting films deemed economically worthless and discarded 
by their producers in the transition to sound and projecting them out of 
tune with the cycles of commercial distribution, these usually self-appoint-
ed custodians of the moving image turned cinema from commerce into art” 
(Schulte Strathaus & Hediger 2023: 13). 
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3. Folk archiving & shadow libraries
To better understand these unconventional archival processes - and before 
analyzing specific case studies - two key concepts must be introduced: folk 
archiving and shadow libraries. The first term originates from the theoreti-
cal work of artist and scholar Kenneth Goldsmith, who has examined new 
forms of cultural agency emerging from the internet. In his provocative book 
Wasting Time on the Internet (2016), Goldsmith compares everyday acts of 
digital curation – enabled by online platforms and personal devices – to a 
diffuse and informal gesture of cultural preservation. Quoting the “alt-librar-
ian” Rick Prelinger, he describes archiving as a new form of folk art, “wide-
ly practiced and unconsciously integrated into many people’s lives” (2016: 
96). Goldsmith coins the term folk archiving to describe practices such as 
“pinning images on Pinterest, curating Instagram feeds, compiling Spotify 
playlists” (2016: 97). While these actions are often dismissed as trivial, they 
represent a spontaneous, collective contribution to cultural conservation, 
recognizing both unconventional archivists and unconventional materials. 
Sonia Campanini (2023: 78) refers to this phenomenon as “commons-based 
archival practice,” defined as: “the possibility of managing global audiovisual 
heritage beyond the state or market through the action of individuals and 
communities that self-govern this common resource through institutions, 
methodologies, and procedures they create independently.”

One of the most compelling manifestations of folk archiving is the emer-
gence of shadow libraries. While some folk archiving activity takes place 
on mainstream platforms (whose private governance raises important con-
cerns), pirate and amateur archivists often establish independent online 
infrastructures to store and distribute a wide variety of materials, includ-
ing texts and videos. Shadow libraries are digital environments that oper-
ate outside state policies and commercial frameworks. Examples include 
Sci-Hub and Z-Library (in the scientific field), and Monoskop and UbuWeb 
(in the artistic field). Their core mission, as Joe Karaganis (2018) puts it, 
is to ensure “access from below” to content that is otherwise inaccessible 
due to social, geographic, or financial barriers. In Duchamp is My Lawyer 
(2019), Goldsmith summarizes this movement as: “A mixture of legitimate 
and pirate venues, [shadow libraries] have grown out of necessity, providing 
access to electronic copies of millions of copyrighted and uncopyrighted 
works to anyone around the globe free of charge.” (2019: 115) Within these 
ecosystems, a broad range of platforms are devoted to film content. These 
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digital repositories, which not only preserve films but also materials such as 
interviews, images, critiques, working papers, and correspondence, can be 
seen as pirate cinémathèques that help fill the gaps left by institutional poli-
cies. This decentralized network of shadow film archives dedicated to minor 
cinema has been the central focus of my recent research (Rasmi 2024). In 
what follows, I will present two case studies from this corpus: Les archives 
numériques du cinéma algérien and UbuWeb.

4. Les archives numériques du cinéma algerien
The online archive Les archives numériques du cinéma algérien was launched 
in 2012 by leveraging mainstream platforms such as YouTube and Facebook. 
As a result, the project does not control the infrastructure on which it de-
pends for storage and distribution – a situation that has led to disruptions, 
including account takedowns due to copyright issues. At the heart of this 
initiative is a commitment to preserving and democratizing access to North 
African film heritage, which has been neglected both by Western market 
forces and the Algerian state it-self. The archive’s founder, Franco-Algerian 
filmmaker and independent scholar Nabil Djedouani, recognized the ne-
cessity to collect and re-publish Algerian cinema while studying film at uni-
versity in Lyon. The sources he needed were extremely rare and dispersed 
not only in Europe, but also across North Africa. While Algeria, as a state, 
produced and owned many of these films after independence, it failed to 
establish a viable program for their restoration and distribution. Djedouani 
has employed various strategies to locate and digitize rare Algerian films: 
from obscure VHS editions and analog copies stored in European archives 
to pirated DVDs in the local black market. Among the effective tools has 
been television broadcasting. Algerian TV has aired rare films, even if cen-
sorship - particularly since the Islamist shift in national politics - remains a 
challenge. As Djedouani notes:

The only problem is that TV in Algeria censors, and the durations are 
incorrect! Films end up being 1 hour 10 minutes long when they should 
be 1 hour 30 – even the classics. A film like The Battle of Algiers is cen-
sored because, at one point, the protagonist crosses a street in the Casbah 
where there are prostitutes. (conversation with the author, as the following 
quotes)
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Some programs were especially valuable because they showcased previously 
inaccessible works:

There is TV program called Ciné Thématique, which – at least in its early 
days – broadcast films with a certain degree of freedom. That window 
quickly closed, and now we only see the same titles over and over, even 
though there’s a whole heritage we haven’t yet discovered. Television holds 
an incredible stock of works produced during the 1980s and early 1990s, 
a time of real cultural boom – the Raï era.

The archive has also benefited from informal communication with program 
producers, sometimes leading to successful recoveries of rare titles:

Sometimes I wrote to the person who launched the program and suggest 
a particular film. A few weeks later, it’s on the schedule! He replies even 
though we’ve never met. And then, once the film is broadcast, I make sure 
to download it – of course.

A quick search of the archive reveals numerous examples of television-sourced 
content, identifiable by on-screen logos. In the section dedicated to 1990s 
cinema, viewers can find a version of Ombres Blanches (يرئازج مليف, 
1991) by Saïd Ould-Khelifa, clearly recorded from a broadcast on Canal 
Algérie – a public TV station now known as TV2, founded thirty years 
ago for international audiences. Similarly, a copy of Alger-Beyrouth: Pour 
Mémoire (1998) by Merzak Allouache shows the logo of Astra 1E, a satellite 
provider operated by Luxembourg-based SES. An older film, Le vent des 
Aurès (1966 ,نيمح رضخل دمحم ،ساروالا) by Mohammed Lakhdar-Hamina, 
is also available in the archive thanks to a recording from Global Broadcast 
System (GBS), a satellite broadcaster based in Algeria.

5. UbuWeb
As Erika Balsom notes, UbuWeb was “started in 1996 as a site focusing on 
experimental poetry” and later expanded to include video content: “a video 
section was launched in 2002, initially offering AVI files for streaming” 
(2017: 86). Since then, the platform has archived a wide variety of experi-
mental audiovisual works compassing both creative and theoretical dimen-
sions – including films, video art, interviews, performance recordings, and 
television programs. In a recent conversation, UbuWeb founder Kenneth 
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Goldsmith (2023) recalled how he began experimenting with media up-
loads in the late 1990s:

I first started uploading media like images and GIFs online, then around 
1997/1998 I switched to audio and video files thanks to RealMedia for-
mats. But it turned out to be a really bad choice! It wasn’t free: RealMedia 
was sold and then shut down, so we lost our technical platform. At some 
point, Ubu had to migrate to an open-source alternative. Afterwards, I 
decided to avoid – whenever possible – using proprietary software.

In fact, the archive’s digital infrastructure is rooted in pre-digital cultures of 
pirate distribution. Balsom writes that UbuWeb “may be understood as a 
formalization of already existing, predigital networks of unauthorized dis-
tribution” (2017: 90). In Duchamp Is My Lawyer, Goldsmith acknowledges 
these informal supply chains and pays tribute to their contributions. In 
the video library, much of UbuWeb’s content comes from VHS recordings, 
many of which were captured from television. 

Goldsmith recounts the story of videoartcollector, an anonymous ama-
teur archivist who donated a large quantity of content to UbuWeb. Raised 
in a large family in rural America, his discovery of contemporary art came 
through books and television (Goldsmith 2019: 97):

His first exposure to contemporary art came in high school in the mid-
1980s when he came across the book What the Songs Look Like: Contem-
porary Artists Interpret Talking Heads’ Songs (1987), in which artists were 
commissioned to make artworks to accompany the lyrics of the songs. 
Around the same time, he began taping episodes of Alive from Off Center, 
an American arts television series aired by PBS between 1984 and 1996 
that featured a lot of the same downtown New York artists he knew from 
the Talking Heads book

Living “in the middle of America,” far from urban cultural centers, televi-
sion became his “only conduit” to art. Goldsmith continues: “As a result, 
he became an obsessive home taper, recording anything having to do with 
art. If PBS was broadcasting artists’ videos late at night, as it sometimes did, 
he taped them” (2019: 97). videoartcollector eventually digitized his VHS 
library and shared it freely: “I digitized them and spread them throughout 
the internet. I would send them to anybody who wanted them. I would 
look for people looking for the works.” (2019: 98)
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Numerous interviews with major thinkers hosted on UbuWeb were re-
corded from television. In its Film & Video section, users can find a 1975 in-
terview with Simone de Beauvoir on TF1’s Questionnaire, led by Jean-Louis 
Servan-Schreiber. French philosopher Félix Guattari appears thanks to a 
Grand Entretien aired on Antenne 2 in the late 1980s. A rare conversation 
with science fiction writer J.G. Ballard for The South Bank Show (ITV, UK) 
is also available. Often, the original television source is cited on UbuWeb, 
even though no official permission is ever requested. Goldsmith openly em-
braces this tactic, arguing against wasting time on copyright formalities. 
This approach has, unsurprisingly, sparked legal disputes, such as the case 
involving An American Family (1973), a twelve-hour documentary chron-
icling seven months in the day-to-day lives of the Loud family in Santa 
Barbara, California”. WNET’s legal department issued a takedown notice. 
Goldsmith responded by “telling them that because the films couldn’t be 
seen anywhere, we assumed that they were out of print” and, at the same 
time, he “let them know that we don’t touch money” (2019: 61). He won 
the case and retained the content on the site. This success didn’t take place 
just on the grounds of non-commercial use, but it was also based on the 
duty to provide access to cultural works that otherwise would be completely 
unavailable.
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Archiving Television 
and Celebrating Legacy
Mike Bongiorno’s Centenary Exhibition and TV Miniseries

Daniela Cardini

ABSTRACT 
This paper will focus on the exhibition “Mike Bongiorno 1924-2024” 
(Palazzo Reale, Milan, Sept. 17th-Nov. 17th, 2024) and on the TV miniseries 
Mike (Rai Uno, 2024), both of them produced to commemorate the cente-
nary of birth of Mike Bongiorno, a pivotal figure in Italian television histo-
ry. The present contribution aims to analyze the mechanisms through which 
TV products are preserved, exhibited, and historicized by TV institutions. 

The exhibition, curated by the Fondazione Mike Bongiorno, highlights 
the role of television archives in shaping media memory, institutional legiti-
macy, and cultural heritage. The miniseries Mike (Rai Uno, 2024) is focused 
on Mike Bongiorno’s personal life from his very beginnings in Rai pub-
lic service, from the mid-Fifties to the Seventies, to his shift to Fininvest/
Mediaset commercial television in 1980. The paper compares the archival 
and historiographical approaches of both projects, situating them within 
the broader frameworks of television studies, celebrity studies and produc-
tion studies. 

KEYWORDS
Celebrity studies; production studies; television archives; television studies; 
TV series
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Introduction 
This essay examines how institutions navigate the complexities of archiving 
television, focusing on the mechanisms through which TV products are pre-
served, exhibited, and historicized. In particular, it focuses on the exhibition 
“Mike Bongiorno 1924-2024” held in Palazzo Reale, Milan, from Sept. 17th 
to Nov. 17th, 2024, and on the TV miniseries Mike (Rai Uno, 2024), both 
produced to commemorate the centenary of birth of Mike Bongiorno, a 
pivotal figure in Italian television history. 

As highlighted in the exhibition – curated with original materials from 
the Fondazione Mike Bongiorno and from other institutional sources, 
mainly Rai and Archivio Luce – archives shape media memory, cultural le-
gitimacy, and heritage. Similarly, the Rai miniseries aims to narrate the his-
tory of Italian broadcasting through Mike Bongiorno’s life and career, which 
parallels the transformations of the medium itself through six decades. 

Both projects offer an opportunity to compare archival and historio-
graphical strategies through the lens of television studies, celebrity studies, 
and production studies. This dual focus allows to observe how legacy is 
not only a matter of preserving materials, but of shaping meaning through 
narrative forms, aesthetic choices, and institutional mediation. Both the ex-
hibition and the miniseries offer distinct yet complementary paths toward 
historicization: the former is rooted in archival logic, the latter in dram-
atized storytelling. Their comparative analysis provides a broader lens to 
understand how media memory is constructed within specific industrial, 
cultural, and political frameworks.



159

ARCHIVING TELEVISION AND CELEBRATING LEGACY

1. From Umberto Eco’s “everyman”  
to canonization: methodological framing

A fundamental theoretical reference for any reflection on Mike Bongiorno’s 
legacy remains the much debated Umberto Eco’s essay Fenomenologia di 
Mike Bongiorno, published in 1961. In this landmark piece, Eco described 
Bongiorno as “everyman”, a television character who never challenges the 
audience but reassures them instead, mirroring their own (low) cultural po-
sition. In fact, Eco never labeled Bongiorno as “ordinary” – though this has 
often been misread and misunderstood – but as a figure who enacted a spe-
cific and relevant communicative function within the newly-born medium 
of television. 

Sixty years later, the commemorative efforts around Mike Bongiorno 
mark a significant shift in his role, both in popular culture and in the spe-
cific television language, underlining a deep turn from a semiotic object (or 
“text”) to an heritage figure. The 2024 exhibition and the TV miniseries do 
not merely celebrate a public persona: they frame his work, his personality 
and his tv character within a broader cultural and institutional canon. 

This shift demands a critical examination of the mechanisms and im-
plications of historicizing popular television figures. Eco’s analysis belongs 
to a period when television was a new, rapidly expanding medium, still 
struggling to define its language and the right tone of voice to address its 
audiences. Bongiorno, with his accessible demeanor and colloquial speech, 
offered a model of communication based on inclusiveness, simplicity, conti-
nuity and empathy. He was a facilitator, not an opinion leader, a host rather 
than a protagonist. In this sense, Eco identified him as a key figure in the 
development of Italian television: someone who enabled the newly-born 
medium to become familiar in Italian homes.

Today, as Bongiorno is reframed through institutional narratives, Eco’s 
reading gains new relevance. It invites us to question the reasons behind 
legacy construction: is it a tribute to personal achievement, a recuperation 
of national identity, or a way for media institutions to assert their role as 
memory agents? The semiotic ‘everyman’ has now become a symbolic an-
chor for a collective televisual past, transformed from a figure of presence 
to one of heritage.
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2. The exhibition: affective historicization  
and archive activation 

The exhibition held at Palazzo Reale in 2024, celebrating Bongiorno’s cente-
nary of birth, was structured as an immersive and emotional journey through 
his life and career. Rather than following a linear chronological approach, 
the exhibition was organized thematically, with sections devoted to topics 
such as emigration, World War II, the Sanremo festival, the birth of Italian 
commercial television, and the development and success of the game show 
genre. The original sets of Rischiatutto (Rai, 1968-1973) and a reconstructed 
Ruota della Fortuna (Canale 5, 1989-2003), two of the symbolic programs 
which marked his success, allowed visitors to experience not only the visual 
legacy of Bongiorno’s shows, but also their affective and cultural relevance. 

In doing so, the exhibition embodied a practice of “affective historiciza-
tion”: an archiving effort that speaks to collective memory and emotional 
engagement as much as to historical documentation.

The majority of the materials exposed came from the Fondazione Mike 
Bongiorno, led by Bongiorno’s family and especially Mike’s son Nicolò, 
whose work in preserving, organizing, and digitizing personal and profes-
sional archives was essential. 

The exhibition’s structure emphasized emotional immersion as a key cu-
ratorial strategy. Visitors were not just informed, but invited to remember, 
recognize, and emotionally reconnect with Mike Bongiorno as a figure who 
accompanied generations of viewers. This interactivity – enabled by recre-
ations of game shows and multimedia storytelling – played a crucial role 
in translating ephemeral TV experiences into tangible memory spaces. The 
exhibition thus bridges the gap between nostalgia and history, blending sen-
sorial engagement with curatorial pedagogy.

3. Archival challenges  
and institutional silences 

Following Nicolò Bongiorno’s words, who curated the exhibition with 
Mariangela Scaramella, the exhibition also revealed the broader difficulties 
in accessing and assembling television archives in Italy. Much of the audio-
visual material remained difficult to access due to copyright complications 
and fragmented archival infrastructures. As the curators themselves noted, 
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the process of building the exhibition relied heavily on informal networks, 
personal contacts, and user-generated content retrieved through social me-
dia. The Fondazione’s basement archive, though private, became the most 
comprehensive resource available. But much of the material, although phys-
ically preserved in the archives of Fondazione, needed copyright approval 
processes that involved both Rai and Mediaset, which complicated timing 
and availability of many documents, objects, pictures, videos and memora-
bilia for the exhibition. 

This paradoxical situation underscores a wider systemic issue: the lack of 
a national archival policy for audiovisual heritage, and the marginal status 
often assigned to popular entertainment.

4. The miniseries: televising legacy
In parallel with the exhibition, the two-episode miniseries Mike, produced by 
ViolaFilm and aired by Rai in October 2024, sought to dramatize Bongiorno’s 
life for a broad TV audience. Based upon Bongiorno’s autobiography La ver-
sione di Mike (published in 2007 and written by Mike and Nicolò Bongiorno), 
the production was shaped by institutional priorities, editorial decisions, and 
significant time and budget constraints. Despite the family’s involvement, the 
creative control ultimately lay with Rai, that aimed to underline the personal 
and dramatic aspects of his personal life – more likely to appeal to a broad 
audience – rather than his relevant contribution to the development of Italian 
television. The result was a simplified portrayal that emphasized internal con-
flict and emotional depth, offering a version of Bongiorno that diverged from 
his public persona and historical trajectory. This fictionalized version, while 
effective in storytelling terms, presents a diluted representation that fits insti-
tutional formats but sacrifices nuance and historical complexity.

5. Between memory and representation 
Such representational simplification, while understandable within the con-
straints of a two-episode format, creates a tension between narrative econo-
my and biographical fidelity. Bongiorno’s life, spanning the birth of public 
television, the privatization wave, and the hybridization of entertainment 
and advertising, offers rich complexity. Condensing it into a standard TV 
biopic format risks flattening that complexity into archetypes: the humble 
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immigrant, the determined professional, the misunderstood man. These 
tropes, while narratively effective, tend to obscure the structural and insti-
tutional dimensions of Bongiorno’s impact.

The miniseries invites reflection on the tensions between dramatization 
and historicization. It demonstrates how institutional fiction constructs leg-
acy: by selecting certain traits, conflicts, and moments, and omitting others. 

Bongiorno’s depiction in the series – more introspective and dramatic 
than he appeared in life, following Nicolò Bongiorno’s words, – responds 
to the narrative needs of television fiction, not to archival truth. Yet it is 
precisely through these representational mechanisms that legacy is often 
established in the public sphere. In this sense, the series complements the 
exhibition by illustrating another layer of canonization: one mediated by 
the logics of contemporary scripted TV.

6. Legacy as cultural reframing
Together, the exhibition and the miniseries contribute to Mike Bongiorno’s 
cultural reframing, shifting him from the realm of ephemeral television 
entertainment to that of national cultural memory. This process, however, 
is not neutral: it involves editorial choices, curatorial interpretations, and 
institutional agendas. The risk lies in producing a selective memory, one 
that reinforces nostalgia without critical engagement. But it also offers the 
opportunity to recognize the historical significance of figures long excluded 
from élite cultural narratives. Bongiorno’s canonization thus becomes a test 
case for how popular culture enters the national archives. 

This transformation of the archive from a basement collection to a po-
tential academic hub illustrates the evolving nature of media heritage. It 
suggests that legacy is not static, but processual: an open-ended negotiation 
between curators, audiences, institutions, and scholars. 

A university-led project, currently at study, will enable multidisciplinary 
engagement with the archive, involving media historians, sociologists, dig-
ital archivists, and communication theorists. In this way, the memory of 
Bongiorno becomes not just a topic of study, but a resource for future ex-
plorations of television’s role in society.

Given the fragmented state of audiovisual archives and the extensive per-
sonal collections of the Fondazione, academic institutions are uniquely po-
sitioned to offer a sustainable future for such heritage by enabling the trans-
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formation of private archives into public, living repositories of media mem-
ory. This would not only preserve materials, but also contextualize them 
through teaching, research, and public engagement. In this particular case, 
such a project would extend the mission of Bongiorno’s centenary beyond 
celebration, anchoring it in critical discourse and institutional continuity.

In conclusion, the commemoration of Mike Bongiorno’s centenary re-
veals the potential and the challenges of archiving popular television. It 
shows how figures once seen as transient or ‘lightweight’ can be re-evaluated 
as central to the history of broadcasting and national identity. By tracing the 
evolution from Eco’s semiotic interpretation to today’s institutional tributes, 
we can see how television memory is always constructed – through media, 
archives, narratives, and institutions. It is essential, therefore, to treat these 
memory practices not only as acts of preservation, but as powerful forms of 
cultural production. The archive, like television itself, must be understood 
as a dynamic, contested, and meaning-making space.
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From Memory to Streaming
The Role of Historical Archives in Strengthening  
Public Television’s OTT in Spain

Tamara Antona-Jimeno and Ignacio Nevado

ABSTRACT
This study examines how three regional public OTT platforms – 3Cat 
(Catalonia), AGalega (Galicia), and ETB Plany (Basque Country) – use 
historical archives to engage audiences. The hypothesis is that archives, es-
pecially when presented in co-official languages, help strengthen cultural 
identity and foster emotional connections through nostalgia. The platforms 
feature iconic past content in well-organized thematic collections with high 
visibility. ETB Play stands out for its archival focus and “collective memory” 
section; 3Cat for its strong editorial curation and social media impact; and 
AGalega for its broad, accessible offer. Overall, archives emerge as a strategic 
asset in the digital transformation of regional public broadcasters.

KEYWORDS
Cultural identity; digital archives; OTT; television
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Introduction
This research focuses on the Spanish context, analysing the role of historical 
television archives in strengthening links with audiences, local communities 
and the general public. It explores how audiovisual archives contribute to 
the construction of national, regional and local identities. Special attention 
is paid to the cases of 3Cat (Catalonia), AGalega (Galicia) and ETB Play 
(Basque Country), where the preservation and dissemination of content in 
Catalan, Galician and Basque meet both cultural and strategic objectives.

By positioning historical archives as a differentiated value proposition, 
public broadcasters can establish a competitive advantage in the changing 
digital landscape. This study highlights good practices and policy recom-
mendations for the sustainable digitization and distribution of historical 
television archives in the OTT ecosystem. Ultimately, he argues that the 
incorporation of archival content is not only a cultural imperative, but also 
a strategic necessity to ensure the continued relevance of public service me-
dia in the digital age.

1. Research objectives
•	 See how historical archives are being used on Spanish public OTT 

platforms, observing what type of content is available, if it is easy to 
find and if it has visibility on RTVE Play, 3Cat, CRTVG and EITB.

•	 Study how this archive content is presented and organized, to un-
derstand if it is well explained and if it is grouped in a way that is 
attractive to different audiences.

•	 Analyse how content in co-official languages (Catalan, Galician and 
Basque) helps to reinforce cultural and linguistic identities on the 
3Cat, CRTVG and EITB platforms.
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•	 Explore whether the archive is used to connect with audiences, for 
example, through recommendations, special sections, or milestones.

•	 Identify examples of good practices in the use of archives on OTT 
platforms, which serve as a reference for other public media that 
want to digitise and make better use of their audiovisual heritage.

The hypothesis of this study is that the incorporation of historical archives 
in the OTT platforms of Spanish regional broadcasters contributes to cap-
turing the attention of audiences through strategies based on nostalgia, 
especially when the content is offered in co-official languages – Catalan, 
Galician and Basque – either through materials originally produced in these 
languages or through their translation. thus strengthening the emotional, 
cultural and linguistic bond with the local public.

2. Research questions 
1.	 What kind of archival content is offered on public broadcasters’ OTT 

platforms and to what extent does it appeal to nostalgia (flagship pro-
grammes, historical moments, popular formats from the past)?

2.	 In what proportion is this content presented in co-official languages 
(Catalan, Galician and Basque), and what is its visibility on the plat-
forms compared to content in Spanish?

3.	 How do users perceive the emotional and cultural value of archival 
content in their own language? Do they associate this content with 
personal experiences, collective identities or shared memories?

4.	 What strategies do platforms use to promote this content (thematic 
sections, anniversaries, nostalgic hashtags, promotion on social net-
works) and how do audiences respond to these proposals?

3. Context of regional television channels 
Law 46/1983, known as the Third Channel Law, authorised the autono-
mous communities to create their own television channels, in accordance 
with the powers recognised in their respective statutes of autonomy. This 
regulation was key to the development of a decentralised audiovisual sys-
tem that reflects the cultural, identity and linguistic diversity of the Spanish 
State. In territories with co-official languages – such as Catalonia, Galicia 
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and the Basque Country – the creation of regional television channels has 
been essential for the promotion and normalisation of Catalan, Galician 
and Basque, consolidating these media as fundamental tools in the con-
struction of their own identities and in the protection of intangible cultural 
heritage.

4. Case study: the use of the archive 
in the OTT of regional television stations

In recent years, Spanish regional and regional television stations, like the rest 
of the public and private broadcasters, have experienced a progressive loss 
of audience, especially among younger audiences. Faced with this decline in 
traditional consumption levels, many have begun a transformation process 
aimed at regaining relevance and connection with new audiences. The main 
way to achieve this has been the incorporation of Over the Top (OTT) plat-
forms and the migration of their content to the digital environment. This 
strategy responds directly to the change in audiovisual consumption habits, 
marked by the fragmentation of supply, on-demand viewing and the mul-

Figure 1
Spanish regional TV stations. 	 Source: own elaboration, 2025.
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tiplicity of devices. Although the degree of development of these platforms 
varies according to factors such as available resources, the regional model or 
the strategic decisions of each channel, the common objective is clear: to get 
closer to a digitalised audience that no longer consumes linear television on 
a regular basis. 

Specifically, this study focuses on the jump to OTT in three regions: 
Galicia, the Basque Country and Catalonia. The way to reach the digital 
market of these televisions is as follows: 

4.1 CAT3
In its first year of operation, the 3Cat platform has 227 million audio and 
video views and more than 1.2 million registered users. In total, 3Cat’s dig-
ital environment adds 44% more video views and 13% more audio plays 
than in 2023. One of the strengths to achieve audience engagement is its use 
of social media, specifically it is the platform with the most interactions and 
publications in X during 2023 and 2024. Through social networks, more 
than 2,057 million reproductions have been made in 2024, almost 80% 
more than in 2023 and the best figure ever recorded by 3Cat. The most 
viewed videos have been one from the series “Jo mai mai”, one from the en-
tertainment program “Zona zapping” and, in third position, a clip starring 
Leo Messi from the documentary series “El nuevo clamor”.

As for the use they make of the archive, the platform offers free-to-air, 
simply with a record, the catalogue of the channel’s most successful produc-
tions, for example Merlí (2015-2018) or Estació d’enllaç (1994-1999). The 
first appears in position 4 of the most watched spaces on the platform (May 

Figure 2
Most watched spaces on 3Cat (May, 2025)	 Source: 3Cat (May, 2025).
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2025), the second appears under the label “Van marks a generation”, along 
with other productions broadcast in the 1990s and 2000s, such as Dragon 
Ball and Dragon Ball Z. 

By the way, this anime series, which directly appeals to the nostalgia of 
the millennial generation, has its own section:

The 3Cat platform has strategically integrated its historical audiovisual ar-
chive to meet multiple objectives within the OTT ecosystem, consolidat-
ing itself as one of the most technologically developed proposals in the 
autonomous community in Spain. Firstly, the archive acts as an audiovisual 
“wardrobe”, providing a solid base of diverse content in the Catalan lan-
guage, both original and imported, which guarantees a continuous and 
coherent offer with the objectives of linguistic normalisation and public 
service. Second, 3Cat uses the archive to articulate thematic or curated 
collections, designed to facilitate navigation and personalize the user ex-
perience. This presentation logic – inspired by successful models such as 
Netflix or Filmin – allows the viewer to go through the catalogue through 
suggested categories, generating a more active relationship with historical 
content. Finally, the platform uses these collections not only to capture 
young audiences, familiar with the digital environment and on-demand 
consumption, but also to retain millennial audiences, recovering emblem-
atic formats, series and programs of traditional linear television. This com-
bination of accessibility, editorial organization and emotional appeal posi-
tions 3Cat as a benchmark in the valorization of the archive as a cultural, 
linguistic and generational tool.

Figure 3
Anime series section on 3Cat.	 Source: 3Cat (May, 2025).
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4.2 AGallege

In 2024, TVG launches AGalega, its own OTT service, centralizing its dig-
ital offer through the AGalega.gal web portal and two mobile applications 
for Android and iOS, as well as specific apps for radio (AGalegaAudio) 
and children’s (Xabarín) content. The platform allows free access to both 
live broadcasting and on-demand content, with the possibility of person-
alization through registration. The catalogue is organised by thematic sec-
tions such as “Zeta”, “Cinema”, “Programmes”, “Sports” and “News”, and 
is complemented by multiple subcategories according to genre, theme or 
origin, with a strong presence of Galician production. Inspired by models 
like Netflix, it includes emotional and experiential labels to enhance the 
user experience. Especially noteworthy is the wide range of archive works, 
with more than 1,400 pieces available, many of which are grouped into 
specific sections of a historical nature, such as “As series da túa vida”, which 
facilitates their discovery and reinforces their value as audiovisual heritage 
of the Galician community.

Figure 4
Galician TV series section on AGallege.	 Source: AGallege (May, 2025).

4.3 ETB Play

Since 2021, EITB has deployed a strategy to diversify its digital platforms, 
evolving from a single application (EITB Play, launched in 2018) to a more 
segmented ecosystem. It currently offers EITB Albisteak, focused on news 
content, and EITB Nahieran, aimed at general television and radio pro-
gramming, both of which are free access and without registration. In 2023 
it launches PRIMERAN, its most ambitious platform, with the aim of in-
ternationalising Basque and Basque audiovisual production. PRIMERAN 
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is distinguished by being the only one of the group that allows you to select 
Spanish as the navigation language, which extends its accessibility beyond 
the Basque public. Available on the web and mobile apps, its catalogue – 
free of charge with registration – includes more than 3,000 pieces of fic-
tion and non-fiction (series, films, documentaries, children’s series, cooking, 
sport, music), mostly in Basque.

In terms of the use of the historical archive, PRIMERAN stands out for 
incorporating not only a solid catalogue collection, but also a specific sec-
tion of ETB classics and the digitisation of part of the Basque Film Archive’s 
collection, which reinforces its role as a heritage conservation tool. In ad-
dition, it is the only one of the regional platforms analysed that makes an 
explicit reference to collective memory, through the section “Our Memory”, 
which consolidates its proposal not only as an OTT, but also as an instru-
ment of historical and cultural transmission.

Figure 5
Our Memory section on ETB Play.	 Source: ETB Play (May, 2025).
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Conclusions
The analysis of the OTT platforms of the public broadcasters 3Cat, AGalega 
and PRIMERAN confirms that the historical archive occupies an important 
place within their digital strategies, with different levels of development and 
sophistication. They all integrate emblematic content from the past – series, 
programs or documentaries – that appeal directly to generational nostalgia, 
especially with regard to the millennial and X generations. These materi-
als are also mostly available in co-official languages, which contributes not 
only to strengthening the emotional bond with local audiences, but also to 
consolidating the cultural and linguistic function of public broadcasters. 
Platforms such as PRIMERAN and 3Cat, in particular, have managed to ar-
ticulate specific and curated sections that give great visibility to this content, 
while allowing its intuitive navigation. The presence of nostalgic or affective 
thematic labels, collections and categories – such as “Our Memory”, “The 
series of your life” or “They will mark a generation” – reinforce this emo-
tional orientation. In addition, these strategies have been effective in build-
ing audience loyalty and increasing digital interactions, especially when 
complemented by a strong presence on social networks.

However, there are significant differences in the degree of editorial use 
of the archive. While 3Cat and PRIMERAN present a more mature design 
in terms of accessibility, categorization, and contextualized presentation of 
the historical background, other platforms could still improve the visibili-
ty and explanation of ancient materials. Also, while they all allow free ac-
cess, pre-registration and customization options are only fully developed in 
some cases. In addition, the incorporation of content with historical and 
symbolic value is not always accompanied by active promotional strategies 
or anniversary campaigns. The experience of PRIMERAN, which includes 
materials from the Basque Film Archive and an explicit section on collective 
memory, shows a good practice that can be replicated. In general, it is found 
that the effective use of the archive not only reinforces cultural identity, but 
can also be a way of connecting with intergenerational audiences, offering 
continuity between traditional linear television and new digital habits.
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Recommendations for good practices in the use  
of the archival collection on public OTT platforms
Thematic and emotional visibility: Include specific sections with emotional 
tags such as “Classics”, “Our memories”, “What marked us” or “Forever 
favourites” that allow the user to connect personally with archived content.

Accessibility and structured navigation: Organize archives into 
easy-to-navigate collections, which combine chronological, thematic and 
affective criteria, and which are adapted to different audiences (youth, adult, 
nostalgic, cinephile, etc.).

Editorial contextualization: Accompany the archive with editorial de-
scriptions, additional information or complementary material (interviews, 
making-of, historical data) that enrich the user experience.

Social Media Integration: Actively use social media to promote archive 
content on important dates, anniversaries, or in dialogue with current 
trends, as 3Cat already effectively does.

Collaborations with heritage institutions: Establish alliances with film 
libraries, historical archives and universities to digitise, preserve and enrich 
the available documentary collection, as PRIMERAN does with the Basque 
Film Archive.
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Decolonising the Archive
Rethinking Audiovisual Heritage in the ERT Collection

Gregory Pritsas

ABSTRACT
Archives are not neutral repositories but active agents in shaping cultural 
memory, delineating inclusion and exclusion through their classificatory 
logics and curatorial priorities. The Greek National Broadcaster (ERT) ar-
chive, a vast repository of radio and television material, provides a critical 
case study for examining how state-controlled institutions embed hierar-
chies of visibility and erasure within archival structures. This paper inter-
rogates the epistemic frameworks underpinning the ERT archive, situating 
them within national identity formation, transnational media flows, and 
institutional power dynamics. Which voices and histories have been mar-
ginalised? How do archival protocols reinforce dominant historiographies? 
What role can digitisation and participatory models play in counter-archi-
val interventions? Drawing on politically contentious broadcasts, entertain-
ment programming, and obscured narratives, this paper explores strategies 
for reconfiguring archival methodologies to amplify silenced perspectives. It 
advocates for oral histories, community-led curation, and digital remedia-
tion as tools to destabilise entrenched power asymmetries. In dialogue with 
contemporary debates on the decolonisation of media heritage, this study 
positions the archive as a contested and evolving space, where competing 
narratives negotiate cultural memory in the digital age.

KEYWORDS
Archival epistemologies; collective memory and representation; counter-ar-
chival practices; decolonisation; Greek television archive
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Archives are often perceived as neutral repositories of historical artefacts, 
structured by a logic of preservation and classification. However, recent 
scholarship across archival studies, decolonial theory, and media histo-
ry has challenged this presumption, foregrounding the archive’s function 
as an active agent in the production of knowledge and cultural memory. 
Rather than passive vaults of history, archives participate in epistemic vio-
lence through the selective inclusion and exclusion of voices, narratives, and 
material forms. This essay explores the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation 
(ERT)1 archive as a case study for interrogating the coloniality of archival 
practices and investigating potential decolonial interventions in the cura-
tion and dissemination of audiovisual heritage.

1. The case of the ERT collection
ERT began broadcasting in 1938, as the Radio Broadcasting Service or 
YRE (Υπηρεσία Ραδιοφωνικής Εκπομπής, ΥΡΕ), initially limited to radio 
services from Athens. During the Axis occupation of Greece, the service 
was renamed as the Limited Hellenic Radio Company or AERE (Ανώνυμη 
Ελληνική Ραδιοφωνική Εταιρεία, ΑΕΡΕ). After Liberation, in 1945 the 
service was reorganized as the National Radio Foundation or EIR (Εθνικό 
Ίδρυμα Ραδιοφωνίας, ΕΙΡ). Test television broadcasts began in 1965 and 
full TV service began in 1966. In 1970, the company was renamed National 
Radio and Television Foundation or EIRT (Εθνικό Ίδρυμα Ραδιοφωνίας-
Τηλεόρασης, ΕΙΡΤ). In 1966, the Hellenic Armed Forces began their own 
TV station, the Armed Forces Television or TED (Τηλεόρασις Ἐνόπλων 
Δυνάμεων, ΤΕΔ), renamed in 1970 as the Armed Forces Information 

1	 The Greek national broadcaster will hence be called ERT from its Greek acronym 
ΕΡΤ (Ελληνική Ραδιοφωνία Τηλεόραση).
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Service or YENED (Ὑπηρεσία Ἐνημερώσεως Ἐνόπλων Δυνάμεων, 
ΥΕΝΕΔ). EIRT was disbanded in 1975 after the change of regime and ERT 
was founded on December 3, 1975. YENED kept its name and military 
orientation until the early 1980s, when it was renamed ERT2 by the then 
socialist-democratic government. On 1 September 1987, a third station was 
added – ET3, based in Thessaloniki, with mostly regional programming fo-
cused on the Greek region of Macedonia and the rest of Northern Greece.2

The ERT archive began around the early 1990s when the first Greek 
private broadcasts started operating, as a means of preserving decades of cul-
turally associated audiovisual material. The archive includes: over 108,000 
hours of broadcasts, newsreels, news reports, approximately 50,000 sports 
reports, approximately 3,000 hours of parliamentary sessions and around 
18.000 film strips from series, documentaries, and other shows.3

ERT, as a state-regulated institution since its inception, has historically 
functioned not only as a cultural archival foundation but also as a gatekeep-
er and a political mouthpiece, as Mbembe suggests (2002). Throughout 
its various institutional phases – whether under monarchy, dictatorship, or 
democratic governance – ERT has consistently prioritised the ideological 
imperatives of the state apparatus. Its extensive archive of radio and televi-
sion materials thus embodies the tensions inherent in national broadcast-
ing: between public service and state control, between representation and 
censorship, and between memory and erasure. The act of archiving within 
such an institution cannot be separated from questions of power – what is 
preserved and celebrated often reflects dominant historical narratives, while 
dissenting voices, marginalised communities, and subcultural expressions 
risk being excluded, under-documented, or lost entirely (Caswell 2021).

This tension becomes especially salient when considering ERT’s dual 
function: while purporting to serve the public, it has often reinforced he-
gemonic visions of Greek identity, culture, and morality, silencing alter-
native perspectives in the process. The archive, in this context, becomes 
not only a repository of media history but also a battleground for cultural 

2	 The history and evolution of the Greek national broadcasting is documented 
throughout bibliography and legislations, such as the bill for the official founding of the  
Broadcasting Corporation: https://ia37rg02wpsa01.blob.core.windows.net/fek/01/1975/ 
19750100272.pdf
3	 Ert. “Archive Description.” Archive.ert.gr, archive.ert.gr/perigrafi-ergou/. Accessed 20 
May 2025.

https://ia37rg02wpsa01.blob.core.windows.net/fek/01/1975/19750100272.pdf
https://ia37rg02wpsa01.blob.core.windows.net/fek/01/1975/19750100272.pdf
http://archive.ert.gr/perigrafi-ergou/
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legitimacy and narrative control. In analysing the ERT archival collection, 
this essay inquires: which voices are heard and which are silenced? How 
have institutional protocols shaped what is archived, how, and by whom? 
What are the implications of digitisation for challenging archival authority 
and hegemonic memory practices? Can new modes of engagement with 
the archive interrupt its historical complicity with state ideologies and open 
space for a more inclusive cultural memory? These questions are vital for 
understanding the layered politics of audiovisual heritage and for imagining 
decolonial futures within and beyond the ERT archive.

2. Decolonial practices in archives
To situate these questions, we must first consider the theoretical frameworks 
underpinning the concept of decolonising the archive. Decolonial theory, 
particularly as articulated by Ann L. Stoler (2002), insists on the structural 
entanglement of coloniality with systems of knowledge, including those in-
stitutionalised within archival practices. Archives, in this light, do not mere-
ly reflect existing power structures; they help to constitute them. Through 
mechanisms of classification, hierarchisation, and preservation, they enforce 
epistemological boundaries that privilege dominant narratives while mar-
ginalising alternative or subaltern histories.

In the context of the ERT Collection, this logic is evident in multiple 
registers. First, in the linguistic and cultural prioritisation embedded in pro-
gramming and archiving, where standard Greek dominates and regional 
dialects or minority languages are scarcely represented (and therefore ar-
chived). It is a rather common admission that national television maintains 
a crucial role in representation which in turn is a factor of the national 
identity construction (Dhoest 2013). Additionally, in the representation of 
social agents – women, LGBTQ+ individuals, migrants, and ethnic minor-
ities are frequently either stereotyped (queer people, and ethnic minorities 
such as Muslims living in Greece), underrepresented (women), or entirely 
absent (“othered” ethnic minorities such as Roma people). Finally, in the 
structural privileging of certain genres and forms, where political discourse 
and state-approved programming are meticulously preserved, while popu-
lar culture, local television, and controversial broadcasts may be neglected 
or incompletely archived, or, in this case, also entirely absent from ERT 
programming. 
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The ERT archive thus mirrors and reinforces the normative vision of the 
Greek nation-state, projecting a homogenised and often conservative image 
of national identity (Mbembe, 2002, p.20). This image is not simply a prod-
uct of past policy but continues to shape public access to collective memory 
in the present. As such, any effort to decolonise the archive must begin with 
a critical interrogation of its epistemic foundations and material practices.

Decolonising the archive involves both critique and reconstruction. It 
demands, first, an acknowledgment of archival absences – not merely as gaps 
to be filled, but as indicators of systemic erasure (Verne 2002). Second, it 
requires alternative modes of collection and storytelling that prioritise the 
voices historically marginalised by institutional media. Oral histories, grass-
roots archiving initiatives, and community-led digitisation projects represent 
promising strategies in this regard. Such practices challenge the authority of 
the institutional archive and create multifaceted spaces for cultural memory.

3. The role of digital remediation  
in counter-archivism

Recent digital initiatives within ERT itself present both opportunities and 
tensions. On one hand, the digitisation of archival material has expanded 
public access and enabled greater engagement with historical broadcasts. 
On the other, the processes of selection and categorisation underpinning 
digitisation often reproduce the same biases as traditional archival proto-
cols. Moreover, the interface through which users access digital content 
frequently emphasises searchability and metadata over contextual depth, 
risking a dehistoricisation of the material.

Nonetheless, digital remediation also offers avenues for counter-archival 
interventions. By counter-archival, I refer to strategies and interventions that 
challenge the authority, structure, and exclusions of institutional archives 
(Caswell 2021). The ability to remix, recontextualise, and circulate archival 
footage through online platforms allows for new forms of historiographic 
practice. In the hands of artists, researchers, and activists, digitised ERT 
material can be reactivated to contest dominant narratives, commemorate 
overlooked events, and foreground dissident voices. For instance, re-edits of 
state broadcasts during the military junta (1967–1974) juxtaposed with oral 
testimonies from the same period can produce dialogic engagements that 
unsettle the official historical record (Panagiotidis 2024).
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Further, the notion of participatory archiving gains particular relevance 
in the Greek context, where austerity and institutional fragility have lim-
ited the capacity of state media to maintain comprehensive collections. 
Collaborations between ERT, academic institutions, and civil society can 
facilitate the inclusion of non-institutional memory into the official re-
cord. Crowdsourced metadata, user-generated annotations, and commu-
nity-driven curation are potential tools for diversifying archival knowledge 
and resisting centralised control.

Decolonisation also necessitates a reflexive approach to archival peda-
gogy. Educators and cultural institutions should question the frameworks 
through which media history is taught and remembered. In Greece, nation-
al television history is often framed through milestones of modernisation 
and European integration, sidelining contentious periods or radical voices. 
Engaging students and the public with neglected media artefacts from the ar-
chive – such as lost music performances, the sparse feminist talk shows there 
could be, or local news segments from marginalised communities – can fos-
ter critical media literacy and awareness of archival politics (Dhoest 2013).

Furthermore, a decolonial archival strategy has to embrace decentrali-
sation by actively involving citizens in the preservation and interpretation 
of audiovisual heritage. This means transforming the archive from a closed 
institutional entity into an accessible and participatory space of collective 
memory. Public workshops on archival practices, open calls for commu-
nity curation projects, and educational initiatives that demystify metada-
ta, digitisation, and classification systems could empower individuals to 
engage critically with media history. Citizen contributions – such as oral 
testimonies, local knowledge, or contextual narratives – can help reframe 
archival material through lived experience rather than institutional narrative 
(Hamilton 2002).

Such decentralised engagement would not only diversify the content and 
interpretation of the ERT Collection but also cultivate a sense of public 
stewardship over cultural memory. By embedding archival literacy within 
broader educational and cultural policies, and inviting public co-authorship 
of media history, the archive can evolve into a more democratic and poly-
phonic space. This shift supports decolonial objectives by challenging the 
epistemic authority of the state and enabling counter-hegemonic narratives 
to emerge organically from the public sphere (Ghaddar and Caswell 2019).

Finally, the question of archival labour must be considered. Who per-
forms the work of cataloguing, digitising, and curating the archive, and 
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under what conditions? Decolonisation is not only an epistemological im-
perative but also a material one. It involves recognising and valuing the 
contributions of archival workers, many of whom operate under precarious 
conditions. Sustainability, care, and accountability must underpin any eth-
ical engagement with media heritage.

In addition, the physical infrastructure of stationary archives like ERT’s 
poses urgent risks. There is a substantial amount of archival holdings that 
remain not digitised and are therefore highly vulnerable to natural or man-
made disasters – including fires, floods, earthquakes, but also technical de-
cline of cassettes and film strips. Greece’s susceptibility to such events, exac-
erbated by climate change and utter state indifference, exposes these mate-
rials to irreversible damage. Such aforementioned disasters could mean the 
permanent loss of invaluable audiovisual records, particularly those from re-
gional stations or analogue formats with no digital backup. These are often 
the very materials that contain marginal or suppressed narratives – the kinds 
of voices decolonial work seeks to recover (Ghaddar and Caswell 2019).

Safeguarding archival labour must therefore go hand in hand with secur-
ing the archive’s physical and digital future. This entails adequate funding, 
disaster preparedness, possible decentralised storage solutions, and prior-
itising the digitisation of at-risk collections. Without such protections, the 
archive remains fragile – not only in its epistemic foundations, but in its 
physical survival.

Conclusion
As a conclusion, I would like to maintain that the ERT archival Collection 
serves as a plentiful and complex site for examining the politics of audiovisual 
heritage. Its decolonisation is not a singular event but an ongoing process that 
involves confronting historical exclusions, reimagining curatorial practices, 
and fostering participatory forms of memory-making. While institutional 
constraints and infrastructural limitations remain significant, the potential 
for counter-archival futures lies in collaborative, reflexive, and justice-orient-
ed approaches. Through such efforts, the archive can be reconfigured as a 
living, contested, and generative space – one capable of accommodating the 
multiplicity of Greek cultural memory beyond the confines of state narrative.

This reconfiguration requires action on multiple fronts: an interrogation 
of the epistemologies that shape archival selection; the inclusion of subal-
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tern voices through participatory and decentralised strategies; the urgent 
digitisation and protection of endangered holdings; and the recognition of 
the labour that sustains archival life. Education, public engagement, and 
community co-curation must become central to archival practice, especially 
in institutions that have historically functioned as instruments of national 
ideology. By repositioning the archive as both a site of struggle and of possi-
bility, we can move toward a more inclusive, pluralistic, and resilient media 
historiography – one in which cultural memory is not merely preserved, but 
renegotiated in a meaningful way that benefits the people, not ethnography 
gatekeepers.
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True Crime and Television Archives
Mediation, Re-Enactment, and Self-Reflexivity  
in Post-2010 True Crime TV Series

Alessia Francesca Casiraghi and Diletta Cenni1

ABSTRACT 
Within the true crime genre, archives play a crucial role – not merely as 
sources but as dynamic elements that shape the genre’s identity, contradic-
tions, and narrative strategies. This paper explores how post-2010 television 
true crime series engage with television archives, questioning their function 
as repositories of information, tools for entertainment, and instruments of 
media self-critique. Focusing primarily on the tv series, Dove nessuno guarda 
(Sky, 2023), the study proposes a taxonomy of archival sources – national 
and local television archives; trial proceedings, which transition from per-
sonal or judicial archives to television archives. Finally, this study examines 
how, in contemporary true crime series, television archives themselves be-
come subjects of storytelling, interrogating the media’s role in shaping pub-
lic perception. Through a self-reflexive approach, these narratives position 
television archives as evidence in a broader discourse on media responsibili-
ty and truth-making processes.

KEYWORDS
Archive; Elisa Claps; local television; self-reflexivity; true crime

1	 Paragraphs 1 and 2 were written by Alessia Francesca Casiraghi; paragraphs 3 and 4 by 
Diletta Cenni.
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1. Introduction
The true crime genre functions as a “mediation of mediations,” an expres-
sion coined by Anita Biressi (2021) to capture its inherently derivative na-
ture – its tendency to re-narrate stories that have already undergone exten-
sive processing through a range of media forms, including news reports, 
newspapers, anthologies, television programs, and books. This multilayered 
intermediality is especially pronounced in the Italian context, particularly 
in relation to crimes that occurred between the mid-1990s and the early 
2010s. These cases permeated the national media landscape, giving rise to a 
dense and variegated body of archival material. 

Investigating how this material is repurposed – what types of sources are 
employed, how they are selected and incorporated, to what narrative and 
ideological effect – allows for a deeper understanding of true crime itself. 
Indeed, it is also within the use of archival material that true crime renego-
tiates the core tensions that define its identity – between documentary and 
fiction, testimony and entertainment, memory and justice. 

Yet, studying this phenomenon is far from straightforward. A key com-
plication arises from the fluidity of archival sources themselves: they often 
shift categories over time, and their use is shaped by evolving power dynam-
ics, varying levels of access, preservation concerns, and financial limitations. 
This preliminary study set out to address a series of key questions, as an 
initial step toward navigating this complex scenario: What types of archi-
val sources are employed in Italian true crime narratives? What narrative 
functions do these sources perform? And how do the broader dynamics sur-
rounding the archive shape the genre – its claims to authenticity, its aesthet-
ic configurations, and its underlying tension between factual representation 
and sensationalism?

In order to unpack the implications, constraints, and epistemological 
issues surrounding archival usage, this chapter employs a comparative ap-
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proach and adopts a multidisciplinary framework that integrates insights 
from true crime scholarship (Murley 2018; Horeck 2019), archival theory 
(Baron 2013), and production studies (Caldwell 2008). 

This study focuses on a corpus of Italian true crime television series pro-
duced after 2010, which revisit high-profile cases from the mid-1990s to 
early 2010s – crimes that had already received extensive media attention. 
These productions rely heavily on archival materials, making the archive a 
central narrative and structural component. Particular attention is given to 
Dove nessuno guarda (Chora, Sky 2023), which exemplifies broader trends 
in the genre2. The series revisits the murder of Elisa Claps, a teenage girl 
who disappeared in Potenza in 1993 and whose body was discovered 17 
years later.

The analysis highlights how, within contemporary true crime narratives, 
a wide array of archival sources coexist and interact. Local television stations 
often provide the earliest and most visceral coverage. National broadcasters, 
by contrast, contribute institutional weight or commercial sensationalism, 
depending on their editorial orientation – public (RAI) or private (SKY). 
Judicial records and forensic materials reinforce the genre’s truth claim, of-
ten walking a fine line between documentation and spectacle. These sources 
do not operate in isolation, but in constant interaction – informing, rein-
forcing, or at times contradicting one another. 

2. Mapping the Archive: Media, Memory,  
and Authority in Dove nessuno guarda

In Dove nessuno guarda, one of the most effective uses of archival material 
involves footage from local television broadcasters – specifically, 1990s filler 
images of people walking through city streets and panoramic views. This 
material anchors the narrative in Potenza in the early 1990s and helps re-
construct the affective atmosphere of the period. The grainy aesthetic evokes 
a culturally specific memoryscape, enhancing emotional resonance and nos-
talgic appeal. Yet the use of this footage is not without issues: the original 
archive from the local television La Nuova TV, preserved on analog tape, 
had deteriorated beyond use due to lack of digitization. The production 

2	 The reconstruction of the series’ production process is based on an interview conduct-
ed by Diletta Cenni with Audrey Gouband, creative producer of the project.
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therefore relied on footage from another regional station (TRMTV). While 
the substitution maintains visual plausibility, the images actually depict oth-
er cities, not Potenza – introducing a subtle distortion that challenges the 
narrative’s claimed authenticity. This reveals both the fragility of the archival 
chain and the genre’s dependence on precarious memory infrastructures.

A second category of archival material frequently employed in true crime 
narratives comprises footage from national broadcasters, both public (RAI) 
and private or subscription-based (e.g., SKY). This material – often consist-
ing of excerpts from period newscasts and television programs that originally 
reported on the case - has the purpose of situating the case within a broader 
historical and media context. Unlike local archival footage, however, the 
use of national broadcast material is less governed by narrative logic than 
by economic and institutional contingencies. In Dove nessuno guarda, this 
becomes evident in the absence of material from Chi l’ha visto?, the Rai 3 
program that followed the Claps case extensively. Despite its relevance, the 
footage was excluded due to high licensing costs, rendering access to RAI’s 
archive unaffordable for a low-budget production. Instead, the series relies 
on in-house material from co-producer Sky News – an editorial decision 
driven by production logistics rather than content relevance. This substitu-
tion underscores a key issue: while national broadcast footage is meant to 
enrich the narrative and lend credibility, its use is determined by the eco-
nomics of media ownership and licensing. The result is a form of “archival 
bias,” where the visual memory of a case is constructed less by accuracy than 
by what is institutionally and financially accessible.

A third category of archival material consists of judicial and forensic 
sources, which form the backbone of narrative architecture in many true 
crime series by conferring an aura of institutional legitimacy and official 
truth. This archive is highly composite and fragmented, encompassing a 
range of evidentiary materials: scientific documentation (crime scene 
photographs, ballistic analyses, autopsy reports), surveillance recordings 
(CCTV footage, police interrogation videos), and personal documents or 
home videos belonging to victims and perpetrators, often included in trial 
proceedings. These sources are typically seen as “official” and thus carry dis-
tinct epistemological authority. Their inclusion serves not only to ground 
the narrative in factual detail but also to reinforce the genre’s procedural 
credibility and truth claims.

Here, the challenges are primarily legal and ethical. Although these materi-
als are presented as evidence, they are often recontextualized to serve narrative 
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and emotional purposes – generating suspense, intensifying affect, and sup-
porting the dramatic arc. In doing so, they blur the boundary between docu-
mentary intent and sensationalist spectacle. A particularly striking example in 
Dove nessuno guarda is the portrayal of Heather Barnett, Restivo’s second vic-
tim. The series opens with an image of her bloodied feet in a bathroom, used 
as an immediate narrative hook. Later, in episode three, her mutilated body 
is partially shown. Such editorial choices exemplify how the violated female 
body is repeatedly deployed for shock value and emotional impact – raising 
critical questions about televisual ethics and the commodification of trauma.

Moreover, the evolving status of private footage – such as home movies 
– complicates its role in true crime narratives. Once incorporated into judi-
cial records, these intimate materials undergo a categorical shift: no longer 
merely personal, they become part of the legal archive and, eventually, the 
media archive. A notable trend is the inclusion of the perpetrator’s own 
voice, often sourced from family recordings. In Dove nessuno guarda, for 
instance, a home video shows Danilo Restivo casually commenting on a 
kite-surfing session in England. Rather than relying on third-party medi-
ation or dramatization, the series offers direct access to his self-representa-
tion. This editorial choice creates a tension between identification and alien-
ation, humanization and dehumanization.

3. Remediating the Archive: Self-Reflexive 
Strategies in Recent Italian True Crime

Thus, as illustrated by the case of Dove nessuno guarda, contemporary true 
crime extensive use of archival materials serves different functions: it can 
ground the narrative in historical and geographical specificity; lend epis-
temological authority; enhance emotional engagement and narrative sus-
pense; and, at times, allow for psychological or moral introspection. At the 
same time, each type of archival deployment also raises distinct critical con-
cerns, calling for an ongoing reflection on the ethics of true crime storytell-
ing and its reliance on archival infrastructures.

Within this evolving landscape, a notable trend in recent Italian true 
crime productions – particularly those released over the past three years – is 
the emergence of a metanarrative and self-reflexive stance toward televisual 
archival material. In these cases, the archive no longer functions merely as 
a source of authentication or illustration; it becomes an object of interroga-
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tion, a site where the processes of truth-making, mediation, and spectacle 
are explicitly explored.

This reflexive approach unfolds along a spectrum of remediation, rang-
ing from minimal commentary to overt self-reflexivity. At the “zero degree” 
of this spectrum lies the strategic use of archival footage to distance the nar-
rative from earlier modes of sensationalist crime reporting. Such materials 
are repurposed as evidence against problematic media practices that shaped 
contemporaneous coverage – often reinforced through voice-over commen-
tary. A clear example is Yara (Netflix), where the archive becomes a tool to 
critically expose and indict the excesses of television journalism at the time.

In the middle of this spectrum lies the full reenactment of archival mo-
ments – particularly those that have crystallized into iconic images within 
the collective memory. A notable example is Qui non è Hollywood, a docu-
drama focused on the 2010 murder of Sarah Scazzi. The series meticulously 
reconstructs a now-notorious moment from Chi l’ha visto?, in which the 
presenter informs Sarah’s mother – live on air – that her daughter’s body 
has been discovered in a well. In restaging this scene with such precision, 
the series does more than reproduce a media event: it stages a critique of the 
televisual logic that transformed intimate tragedy into public spectacle. The 
reenactment is not a neutral restaging, but a deliberate act of emphasis and 
distortion. In Qui non è Hollywood, the performance accentuates the gro-
tesque and dehumanizing aspects of the original broadcast, highlighting the 
moral discomfort of turning private grief into public spectacle. By amplify-
ing the theatricality and emotional excess of the scene, the series exposes the 
rhetorical mechanisms of the media system, transforming the reenactment 
into a sharp critique of its original form.

At the far end of the spectrum lies archival television footage embedded 
within fictionalized scenes, producing a subtle but deliberate interplay be-
tween documentation and dramatization. A striking example appears in Per 
Elisa – Il caso Claps (Rai, 2023), a scripted dramatization of the Elisa Claps 
case. In the final scene, excerpts from actual television coverage of Elisa’s 
funeral are intercut with the fictional reconstruction. Particularly notable is 
a shot in which the actor portraying Maurizio Restivo, the father of the per-
petrator, is shown watching the broadcast on television. While this moment 
is fictional, the archival footage he “watches” is real – creating a disorienting 
overlap between reality and invention.

This creative choice is especially charged: Maurizio Restivo was wide-
ly perceived as evasive and possibly complicit during the investigation. By 
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placing him – albeit fictionally – within the visual space of mourning, the 
scene symbolically confronts his absence, as if fiction could perform a ges-
ture of belated accountability. The use of the archive here reflects a high de-
gree of appropriation and interpretive freedom: far from merely illustrating 
facts, it becomes a vehicle for imaginative reparation. In doing so, the scene 
pushes the boundaries between fiction and historical record, approaching a 
postmodern mode in which the archive is not just referenced, but reconfig-
ured to address moral and emotional gaps left unresolved by reality.

4. Conclusion
In conclusion, the archive emerges as a central and complex element in con-
temporary Italian true crime, functioning not only as a repository of factual 
material but also as a site of narrative construction, affective investment, 
and ethical tension. The recent turn toward metanarrative and self-reflexive 
strategies suggests that a sufficient temporal and cultural distance has devel-
oped to allow for a process of historical reckoning. These productions do 
more than recount events: they participate in the ongoing historicization of 
a pivotal era in Italian television, recognizing that media coverage was not 
merely a backdrop, but an integral part of the events themselves. For now, 
the third mode of metanarrative use of archival material appears as a further 
degree along the spectrum of remediation. Yet, as the corpus expands, it may 
come to constitute a distinct category in its own right - an evolution that 
will represent one of the possible future directions of this research project.

These reflexive gestures remind us that even those texts that seek to cri-
tique or distance themselves from the sensationalist logic of past media nar-
ratives are inevitably part of that very system.



194

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Baron, Jaimie (2013). The Archive Effect: Found Footage and the Audiovisual Experience of 
History. London: Routledge.

Biressi, Anita (2001). Crime, Fear and the Law in True Crime Stories. Houndmills–New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Caldwell, John Thornton (2008). Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical 
Practice in Film and Television. Durham–London: Duke University Press.

Horeck, Tanya (2019). Justice on Demand: True Crime in the Digital Streaming Era. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press.

Murley, Jean (2008). The Rise of True Crime: 20th-Century Murder and American Popular 
Culture. Westport: Praeger

TRUE CRIME AND TELEVISION ARCHIVES. MEDIATION,  
RE-ENACTMENT, AND SELF-REFLEXIVITY IN POST-2010  
TRUE CRIME TV SERIES

© The Author(s) 2026 https://doi.org/10.66062/SWBJ3582.

In Luca Barra, Matteo Marinello, Emiliano Rossi, Susanne Eichner, Anne-Katrin Weber (eds). Unlocking 
Television Archives in the Digital Era: . Bologna: Media Mutations Publishing. https://doi.org/10.66062/
GOXW2776.

https://doi.org/10.66062/SWBJ3582
https://doi.org/10.66062/GOXW2776
https://doi.org/10.66062/GOXW2776


195

An Archive Utopia
Attempts and illusions of the Studio Portals Catalogues

Nicolò Villani 

ABSTRACT
Streaming market evolution saw a notable emergence of so-called “Studio 
Portals.” These portals are developed by producers as a downstream vertical 
expansion, enabling Studios to directly reach their viewers without the need 
for distribution intermediaries. This shift empowers Studios with complete 
control over their audiovisual content. Disney+, followed by HBO Max, 
and subsequently Paramount+ are the three primary market entities that 
have consolidated as Studio Portals, constructing their catalogues in a dual 
direction. On the one hand, they have released original direct-to-streaming 
titles, and on the other hand, they have populated their portals with legacy 
content from their intellectual property portfolios. This second direction 
has been the focus of Disney+ at the start. Initially, the portal was regard-
ed as a potential digital repository for the whole corporation’s production. 
However, over time, the practical limitations of maintaining an archival 
model led to a more manageable “collection” configuration. Here we seek 
to delineate the limitations of the archival potential of Studio Portals, par-
ticularly in relation to the effects of the homogeneous dimension of digital 
streaming content. We will illustrate how the three predominant players 
contend with the utopian archival vocation, frequently propelled by market 
imperatives, between pushes, missteps, and total disinterest.

KEYWORDS
Digital archives; media heritage; media studies; streaming platforms; studio 
portals
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Introduction
In the context of on-demand culture, there is the expectation and the il-
lusion of unlimited access to a vast array of content, organized systemati-
cally within easily identifiable catalogues (Tryon 2013). Nevertheless, the 
evolution of streaming logics has rendered this aspiration impracticable, as 
the initial market entrants have predominantly functioned as aggregators of 
licensed titles, curating catalogues whose volatility has frequently proven to 
be unpredictable.

This has led to a push for vertical integration, which resulted in the 
development of Studio Portals. These portals can label their catalogues as 
unequivocally proprietary, thereby raising legitimate hopes for easier identi-
fication of titles by users. The global expansion of the market has, of course, 
complicated the situation (Lotz 2021), as has the development of on-de-
mand discourse in relation to the integrity of cohesive catalogues.

The aim of this paper is to analyze the evolution of studio portals archi-
val vocation within the streaming market. The discussion will start with an 
examination of Disney+, highlighting the transition from an initial archival 
push to a significantly divergent model of catalogue organization.

The study then examines the approaches adopted by two other major 
players in the field – Paramount+ and HBO Max – in addressing the leg-
acy content of their respective catalogues. The analysis concludes with an 
examination of the reasons why the archival aspect appears to be somewhat 
distant from the dynamics of on-demand functioning, partly due to the 
inherently digital nature of content.

1. The Studio Portals
The global expansion of the first two US streaming portals – Netflix and 
Prime Video – which have been able to lead the development of the stream-
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ing market (Lobato 2019), consolidated in 2016. This has led major audio-
visual content providers to speculate about moving beyond intermediation 
in the on-demand distribution of their titles, thus initiating a proliferation 
of new OTT entities that come under the Studio Portals label (Lotz 2017).

The inaugural major player to exhibit its proprietary on-demand front 
end was Disney with Disney+. Following a period of providing content 
to other market players and intellectual properties for original productions 
– notably the Marvel/Netflix series – in 2019 the Walt Disney Company 
inaugurated its own streaming portal. This portal comprises a substantial 
proportion of the company’s content and franchises. In early 2020, Disney+ 
expanded its global launch, rapidly attaining a market share comparable 
to its two primary competitors and establishing a precedent for the future 
development of Studio Portals.

The concept of a Studio Portal emerges when considering vertical ex-
pansions from upstream to downstream, (Brembilla and Mollona 2015), 
wherein a predominantly producing entity chooses to incorporate a pro-
prietary distribution component within its industrial asset, thereby circum-
venting the intermediary phase between product and user.

In the case of Disney+, the Walt Disney Company, having acquired a va-
riety of production lables since the early 2000s, also integrated the stream-
ing portal within its distribution channels, thereby maintaining direct con-
trol over the market’s newest and most direct distribution window (Doyle 
2016).

The pandemic period has led to an evolution of Studio Portals logics: 
firstly, Disney has begun to consider its streaming portal as a priority release 
window for strong movie titles;3 secondly, other players such as Warner 
Bros. Discovery have begun to enhance and push on vertical integration 
toward on-demand. HBO Max has, in fact, experienced an increase in sub-
scriptions in the US as a result of the distribution strategy implemented 
by Warner to mitigate losses incurred due to the closure of cinemas. In 
this instance, however, HBO Max has not yet undergone a comprehensive 
global expansion due to ongoing distribution agreements across multiple 
territories, including Italy, which are yet to be resolved.

The third case, Paramount+, experienced consolidation as a streaming 
portal between 2021 and 2022, with a significant expansion into the global 

3	 Then quickly backtracking (Lindahl 2020).
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market at the conclusion of that year. It is also designated a Studio Portal, 
yet it exhibits a brand identity more closely associated with the array of net-
works comprising Paramount Global portfolio (Villani 2025).

2. Disney+: from archive to collection
The disintermediation and opening of proprietary front desks in content 
distribution also legitimately leads to the consideration of Studio Portals 
as potential digital archival embodiments of the audiovisual assets made by 
proprietary corporations. In the context of brands with a strong legacy, such 
as Disney (Wasko 2020) and Paramount, it is evident to observe a self-nar-
rative thrust that employs the provision of the companies’ historical prod-
ucts to convey their values and the importance they have held over decades.

In this instance, Disney+ initiated its market presence by introducing a 
robust and explicit archival emphasis: the segmentation into thematic areas 
associated with the various franchises owned by the corporation (Brembilla 
2023) and the presence of the collection Disney through the decades demon-
strated the initial portal’s objective to establish itself as the digital counter-
part of the Disney Archive (Fiecconi 2022). In accordance with the theo-
retical archival conformation (Didi-Huberman 2009), each section of the 
platform exhibited evident lacunae, primarily attributable to the inaccessi-
bility of the complete distribution rights for all the products involved. This 
resulted in a progressive tension to the fulfilment of the Disney historical 
image as a whole.

However, this was soon replaced by a shift towards the “collection “ 
model, which differs significantly from the archival model and is more con-
sistent with Disney+ adherence to the prevailing principles of the streaming 
market (King 2024) and which also consolidated its discursive conforma-
tion (Villani 2023).

The collection model, in opposition to the archival model, facilitates the 
association of content by thematic concordances and the reiteration of ex-
pectation through the reoccurrence of anticipated titles within a prescribed 
totality, which aligns with the necessity for subscription renewal. This lib-
erates the viewing paths from chronological constraints, thereby facilitating 
the creation of modulable circumstantial juxtaposition effects.

Conversely, the collection model diverts attention from the historical 
dimension of media objects contained in the catalogue. For a corporation 
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such as Disney, which engages with multiple decades of audiovisual history, 
this implies an endemic decontextualization of production and social phe-
nomena, and languages that are problematic today. The proverbial presence 
of disclaimers in seemingly historicized titles contained in streaming cata-
logues (Press Association and Guardian staff 2020) on Disney+ translates to 
overlay warnings related to disrespectful depictions of different ethnicities 
or the presence of tobacco, even in products intended for children.

3. Studio Portal approach to archive
As observed in the case of Disney+, this approach aligns with the strategies 
employed by the two other major studio portals in the market, in their con-
struction of content catalogues. Both Paramount+ and HBO Max are the 
property of corporations with a strong legacy in the audiovisual landscape, 
reporting respectively to Paramount Global and Warner Bros. Discovery.

However, neither corporation appears to have identified a viable oppor-
tunity in its streaming services to establish a digital archival repository. The 
Paramount+ case is of particular interest due to its already established global 
reach and the presence of a diverse portfolio of brands – primarily television 
networks and cable channel – such as to overshadow the significant histori-
cal impact that Paramount movies have had on film history (Villani 2025). 
A perusal of the Paramount+ catalogue reveals a scarcity of titles that reflect 
the production significance of the Studios over the decades. It is evident 
that the portal provides space for a mosaic of titles, predominantly asso-
ciated with the brand identities of linear channels. These channels utilize 
Paramount+ as a vehicle for global distribution of content, independent of 
intermediaries. The portal serves as a “showcase”, offering a uniform organ-
ization of content almost without the utilization of metadata.

It is premature to assess the viability of HBO Max at this juncture, as the 
platform is still in the process of its full global market opening. However, 
there is already an indication of a lack of interest on the part of the portal to 
become an archive of Warner’s portfolio, with a preference for an extension 
approach to streaming akin to that of the HBO model, as evidenced by the 
return of the premium cable channel’s brand in the name. Premium and 
exclusive products have been given greater prominence within the portal, 
which has undergone significant development in the U.S. as a substitute for 
the theatrical release of Warner films during the recent pandemic period.
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4. The digital archive utopia
The initial experiment with Disney+, and its subsequent change of course, 
thus led subsequent Studio Portals to abandon their possible archival voca-
tion. This underscores the inherent tendency of streaming catalogues to ef-
fectively neutralize the possibility of true archival organization within them, 
favoring the collection model.

Once again, Disney is instrumental in elucidating the concept, largely 
due to the substantial success of the VHS reissues of the Animated Classics 
from the mid-1980s to the early 2000s. It seems highly improbable that 
any individual who, during their childhood, had multiple Disney titles on 
their shelves would have been aware of the considerable time span between 
Pinocchio (1940) and The Little Mermaid (1989). These films appeared to a 
child as much historicized as they were when they first arrived in the home 
video collection. The paratextual, commercial and objective components 
of Disney VHSs were almost identical, which made it impossible to apply 
any archival connotation to them. The result was that an actual collection of 
homogeneous objects was configured for each viewer.

In the context of Disney+ and analogous streaming platforms that offer 
a multitude of titles from a single production brand, the paratextual struc-
turing of titles and their homogeneous digital nature serve to neutralize 
any archival potential and historical configuration, a scenario that bears a 
striking resemblance to the experience with VHS. Titles on Disney+ are, in 
effect, no older than their own portal release, a fact which forces the edito-
rial component to construct paratextual elements that contextualize their 
content, especially when sensible and problematic.

5. Conclusions
In summary, the characteristics and developments of Studio Portals in the 
streaming market have been outlined here, with a focus on Disney+ em-
brace and denial of its archival potential. This has revealed how the two 
other major Studio Portals in the market have chosen to limit the digital 
archival potential of their legacy portfolios. While this has not been com-
pletely frictionless in its meaning effects, as in the case of the Paramount 
brand, it highlights a peculiarity of the on-demand market that encourages 
mutation and volatility in catalogues at the expense of their consolidation.
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While on-demand culture may appear to be compatible with the archival 
potential of portals with strong legacy components, the way in which they 
respond to broader market logics, as well as the digital nature of the media 
objects that constitute their catalogues, seem to render any archival endeav-
ors contingent upon specific events, such as celebrations or anniversaries.
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Preserving Regional Television History
The NBN Television Archive Project

Ann Hardy

ABSTRACT
This paper details a decade-long collaborative project between the 
University of Newcastle (Australia) Library and NBN Television to digit-
ise the “Channel 3” television archive, the first regional commercial TV 
station in New South Wales, established in Newcastle in 1962. The project 
leverages the invaluable practice-based experience of former television staff 
who worked during the industry’s analogue era. Having already digitised 
the “at risk” magnetic tape news content from 1982 to 1995, the team is 
now focusing on digitizing the 16mm film formats. Beyond the audiovis-
ual materials, the archive also includes paper records such as cue sheets, 
index cards, scripts, and memorabilia. The paper will also briefly discuss the 
Linius “Whizzard,” a video content discovery and playlist solution devel-
oped in partnership between the University Library and IT Services. This 
tool provides access to the previously difficult-to-search news content from 
1982 to 1995, enabling users to search videos, identify key content, and 
create custom playlists. This pilot project offers unprecedented access to the 
social and cultural history of the Hunter region, empowering users to curate 
content for research or personal interest.

KEYWORDS
Analogue; audio-visual archive; GLAM sector; television archive; University 
archives
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Introduction
This paper details a decade-long collaborative project between the University 
of Newcastle (Australia) Library and NBN Television to digitise the ‘Channel 
3’ television archive, the first regional commercial TV station in New South 
Wales, established in Newcastle in 1962. The project is community and 
industry led by former television staff. The project aims to safeguard the 
cultural legacy of the Hunter region by digitising its at-risk audiovisual ma-
terials and related paper records, ensuring their accessibility for future gen-
erations. This paper also briefly introduces the ‘NBN Television Archive’ 
Linius Whizzard video content discovery platform and playlist solution cre-
ated through a partnership between the University Library and IT Services.

1. Background: a collaborative initiative
This project, dedicated to digitising the NBN Television archive, is a com-
munity and industry-driven initiative that commenced in 2011 at NBN 
Television’s Mosbri Crescent studios as shown in news story ‘History 
Digitising’. The initial focus was on the station’s magnetic tape collection, 
utilising available playback equipment.

A significant development occurred in 2018 when the digitisation pro-
ject relocated to the University of Newcastle’s GLAMx Lab. This move 
provided a dedicated space and essential resources for the ongoing work. 
Located in the Auchmuty Library, the GLAMx Lab was established in 2017 
and inspired by University Archivist Gionni di Gravio. It serves as a vi-
tal training facility for Work Integrated Learning (WIL) students across all 
University of Newcastle faculties, meeting the rising demand for GLAM 
sector professionals (Di Gravio et al 2018, Di Gravio et al 2017).

Equipped to handle a comprehensive range of audio-visual formats, 
the GLAMx Lab prioritises the urgent digitisation of film archives, with 
magnetic tapes identified as the most vulnerable media according to the 
National Film and Sound Archive (NFSA). Despite the absence of dedi-
cated funding, the preservation of these ‘at-risk’ materials is primarily un-
dertaken by dedicated volunteers and students. The core of the digitisation 
effort is a team of former television employees who regularly volunteer their 
time and expertise to meticulously digitise film reels, tapes, and related pa-
per documents. Complementing their work, students have also been active-
ly involved, viewing footage to identify key content and create summaries.

https://www.newcastle.edu.au/library/our-libraries/special-collections/nbn-television-archive
https://www.newcastle.edu.au/library/our-libraries/special-collections/nbn-television-archive
https://youtu.be/y9o7MNlJoAo?si=-vIhfyPZg-8X2Jsm
https://youtu.be/y9o7MNlJoAo?si=-vIhfyPZg-8X2Jsm
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=zSNY6PypVo3
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=zSNY6PypVo3
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=zSNY6PypVo3
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2. Purpose and objectives
The overarching aim of the NBN Television Archive Project remains to 
complete digitisation of all audiovisual content within the NBN Television 
archive, ensuring its preservation and accessibility for current and future 
generations.

The NBN Television archive encompasses a rich array of materials:
•	 Audiovisual Content: Primarily magnetic tape (dating from 1982-

2018, prioritized due to its fragile nature) and 16mm film formats 
(1962-1982). 

•	 Paper Records: Including cue sheets, index cards, scripts, and various 
memorabilia.

3. Methodology
The project’s strategic approach involved prioritising “at-risk” formats rec-
ognizing the urgency of preserving deteriorating media, the digitisation of 
magnetic tapes was prioritized in alignment with the National Film and 
Sound Archive’s (NFSA) ‘Deadline 2025’. 

Key methodological aspects guiding the project include:
•	 Incremental Digitisation: Magnetic tapes were digitised in ten-year 

increments facilitating organized workflows and enabling content 
availability for significant anniversaries. Content by decade to readily 
support significant commemorations and anniversaries with relevant 
footage for instance, in 2018, footage from 1979 was digitised and 
prepared in anticipation of the 40th anniversary of The Star Hotel 
Riot in September 2019.

•	 Knowledge Preservation: A cornerstone of the project is the active in-
volvement of former NBN Television staff. Their invaluable expertise 
regarding the equipment, archive creation processes, and the histor-
ical context of the content is crucial for accurate Digitisation and 
metadata creation.

•	 Metadata Capture: Detailed descriptions and metadata are meticu-
lously captured alongside the Digitisation process. This information 
supplements or, where necessary, replaces missing original cue sheets 
and documentation, enhancing the discoverability and understand-
ing of the archived materials.

https://www.nfsa.gov.au/corporate-information/publications/deadline-2025
https://www.nbnnews.com.au/2019/09/19/star-hotel-riot-40-years-to-the-day/?fbclid=IwAR1Z-6caHet_bPY1GSMWLJQkZ1_9uhPvrc7rnG-rcC_Jz9FC2Wm-tKDuUdE
https://www.nbnnews.com.au/2019/09/19/star-hotel-riot-40-years-to-the-day/?fbclid=IwAR1Z-6caHet_bPY1GSMWLJQkZ1_9uhPvrc7rnG-rcC_Jz9FC2Wm-tKDuUdE
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•	 Organic Growth and Adaptation: The project has evolved dynami-
cally over the past decade, adapting its methodology and workflows 
based on the available physical, digital, and human resources. This 
flexibility has been essential in overcoming unforeseen challenges. 
With a focus on preserving the most vulnerable formats, Umatic,   
Betacam,  DVcam and VHS tapes, by 2022 the Lab had successfully 
digitised 36 years of stories that included 5000 video tapes an ap-
proximate total of 2750 hours of local news. This was completed to 
coincide with the station’s 60th anniversary deadline in 2022 (HLH 
Aug 2021).

4. Project impact: a legacy for the future
The NBN Television Archive Project has a profound impact on:

•	 Preserving Regional Heritage: Safeguarding the region’s audio film 
history for future generations, documenting significant events like 
natural disasters, industrial changes, emergency responses, and com-
munity anniversaries and celebrations.

•	 Community Engagement and Education: Providing accessible histori-
cal materials for research, education, and creative projects, fostering 
collaborations with universities, filmmakers, and local organisations. 

•	 Additional Engagement: The archive is accessible online via the 
UONCC YouTube channel and has been used for research, local 
community events, and documentaries, including the ‘Stories of Our 
Town’ history series. Each week, the ‘NBN News Rewind’ segment 
features digitised footage, which is also available for online viewing. 

For over six decades, the local television station NBN has meticulously doc-
umented the life and times of Newcastle and the Hunter region. This inval-
uable visual record began on film for its first twenty years, transitioning to 
videotape thereafter. Over the past eight years, a dedicated team of retired 
television professionals volunteering at the University of Newcastle has un-
dertaken the significant task of digitising the videotape news stories and a 
substantial portion of the early news film.

The project leverages the invaluable practice-based experience of former 
television staff who worked during the industry’s analogue era. Having al-
ready digitised the ‘at risk’ magnetic tape news content from 1982 to 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLkmNKCgS_V3bESbOocY05kDvLu71ROdhP
https://storiesofourtown.com/
https://storiesofourtown.com/
https://www.nbnnews.com.au/category/rewind/
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the team is now focusing on digitising the 16mm film formats. As of May 
2025, 512 reels (totalling 256 hours, with each reel averaging 30 minutes) 
have been digitised. This leaves 2207 reels remaining. Beyond the audio-
visual materials, the archive also includes paper records such as cue sheets, 
index cards, scripts, and memorabilia. 

However, this crucial preservation effort is now critically threatened. The 
digitising equipment currently in use, painstakingly assembled by these vol-
unteers over nine years ago from second-hand parts, is increasingly unreli-
able. They face a daunting challenge in completing the digitisation of over 
1100 hours of irreplaceable filmed news stories from the 1970s and early 
1980s – a visual chronicle of the people, places, and pivotal events that 
shaped Newcastle and the Hunter.

Adding to the urgency, many of the original scripts containing vital story 
information for this film era are lost. The contextual knowledge – the who, 
what, when, and where of these historical moments – resides solely in the 
memories of the generation who lived through them. Unless this informa-
tion is captured now, through the painstaking process of past news camera 
operators, editors, and journalists viewing the digitised footage and provid-
ing their recollections, information about the footage will be lost forever 
with the passing of this generation. Digitisation is the essential first step in 
unlocking these memories.

5. Key Contributors
The success of this project is attributable to the dedicated efforts of numer-
ous individuals and organizations:

•	 Phillip Lloyd: Adjunct Lecturer and former NBN Television produc-
er who has provided invaluable leadership and extensive knowledge 
throughout the project.

•	 Volunteers: Including former television industry professionals and 
university students who contribute their time and expertise to the 
demanding Digitisation tasks. The dedication of the volunteers pre-
serving our history is a profound gift to future generations, a gift 
whose value will only appreciate with time. Since 2011 there have 
been 20+ volunteers, and 10+ students involved in the project.

•	 University of Newcastle Library and GLAMx Lab: Provided project 
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management support and facilitated access to university technical 
and infrastructure resources.

•	 NBN Television and City of Newcastle Library: Have generously pro-
vided technical assistance, including the repair of essential equip-
ment. The Newcastle Library housed the television film archive.

Other contributors have included university work integrated students at the 
GLAMx Lab who have worked directly with the television archive, one pro-
ject by CMNS2035 media production students created precises on news sto-
ries, another project ‘Regional World 50 Years Ago’ provided students with 
practical skills and experience in the process of creating (or reassembling) 
single audio-visual content, exemplified by the reconstruction of news items 
from multiple files. Furthermore, volunteers contribute their time and spe-
cialist knowledge to produce archival recordings with individuals who have 
worked in the television industry, an example being the ‘Behind the Tube’ 
podcasts created by historian Andrew Mercado in collaboration with the 
university Special Collections.

6. Project management and funding
The NBN Television Archive Project has been sustained through signifi-
cant in-kind support from NBN Television (from 2011 to 2017) and the 
University of Newcastle (from 2018 to the present). The project’s driving 
force is the dedication of a team of volunteers, many of whom are retired 
professionals from the television industry, bringing a wealth of experience 
and commitment. Project management involves the coordination of these 
volunteers, effective liaison with university IT services, and the meticulous 
maintenance of project records. There is no financial contribution except 
for donations made by community groups and individuals, often made via 
the Vera Deacon Regional History Fund.

7. Critical need for reliable equipment
Although part of the archive has been digitised the need for financial invest-
ment continues to preserve this unique and invaluable historical record of 
the Newcastle and Hunter regions. New and reliable digitising equipment 
is urgently required to ensure the continuation and completion of this vital 

https://hunterlivinghistories.com/2019/06/14/cmns2035-2019/
https://hunterlivinghistories.com/2020/04/06/our-world-50yrs/
https://soundcloud.com/uoncc/sets/behind-the-tube-1/s-grizGThKcBU
https://hunterlivinghistories.com/2019/02/25/promo/
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project. Without it, the window of opportunity to capture the invaluable 
knowledge held by this generation will close irrevocably. Currently with the 
support of Rotary Club of Newcastle a grant application has been submit-
ted to purchase a new digitiser.

The Profound Loss of Inaction
Failure to fund and digitise this project will likely result in the stalling and 
eventual loss of irreplaceable historical footage – a significant detriment to 
the community. The knowledge and memories embedded within these news 
stories are unique and cannot be recreated. By neglecting to preserve this 
history, we risk severing a vital link to the past and losing the opportunity 
to learn from the experiences of those who came before us.

Furthermore, the loss of this historic footage would severely impact the 
region’s cultural identity and heritage. These news stories are the narratives 
of the people who built Newcastle and the Hunter, documenting their tri-
umphs, struggles, joys, sorrows, and the everyday events that forged the 
community spirit. Preserving these stories ensures that the rich history and 
heritage of the region are passed down to future generations, fostering a 
sense of belonging and continuity.

8. Benefit of digitisation
A fully digitised archive will serve as an indispensable resource for:

•	 Historians and Researchers: Providing primary source material for 
understanding the region’s social, cultural, economic, and political 
evolution.

•	 Educators and Students: Offering a tangible connection to the past, en-
riching learning experiences and fostering local historical awareness.

•	 The General Public: Providing a window into their heritage, fostering 
a sense of place, community identity, and shared history.

Benefit to communities
The preservation of this archive offers significant benefits to the wider com-
munity including the dedicated volunteers, who form a unique and valuable 
community service as well as community of practice in which they are will-
ing to share with others (HLH Sept 2022).
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•	 Preserving Hunter Regional History: Creating a unique audio-visual 
archive documenting life in the Hunter region, capturing significant 
events, local stories, and cultural moments, and providing crucial his-
torical and cultural context for future generations.

•	 Community Engagement and Nostalgia: Rekindling memories and 
shared experiences that strengthen community bonds through acces-
sible programs, serving as a valuable resource for students, researchers, 
historians, and filmmakers, supporting local initiatives like “Stories 
of Town” that the University Library has partnered with to produce 
documentaries. The ‘Rewind: A Hunter Region NBN Television 
Retrospective Exhibition.’ hosted by the University Library, fostered 
a gathering of former television industry staff, students, and commu-
nity members who came together to contribute to and celebrate the 
NBN Television archive, with the event documented through a vir-
tual scan.(HLH July 2024) The archive, made accessible through this 
project, also serves as a valuable resource for contemporary television 
professionals, enabling them to tell industry stories, for example, the 
celebration of 70 years of colour television. (HLH March 2025) 

•	 Sense of Purpose and Impact: Volunteers derive immense satisfaction 
from their crucial role in safeguarding the region’s history. Digitisation 
allows them to directly contribute by reviewing materials and add-
ing invaluable context and descriptions, enhancing accessibility and 
understanding. Their dedication has already ensured the survival of 
valuable historical materials, providing a meaningful way to give back 
to the community and boost well-being through social connections 
and a shared sense of purpose.

•	 Skill Development and Networking: The project offers opportunities 
for students and community volunteers to gain valuable skills in 
archival work, digital preservation, and metadata creation, foster-
ing camaraderie and collaboration within the team and the wider 
community.

9. Technological innovation
A significant technological advancement implemented by the project is the 
integration of the Linius “Whizzard” video content discovery and play-
list solution. (Hardy 2024) Developed through a partnership between the 

https://hunterlivinghistories.com/2024/07/04/rewind-nbn/
https://hunterlivinghistories.com/2024/07/04/rewind-nbn/
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University Library and IT Services, this innovative tool allows users to ef-
ficiently search, identify key content segments, and create custom playlists 
from the digitised news archive spanning 1982 to 1995. This tool unlocks 
previously difficult-to-access news content, allowing users to search vide-
os, pinpoint key moments, and build custom playlists. This pilot project 
provides unprecedented access to the Hunter region’s social and cultural 
history, empowering users to curate content for research or personal explo-
ration. The implementation of the ‘Whizzard’ tool significantly enhances 
the accessibility and usability of the digitised news content for researchers, 
students, and the wider community.

10. Challenges
The project has encountered and continues to navigate various challenges, 
including the availability of resources (both human resourcing and finan-
cial), the maintenance and repair of aging equipment, and the complex task 
of comprehensive metadata capture, particularly for materials with incom-
plete original documentation. The reliance on the memories of long-retired 
television staff for contextual information, especially for the early film years 
where scripts and file cards are missing, presents a unique and time-sensitive 
challenge. Ensuring the continuity of volunteer support and securing the 
necessary equipment for the remaining film digitisation are also ongoing 
considerations. Managing the digital storage and ensuring reliable, high-
speed transfer of the ever-increasing volume of captured film to university 
servers is a continuous challenge. We are constantly monitoring our digital 
storage capacity due to the large file sizes.

11. Key Learnings
The establishment of the audio-visual Digitisation Lab revealed several 
critical insights. Firstly, the timeline for achieving full operational capaci-
ty across diverse formats was significantly underestimated, requiring three 
years. Secondly, the inherent complexity of handling a wide array of au-
dio-visual media presented substantial technical challenges, particularly in 
sourcing compatible legacy equipment and spare parts. The project’s reli-
ance on the unique expertise of former NBN employee Phillip Lloyd, whose 
deep understanding of older technologies is indispensable, became evident. 
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A significant obstacle was the University’s procurement policies, which hin-
dered the acquisition of necessary second-hand parts, placing a financial 
burden on volunteers. This highlights the critical need for specialist knowl-
edge and funding in meeting the NFSA’s 2025 deadline.

Furthermore, the project underscored the considerable time and effort 
required for effective project management of multifaceted digitisation ini-
tiatives. The intricate workflows, encompassing accessioning, conservation, 
digitisation, metadata creation, and distribution, demanded a greater level 
of coordination than initially anticipated. Consequently, the coordinator’s 
role evolved to encompass both daily lab management and comprehensive 
project oversight.

12. Future Directions
This community industry led project has achieved substantial progress in 
digitising the NBN Television archive, providing unprecedented access 
to the rich social and cultural history of the Hunter region. Future efforts 
will primarily focus on the completion of the digitisation of the remaining 
16mm film collection. As mentioned, this phase may necessitate the acqui-
sition of new, user-friendly film digitisers as the pool of experts in analog 
technology continues to diminish. Ensuring the long-term preservation 
and accessibility of this unique regional television history remains the para-
mount goal. Recognizing the project’s fragility due to the aging equipment, 
the team remains vigilant for opportunities to acquire spare projectors. In 
May 2025, a second-hand machine was purchased by volunteers from an 
online marketplace as a backup.

Conclusion 
Ultimately, the enduring success of this project rests on the shoulders of 
individuals who recognize the archive’s profound importance and are pas-
sionately committed to its completion. As Lab Coordinator, I am constant-
ly impressed by the camaraderie, dedication, and respect displayed by our 
team members each week. They are more than just volunteers; they are ex-
perienced industry leaders offering invaluable expertise. We are truly fortu-
nate to have such a driven and collaborative team. 
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The Evolution of Discourse on the 
Purposes of the Television Archives  
of Estonian Public Broadcasting

Hanna Šein-Meier

ABSTRACT
Our understanding of history is significantly shaped by the audiovisual mo-
dalities of television. Depictions of the past draw upon television archives, 
which themselves are products of specific contextual decisions. This raises a 
critical question: what has influenced the formation of archival collections, 
and how might their design and content shape the reproduction of cultural 
memory today? This paper examines the evolving discourse on the purposes 
and functions of television archives within Estonian Public Broadcasting. 
As part of ongoing doctoral research, it aims to enhance our understanding 
of television archives as sources of historical knowledge and cultural memo-
ry. Through discourse analysis of historical institutional management docu-
ments from 1965 to 2021, the paper demonstrates how the role of television 
archives has shifted from serving as production storage to being recognized 
as a public good. The findings highlight how a historical perspective helps 
explain why a lot of television’s past has been lost.

KEYWORDS
Audiovisual archives; cultural heritage; cultural memory; television archives; 
television history
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Introduction
Although media content is produced in endless amounts every day, audio-
visual archival materials from previous periods have an ever-increasing im-
portance in preserving and allowing access to our history and cultural her-
itage. Although there have been some studies into historical work processes 
(Kramp 2020), insight about historical discourse surrounding television 
archives and the role past decisions have on cultural memory reproduction 
are not easy to find. 

Estonian Television (ETV) has evolved from state television during 
Soviet totalitarian rule into a European public broadcaster in a democratic 
country. The surviving film and video content in their archives represents 
only a fraction of what made it to television screens through seven decades. 
Though the history of television in Estonia has been mapped, the discourse 
and decision-making processes leading to the current audiovisual collection 
have not been studied a lot in Estonia. 

This ongoing study is the first step on the path of filling some of the gaps 
mentioned above. The current paper uses preliminary document analysis 
to ask how the discourse on the purpose of television archives has changed 
over time?

1. Literature review
The archive is the “the law of what can be said” (Foucault [1969]1972:129). 
Archives help societies to form their identities by connecting the then and the 
now (Kolokytha et al. 2019:2). “Cultural memory […] resists time, preserv-
ing the past as an inhabitant of the present” (Lotman [1985] 2019:135) and 
it structures “communication across the abyss of time” (Assmann 2008:97). 
Although television is sometimes looked down upon as a memory medium, 
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by choosing and repeating visuals, it has a great effect on what the audience 
sees as “history” (Anderson 2011:52, original quotation marks). 

All cultures use autocommunication to recreate and redesign themselves 
because translating messages using different codes generates new meanings 
(Lotman 1990:20–35). Archives are one of the agents of autocommuni-
cation in a culture and digital archives are opening the “past as the pres-
ent” with materials being brought to current contexts (Ibrus and Ojamaa 
2020:64). Non-linear television that is accessible through different platforms 
is especially relevant as a cultural memory medium as it gives more people 
more opportunities for “engagement with the past” (Hagedoorn 2020:194).

However, it has been argued that instead of historical “truth”, the archive 
shows us the logic of how it has come to be and for that reason it is impor-
tant to also enquire why something was kept (Spigel 2020:42, original quo-
tation marks), otherwise we do not know whether the existing materials are 
representative examples of television making (Jensen 2016:124). According 
to Leif Kramp’s study, as it took broadcasting institutions a long time to 
realise the value of archiving what they produced, many things were not 
kept at all or were not treated as archival objects. In addition to that, there 
have been issues with cost, space and the ever-changing and aging storage 
mediums. (Kramp 2020:200–226)

One way to approach the technological issues of archives is through me-
dia archaeology, which studies “the nondiscursive infrastructure and (hid-
den) programs of media” (Ernst, 2013, ch. 2 [first section]). What we know 
about the history and what can be a part of the discourse relies upon the 
mediums it was recorded on (Ernst 2013, ch.1) and if there are no means to 
keep things, they will more likely be forgotten (Ernst 2013, ch.5). 

2. Methodology
The analysed document sample was collected from the document archives 
at the Estonian National Archives. Focus was on ETV (board) meeting tran-
scripts from 1965-2007. Seven documents with longer overviews of the 
archive were picked for preliminary analysis. Two documents were added 
from digital sources (organisational overviews from budgets).

Foucauldian discourse analysis was chosen as a method. FDA is well 
suited for analysing temporal shifts in discourse and addresses “wider social 
processes of legitimation and power” (Willig 2008:113). Due to limited 



222

HANNA ŠEIN-MEIER

space, this paper will briefly examine only the discourses about the purposes 
of the archives. The surfaces of emergence (in Foucault’s sense) and other 
aspects of the discourse will be studied in the next stages of the research.

3. Findings and Analysis
It is possible to identify several discourses about the purpose of the archive 
in sample documents. The archive is viewed as a:

•	 production repository
•	 keeper of cultural heritage
•	 keeper of television history
•	 source of profit
•	 public good

Not all these discourses appear at the same time though. In the earliest 
documents, it is hard to find any references to cultural heritage. Even in the 
context of the future, the archive has a practical purpose (all excerpts are 
translated from Estonian):

In its earlier periods of work Estonian Television had other more urgent 
tasks, so it couldn’t think […] about a more distant future and purposeful-
ly acquire film materials for programs about the history of film art  (Raadio 
ja Televisiooni Komitee Rahvakontrolli grupp 1968: 50).

At the beginning of the 1980s, after a fire in ETV’s film repository, the cul-
tural value of the archives does, however, appear:

In the fall of 1976. a large amount of priceless cultural history on film […] 
was destroyed due to a fire (Eesti Televisiooni Nõukogu 1981: 142-3).

In the documents where the speaker is a representative of the archive, the 
problems with preserving materials are due to the lack of resources but also 
a divide between the archive and the production:

It is necessary to put the archive in order, but this is almost impossible […] 
the editorial teams do not properly fill out the annotation documents for 
programs (Vets 1982: 80).

The document from 1992 deals with practical production issues and keeping 
things for the purpose of preserving them comes up more as an obligation:
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Our archive is a part of the national archive, and we have obligations re-
sulting from it (Eesti Televisiooni Nõukogu 1992: 13).

Turn of the century brings in a new head of the department with national 
film archive background and an understanding of the value of archival ma-
terials and problems that will be caused by the lack of funding:

[t]he gaps in continuous work resulting from layoffs, will be felt as a sharp 
shortcoming in the long term, which is particularly regrettable, since the 
archive of ETV is undoubtedly a very important part of the National Ar-
chive reflecting Estonian history in documentary form (Jürjo 2000: 105).

Document from 2008 adds archive as a source of profit and public good 
to the discourse. The material value discourse did most likely appear al-
ready in the beginning of 1990s but is just not visible in the current sample 
documents.

The aim of the sales department is to generate income based on the intellec-
tual property right belonging to [ERR] and also advance the spread of the 
cultural heritage that is in our archives as much as possible (ERR 2021: 8).

The latest document in the sample is especially focused on the archive as 
cultural heritage and as public good that should be easily accessible:

Over time the archives of ERR have recorded a very important part of 
Estonian cultural heritage7 (2021).
To reach as diverse audience groups as possible, the content of ERR must 
be accessible in a user-friendly way  (ERR 2021: 8).

4. Discussion
If a certain discourse is prevalent, the object is viewed and dealt with in a 
certain way as well. Today we accept the value of archive materials as cul-
tural heritage and believe that they should be publicly available as much as 
possible. In earlier decades, the discourse surrounding television archives 
was different. In addition to technical reasons, this might explain, why a lot 
of television history has been lost. 

It must be acknowledged, that the analysis had some limitations:
•	 Some differences in discourse may be due to varied positions of 



224

HANNA ŠEIN-MEIER

“speakers” and purposes of the documents – some are meant mainly 
for internal, others for external audience. 

•	 Currently the earliest document in the sample is from 1968, ETV 
was established in 1955. 

•	 (Especially the Soviet era) documents might not present a reliable 
picture.

Hopefully including a larger sample of documents and qualitative inter-
views in the next stage will help to deal with these shortcomings.

Conclusion
Coming back to the research question, the discourse surrounding archiving 
television has changed quite a lot over time from keeping things for produc-
tion to preserving them as cultural heritage and making them accessible as 
a public good.

In addition to document analysis, my ongoing research will use quali-
tative interviews with people who have worked or still work in ETV or the 
ERR and have been part of decision-making processes of archival appraisal. 
All this will be used to contextualise the next steps in the study – looking at 
how the archives impact the reproduction of cultural memory today.
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The Original Exception  
of TeleCapodistria
An Italian TV Station in Yesterday’s Yugoslavia  
and Today’s Slovenia

Vito Saracino 

ABSTRACT
This essay examines the archival dimension of TeleCapodistria (TVC), a 
Yugoslav television channel (1971–1991) designed to serve Italy’s Istrian 
minority while promoting socialist identity, with a focus on strategies, chal-
lenges, and initiatives for preserving and valorizing its documentary herit-
age. TVC’s archives, comprising multilingual broadcasts, sports coverage, 
alternative foreign affairs analyses, and cultural programming, reflect its 
dual role as a minority broadcaster and Cold War cultural diplomacy tool. 
Key challenges include technological obsolescence, necessitating continu-
ous re-archiving, and the complexities of managing a multilingual corpus 
that bridges Italian, Slovenian, and Yugoslav contexts.

The analysis highlights strategies such as digitalization efforts, cataloguing 
methodologies, and the development of user-friendly interfaces to enhance 
accessibility. Archival materials, including films censored in Italy and live 
sports broadcasts, illustrate TVC’s role in subverting Italy’s media monopoly. 

Initiatives like anniversary retrospectives and satellite broadcasting ex-
pansions (2006-2009) demonstrate ongoing efforts to leverage archival 
content for public engagement. The study underscores the importance of 
integrating archival intelligence into research practices, addressing barriers 
like jargon and hierarchical fonds structures. By situating TVC’s archival 
management within broader European audiovisual preservation debates, 
the essay illuminates its significance for understanding media pluralism, mi-
nority representation, and transnational broadcasting during the Cold War.

KEYWORDS
Archival preservation; Cold War; history of media; mass media; social history



228

1. The historical importance  
of Tele Capodistria

TV Koper-Capodistria was founded in 1971 for the Italian-speaking com-
munity in the Slovenian and Croatian areas of Istria. However, it was also 
immediately watched by Italian viewers in Italy, thanks to the short distance 
between Istria and Italy and the strength of Yugoslav repeaters.

The television was created to be available to the 25,000 Yugoslav people 
of Italian ethnicity, but within five years of its foundation it reached a large 
Italian audience, becoming also a geopolitical instrument.

According to some Yugoslav researchers, TV Koper-Capodistria was 
watched by 2,412,000 Italian viewers by 1976, beginning to challenge the 
monopoly of Italian state television and achieving a 25% share of the Italian 
market.

The history of this television station represents one of the greatest mo-
ments of media-cultural diplomacy by a socialist state towards a North 
Atlantic Treaty nation. It is the only Eastern European television station 
to have achieved such a high audience share in the West. This exception 
revolutionised the way broadcasting was conceived and organised, moving 
it ever closer to Italian opinions. TV Koper-Capodistria became successful 
thanks to its decision, particularly in the 1980s, to cover themes that had 
been ignored by the Italian media, such as sporting events like basketball, 
tennis and the Olympic Games, or to offer different perspectives on politi-
cal issues in Europe, the Balkans and the Middle East. Meanwhile, it had to 
take into account the needs of the Italian minority in Yugoslavia.

Advertising revenue enabled the Yugoslavian broadcaster to air ten hours 
of programmes daily, nine in Italian and one in Slovenian. Particular em-
phasis was placed on disseminating and in-depth analysing new develop-
ments and deeply felt problems of a political, social, environmental and 
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cultural nature, alongside continued research into the relationship between 
global and local dimensions.

International sporting events, Hollywood films and documentaries, TV 
news, shows about the region’s wealth, and shows dedicated to art, culture, 
science, fashion, music and children. To preserve this appeal, it is useful to 
analyse the factors that contributed to its popularity with the Italian public, 
such as the introduction of colour television in Italy in 1977 and the decep-
tive use of the female form.

Multi-ethnic television is a unique symbol of collaboration, coexistence 
and mutual understanding between different ethnic groups. 

A thorough study is required that draws on various sources, including 
archival material, newspaper and trade magazine articles, international bib-
liographic sources, oral accounts and video footage. The joint venture with 
the Publitalia Group in the 1980s strengthened transnational television he-
gemony, which enjoyed a golden era lasting a decade from 1980 to 1990. 
This era ended with the Mammì Law and the liberalisation of frequencies in 
Italy. Subsequently, the Slovenian television station had to alter its program-
ming, transforming into a local station without the propulsive force of sport 
and great cinema, favoured by the advertising revenue of Italian investors 
linked to tycoon Silvio Berlusconi (Sau, 2001).

2. The situation of television archives  
and archiving attempts

In the field of television, Tele Capodistria is the most emblematic exam-
ple of a socialist broadcaster regularly broadcasting to a capitalist audience. 
Experiments in ‘media propaganda’ from East to West were more frequent. 
Broadcasters from major Warsaw Pact countries regularly produced radio 
programmes in various foreign languages, including Italian, French, English 
and German. These broadcasts were intended for both diasporas and citi-
zens of Western countries, and were used for propaganda and to provide al-
ternative information. Radio Tirana, the socialist propaganda radio station 
with the largest circulation in the Western world, broadcasts in numerous 
languages and has a reception signal capable of reaching many areas of the 
planet. (Saracino 2024: 104-110)

Following years of research in Albanian mass media archives conducted 
on behalf of the Gramsci Foundation of Apulia and the Apulia Region, it 
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was decided that extensive research should be conducted to bring together 
the major mass media experiences of the Adriatic area. This resulted in the 
rediscovery of Tele Capodistria’s archives. However, the undertaking proved 
to be more difficult than expected. The Slovenian archive has a complex 
structure, and strategies for its valorisation are still being defined.

Reconnaissance carried out in 2023 and 2025 suggests that the Slovenian 
broadcaster’s archives are not in optimal condition. This essay attempts to 
reconstruct the troubled archival history of the broadcaster and devise a 
plan to rescue one of Europe’s rarest television archives.

There are several critical points that complicate attempts to save the vid-
eo and paper archive. While the radio archive appears to be tidy and in 
excellent condition, the same cannot be said for the television archive.

The main problem is the lack of a central, computerised inventory of 
material broadcast. The station began its television adventure in 1971, but 
a rudimentary form of archiving did not exist until 1974. However, every 
single programme was recorded manually in small notebooks that were col-
lected from 1974 until a few years ago. These notebooks contain the follow-
ing information: Archive number, date of recording, name of recording and 
programming, date of broadcast, date of archiving.

An analysis of these more than 40 registers shows that the management 
decided to archive little material and that it was often the individual archi-
vist who decided what to keep and what to delete. For example, political 
speeches and news reports were only kept for one year, except for speeches, 
reports and documentaries about Tito. This shows that the order to archive 
Tito came from above, as the saying goes, “Tito is always archived”.

From 1976 and the following decade, foreign imported films were ar-
chived, especially during the period of cooperation with Fininvest, as they 
were often rebroadcast as reruns. The same was true of sports and music 
broadcasts and concerts. Note the interest of the Yugoslav broadcaster in the 
punk scene, which was very influential in the last two decades of Yugoslavia’s 
existence. The various entertainment TV shows preserved in the archive ma-
terial found show a balance of national and international productions.

Cartoons and children’s programmes:

•	 Mr Magoo, Grisù, Filopat e Patafil, Honeybee Hutch, Knight of the 
Ribbon, The Star of the Seine, Lamù, Hanna & Barbera’s cartoons, 
Pippi Longstocking, The Wombles;

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seine
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•	 Docufilms: Anatomy of a Dictator on Mussolini, BBC and National 
Geographic production documentaries;

•	 Concert and Tv Shows: Elton John, Duke Elington, Festival of Novi 
Sad and Pristina (shows cancelled after 5 years), performances by new-
comers to Yugoslavian pop and punk music, Jora de Julio Inglesias;

•	 Art Movies: Umberto D and l’Oro di Napoli directed by Vittorio De 
Sica, Bellissima with Anna Magnani, Il Ferroviere directed by Pietro 
Germi and La lunga notte del’43 directed by Taviani’s Brothers;

•	 Film blockbuster o western: Franco e Ciccio Superstars, Mani di 
Velluto with Adriano Celentano, Requienscat directed by Carlo 
Lizzani many black and white films starring Totò that were only can-
celled in the mid-1980s to make room in the archives for the Italian 
B-movies so dear to Quentin Tarantino.

In the records we find interesting notes in Slovenian to find out what hap-
pened to the various broadcasts: brisano- cancelled appears when tapes were 
overwritten to make room for other shows or uniceno – destroyed when for 
various reasons the recording was destroyed.

Going down to the paper archive in the basement of the Koper TV 
building is like going back in time, as in the film Goodbye Lenin, to a par-
allel dimension before the fall of the Berlin Wall.

The station’s extensive archive, dating from its beginnings to the early 
2000s, contains many valuable sources. It is fundamental to understanding 
the ordering principle that governs the content transmitted through the 
medium and the practices of its consumption (Barra, 2002: 3–23):

•	 the channel’s annual targets and broadcast planning;
•	 the financial accounts;
•	 the station’s editorial line;
•	 full transcripts of Tv news in Italian and Slovenian;
•	 photographs of European news personalities;
•	 the most successful Tv Shows.

It is a large and interesting archive, the rescue and digitalisation of which 
does not seem to be a priority for the Slovenian national broadcaster. Despite 
the order left by the former Yugoslav organisation, the archive material is in 
danger of disappearing in the coming years due to neglect.
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3. Rescue and digitisation strategies
Information received from Tele Koper’s archiving staff and data collected 
from Slovenian state television indicate that around 20% of the Tele Koper 
archive has been digitised.

In Koper, archiving is the responsibility of Valentina Umek, a profes-
sional editor, who was selected as the internal figure to oversee digitisation 
and archiving. She was chosen partly because she has worked on several of 
the broadcaster’s programmes, giving her the advantage of recognising the 
protagonists, journalists and interviewees who appear daily in her work of 
viewing the material to be archived, saved and catalogued. The Istrian broad-
caster follows national guidelines for the selective digitisation of material.

Every three to four months, videotapes are sent from Koper to Ljubljana 
for digitisation. Data from the broadcaster’s archive show that, between 
March 2025 and the present day, 3,592 video cassettes have been sent to 
the restoration centre in the Slovenian capital.

Since the first selective digitisation programme in the early 2000s, 
Slovenian state television has prioritised news programmes and the broad-
caster’s original productions, colour coding them by category: 

•	 Green = digitised broadcast; 
•	 Red = sports/foreign productions, 
•	 Purple = technical problems.

The digitisation of sports broadcasts, foreign and domestic films, and finally 
the paper archive will only take place in a second phase.

In addition to the Koper branch office, material is also sent to the RTV 
Slovenia headquarters from the Maribor and Lendava branch offices of 
the Hungarian minority in Slovenia, which makes the work much slow-
er. Despite interregional access limitations due to over-bureaucratisation, 
Slovenian television’s digitisation work is progressing.

The digitised material is then placed on the internet in the RTV Slovenia 
Media Library catalogue, but this cultural treasure is not accessible to the 
public or even scholars, only to a state television employee intranet.

 
Only a fraction of selected material is included on the website intended 
for viewers under the heading ‘Tv Koper – Programma Italiano’ in the 
‘Transmissions – Archive Excerpts’ section. Consultation of the Mediateka 
catalogue confirms that, even from Tele Koper’s early years, the material 
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catalogued is rare: only a few editions of the Italian news programme and a 
few episodes of La Costiera, a mini-documentary series aimed at the Italian 
minority, produced by the Yugoslav national broadcaster.

From an analysis of the document Strategija razvoja RTV Slovenija 
2018-2022, following a period of economic uncertainty due to changes in 
the television industry, rising labour costs and inflation, a new phase of 
investment has begun to reinforce the role of public service. The plan is to 
enhance the role of the regional centres as production hubs and increase 
their involvement in covering local content throughout Slovenia and for 
Slovenes abroad.

The aim is to establish RTV Slovenija as an essential part of the Slovenian 
media landscape, recognised for its credibility, professionalism and quali-
ty, as demonstrated by its ratings, programme viewing figures and digital 
service usage. This reputation reflects technological excellence, accessibil-
ity, variety, multimedia, comprehensiveness, and a modern organisation-
al structure. The company is committed to introducing and utilising new 
technologies, enhancing web accessibility, and streamlining production and 
organisational processes. (RTV Slovenija 2018)

RTV Slovenia preserves in its archival collections an extensive and im-
portant part of the cultural heritage of the Slovenian nation. It is the largest 
audio and audiovisual archive in the Republic of Slovenia with more than 
300,000 hours of various contents. With the awareness of the importance of 
valuable archival material and the danger of self-destruction, RTV Slovenia 
started planning its digitization in 2003. For this purpose, the Mediateka 
was established, which takes care of the digitization of sound and audio-
visual content from physical media and images, and for the permanent 
storage of archival content, which are created daily in various production 
environments of RTV Slovenia. The implementation of the project of dig-
itization of radio archives in Ljubljana and both regional centres in Koper 
and Maribor, where more than 100,000 hours of audio content is located, 
began in 2008 and successfully completed in 2014. The Mediateka was en-
trusted with the digitization of the television archives. In 2016, the former 
premises of the film laboratory were converted into modern workspaces, 
in which the rehabilitation and digitization of audiovisual material takes 
place from film and magnetoscopic sound and image media. In addition to 
digitalization, the Mediterranean also carries out the catalogue processing of 
archival content, which is necessary for the search for the search, further use 
and re-breading of archival content as a whole or individual parts in the pro-
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grammes of RTV Slovenia. The modern archive of RTV Slovenia consists of 
technical data generated during the digitization process, as well as content 
metadata, which are recorded by colleagues in the catalogue department of 
Mediateke. Without this data, content in a complex archival system with 
several million records would be invisible and thus useless and unattainable 
to users. Systematic digitalization of audio, video and film archival content, 
which, after digitization, finds their place in the central archival system, is 
increasingly connecting radio, television and regional centers, and above all 
they intertwine the past with the present and the future. (Filli 2016)

The planned digitisation programme continues to prioritise internally 
produced and news programmes, with films, sports broadcasts, external pro-
ductions and other archive documents to follow. In this new phase, artificial 
intelligence is being used to automatically transcribe video audio and gener-
ate written content descriptions, rather than relying on manual transcription.

In conclusion, Tv Koper’s archive is very rich, but not yet fully digitised 
or organised. Digitisation is proceeding slowly, with priority given to orig-
inal programmes and news programmes. The use of artificial intelligence 
promises to accelerate the transcription and cataloguing of content. The 
archive remains an important source of information on the history and cul-
ture of the Adriatic and Balkan regions. Research missions conducted on 
behalf of the Gramsci Foundation of Apulia and the University of Foggia in 
the Tele Capodistria archives have demonstrated the value of this heritage 
in highlighting the linguistic and cultural diversity of Istria, as well as its 
potential for historical research on cross-border issues.

Although the reorganisation of the archive still requires structural work, 
it represents a unique observatory of the cultural dynamics of the Adriatic 
region during the Cold War. The Tele Koper archive preserves material of 
great historical and cultural value, including over 3000 documentaries on 
diverse topics, and represents a trace of a living cross-border memory. These 
include special editions on the death of Tito, reportages on the Balkans, 
documentaries on minorities and nature, and international productions. We 
hope that more resources will be devoted to the utilisation and promotion 
of the archive for research purposes, such as investigating the crucial role of 
documentaries in the broadcaster’s programming and historical memory. 
We recommend a thematic retrieval of valuable documentaries produced 
by the broadcaster on topics such as the history of Yugoslavia, geopolitical 
reports on the Balkans and African countries, and programmes such as: 
‘Minorità, Ricchezze d’Europa’ about ethnic minorities.
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4. Project description:  
Save Cross-Border Archive Tv Koper

Following this thorough technical reconnaissance, we conclude that it 
would be appropriate to propose a project to save an archive of European 
interest. After all, the role of the researcher is not only to study phenomena 
theoretically, but also to find practical solutions to problems. (Forde, Rhys-
Lewis 2013)

We hope that this research will attract the attention of public and pri-
vate funders, enabling the paper archive of the Slovene Italian-language 
broadcaster to be preserved. The project will be conducted on TVC’s news 
programming spanning its active period. This examination will focus on de-
lineating narrative strategies employed, core thematic concerns, and modes 
of representation utilized in conveying political, social, and cultural events. 
Particular attention will be paid to the ways in which TVC mediated between 
Yugoslavian policies and the perceptions of its Italian audience, underscoring 
the specificities of its journalistic approach. This work aims to reveal the pow-
er dynamics and persuasive strategies enacted by TVC within the context of 
the Cold War, contributing to a deeper understanding of media influence and 
cultural diplomacy. Methodologically, this will involve close textual analysis 
of selected news broadcasts, contextualized by historical and political back-
ground research, drawing on theories of media framing and agenda-setting. 
The research will involve an interdisciplinary approach. It will encompass:

•	 Interviews with key figures from the time, including journalists, net-
work directors, and viewers.

•	 Documents from Italian and former Yugoslavian archives.
•	 News articles and recordings of TVC broadcasts

The project aims to analyze the role of archive of television in different 
periods and contexts. By examining TVC’s unique position as a socialist 
broadcaster with a large Western audience, the research offers insights into 
international dynamics and the power of media in shaping cultural identi-
ties. The correct interpretation of the past based on this study can be rele-
vant for European history. As TVC celebrated its 55th anniversary in 2026, 
the project is timely.

Output:
Development of Restoration Strategies for Tele Capodistria’s Audiovisual 

Archive: A dedicated study will be undertaken to devise comprehensive res-
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toration and preservation strategies for the existing audiovisual heritage of 
TVC. This strategic outline will comprise: 

•	 A meticulous assessment of the current state of preservation of existing 
archival materials, identifying areas of degradation and vulnerability.

•	 The identification of the most appropriate digitization and resto-
ration techniques tailored to preserving the integrity of the original 
content, considering ethical and practical implications.

•	 A detailed examination of challenges associated with audiovisual ar-
chive preservation, such as media obsolescence, technological depen-
dencies, and the imperative of ensuring long-term accessibility for 
research and public engagement. The study will explore innovative 
solutions to overcome these challenges, considering metadata stan-
dards, preservation formats, and access protocols.

•	 It will also develop a comprehensive digitisation plan to ensure the 
long-term conservation and accessibility of audiovisual material. This 
plan will outline prioritisation criteria, workflows and quality control 
measures.

This proposal will include:
•	 A rigorous estimation of the financial resources required for the phys-

ical restoration of paper documents, encompassing interventions 
such as deacidification, mending, and rebinding, adhering to archival 
conservation best practices.

•	 A transparent assessment of the costs associated with digitizing the 
paper-based archive, with the primary objective of creating an acces-
sible and searchable digital surrogate to enhance discoverability and 
preservation. This assessment will include considerations for image 
resolution, OCR accuracy, and metadata enrichment.

•	  A well-defined work plan delineating the distinct phases of the res-
toration process, specifying resource allocation, personnel require-
ments, timelines, and risk management strategies to ensure project 
success and sustainability.

These outputs are designed to contribute substantially to both scholarly 
knowledge within media history and practical applications in archival science. 
Specifically, they aim to provide tangible tools and methodologies for the 
preservation, valorization, and enhanced understanding of Tele Capodistria’s 
rich audiovisual heritage. The proposal for a comprehensive restoration in-
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tervention of the paper-based archive, in particular, underscores the critical 
importance of preserving historical memory for future generations through 
systematic archival practices. This output will be directly relevant to archival 
institutions and practitioners seeking to implement similar projects for pre-
serving and making accessible audiovisual heritage collections. The findings 
will be disseminated through academic publications, conference presenta-
tions, and practical workshops for archival professionals.
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Telling the Territory through the Archive
For a Recovery of the Documentary Production of Rai Puglia

Michelangelo Cardinaletti

ABSTRACT
This paper, developed within the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Telling the 
Territory. The documentary production of local television broadcasters 
in Calabria and Apulia”, focuses on the documentary production of RAI 
Puglia. Through systematic archival work – conducted using RAI’s internal 
Multimedia Catalog and the viewing of over fifty hours of Betamax foot-
age – the study reconstructs the modes, themes, and authorship of regional 
production during the late 1970s and mid-1980s, a phase shaped by the 
decentralising effects of the 1975 RAI Reform and the launch of Rete 3. 
The analysis centres on two main axes: representations of everyday life (rit-
uals, customs, community practices) and the depiction of territorial spaces 
(natural, urban, industrial, historical). The findings highlight both the cul-
tural value and the formal richness of this largely neglected corpus, while 
also exposing the critical issues of incomplete metadata, fragile supports, 
and limited accessibility. The presentation argues for the urgent need to 
reorganise and digitise regional audiovisual archives and emphasises the role 
that collaborations between public broadcasters and universities can play in 
preserving and reactivating this heritage as a resource for cultural memory 
and public engagement.

KEYWORDS
Archival research; audiovisual heritage; local culture; Rai Puglia; television 
documentary
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This presentation is part of the PRIN 2022 PNRR research project “Telling 
the Territory”, which investigates the documentary production of local tel-
evision broadcasters in Southern Italy, specifically it is focused on the re-
gions of Calabria and Apulia over the three-decade span from 1974 to 2004. 
Within this wider scope, the present study is centered on the activities of 
RAI Puglia, the regional RAI headquarters located in Bari, constituting the 
branch of the research dedicated to public television, as part of one of the two 
strands developed at the University of Salento and coordinated by Professor 
Luca Bandirali. The other strand, which is not the focus of this presentation, 
investigates the production of private local Apulian broadcasters. 

The research emphasizes the significance of local audiovisual production 
as a privileged lens through which we can understand the complex relation-
ship between territory, cultural memory, and the media. More specifically, it 
aims to foreground the value of regional production as an object of historical 
and critical inquiry, while also initiating a systematic effort toward catalogu-
ing and analyzing a targeted corpus of documentary works. In doing so, the 
study not only reconstructs the modes and themes of regional documentary 
production, but also seeks to a deeper rediscovery of this audiovisual herit-
age: a key component of the project involves the production of a new docu-
mentary film that reuses archival footage, thus offering a contemporary rein-
terpretation of these materials and making them accessible to new audiences.

The archival materials preserved by RAI Puglia offer an exceptional 
opportunity to explore the modes through which public broadcasting has 
contributed to narrating local realities (Beattie 2004). Far from being sys-
tematically studied, this body of work remains largely unpublished and, in 
many cases, insufficiently valued. What emerges is the urgency of recog-
nizing such materials not only as historical documents but also as key re-
sources in shaping cultural memory and informing preservation policies for 
the audiovisual heritage. Their institutional origin enriches their relevance, 
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positioning them at the intersection of regional identity construction and 
national public service responsibilities. 

In order to approach the archive with analytical precision, it was first 
necessary to establish what is meant by “television documentary” in the 
specific context of Italian broadcasting. This terminological interpretation 
was not a mere academic exercise but a practical necessity, given the lack 
of precise metadata and the heterogeneous nature of the archived content. 
The difficulty in identifying and classifying documentary formats in Italian 
television history had already been noted by Adriano Aprà, who observed 
the ambiguity of productions oscillating between short inserts within mag-
azine programs, longer special features, and serialized documentary strands 
(2017: 14). Building on this critical observation, the research adopted the 
definition proposed in Enciclopedia della Televisione, edited by Aldo Grasso, 
which identifies the documentary as a short- or medium-length produc-
tion aimed at documenting and telling events, places, and aspects of reality 
through images, with strong factual adherence, but not necessarily bound to 
current affairs (Grasso et al. 2003: 203). 

In line with the methodological orientation of the project, the analysis 
focused on two main thematic axes. The first revolves around what might be 
termed “forms of life”, such as traditional customs, festivals, religious prac-
tices, and civic celebrations. These elements offer insights into the everyday 
life and collective rituals of the Apulian population, captured at a time when 
television still played a pivotal role in mediating local cultures. The second 
axis, considers representations of “spaces and times”, addressing how the 
territory appears in its various declinations: natural, historical, urban, in-
dustrial, and touristic. This dual focus enables a reading of the documentary 
corpus not only as a record of events but also as a mode of territorial inscrip-
tion, where audiovisual language becomes a tool for constructing spatial 
narratives.

The initial phase of archival reaserch soon revealed the necessity to re-
consider its original chronological scope, initially set between 1974 and 
2004. A more accurate historical framing was required in order to properly 
contextualize the development of regional television production in Italy. 
One of the keys turning points in this regard was the enactment of Law no. 
103 in 1975, widely known as the RAI Reform. This legislative measure 
laid the groundwork for the creation of RAI’s third channel, called Rete 3, 
which was officially launched on December 15, 1979. Under the leadership 
of Giuseppe Rossini, Rete 3 introduced a new model of decentralized pro-
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gramming that assigned considerable editorial autonomy to regional RAI 
offices. This period marked a brief but significant attempt to redefine public 
broadcasting’s relationship with local contexts, foregrounding territorial di-
versity within a national framework (Piazzoni 2014). 

Despite the innovative potential of this model, several media histori-
ans, such as Franco Monteleone, have offered a critical assessment of its 
outcomes, often emphasizing the limited audience reach and the structural 
limits that hindered the full development of regional programming (2019: 
401). A further rupture occurred in 1987, when Angelo Guglielmi, Rossini’s 
successor, decided to centralize production in Rome, effectively suspending 
the creation of regional programs and relegating the peripheral offices to a 
predominantly news-oriented function. These historical developments pro-
vide a reason for narrowing the temporal focus of the present study, which 
consequently concentrates on the period spanning from the late 1970s to 
the mid-1980s, a moment in which regional RAI offices, and RAI Puglia in 
particular, were most actively engaged in documentary production. 

The challenges of conducting this research in the RAI Puglia archive 
were numerous and significant. The regional archive consists of hundreds 
of videotapes, most of which have not yet been digitalized, unlike nation-
ally broadcast RAI programs, which have already been made available in 
digital format. Accessing this material first required on-site consultation of 
the Catalogo Multimediale, an online catalogue available exclusively within 
authorized RAI facilities (Scaramucci and Del Pino 2006). The research 
process was hindered by several critical issues: incomplete or inconsistent 
metadata, typographical errors, generic or inaccurate descriptions, and, in 
some cases, the physical unavailability of the tapes themselves. These dif-
ficulties underscore the need for a comprehensive reorganization of RAI’s 
regional archives, especially in light of the risks posed by the deterioration of 
magnetic tapes and the broader question of how public institutions should 
preserve and promote their audiovisual heritage. 

To overcome these challenges, the research adopted a method that bal-
anced systematic exploration with targeted selection. An initial query based 
on the keyword “Puglia” yielded approximately 2.000 entries. This corpus 
was then filtered using three main exclusion criteria: radio content, news 
reports lacking documentary features, and materials not produced by the 
Bari headquarters. Following this filtering process, 117 potentially relevant 
items were identified. Of these, a subset was selected for in-depth analysis, 
based on the availability of physical tapes and metadata coherence. Over 50 
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hours of footage were viewed directly using Betamax equipment, allowing 
for a preliminary mapping of RAI Puglia’s documentary production during 
the period under investigation. 

The close examination of these audiovisual texts brought to light sever-
al noteworthy aspects. First and foremost, the documentary emerges as an 
archive of real life. While television documentary language often intersects 
with hybrid genres – including reportage, investigative journalism, and in-
fotainment – the productions of RAI Puglia display a marked preference 
for more traditional, observational approaches (Nichols 2017). This stylistic 
choice appears particularly suited to the representation of local contexts, 
offering a direct, and often unfiltered, portrayal of social realities. 

Moreover, the thematic and stylistic diversity of the materials reveals the 
breadth of RAI Puglia’s engagement with the territory. The documentaries 
span a wide selection of topics: from environmental and agricultural is-
sues to cultural practices, from historical reconstructions to the exploration 
of social transformations. What emerges is a rich and multifaceted por-
trait of Apulia, where spatial representations play a central role (Bandirali 
2022). Territory is not merely a backdrop, but a dynamic agent in the nar-
rative structure, shaping both the content and the aesthetic choices of the 
documentaries. 

Another relevant feature concerns the structure of regional program-
ming. The materials were often collected into thematic series, whose titles 
explicitly referenced regional identity and cultural heritage: Viaggio nello 
spettacolo pugliese, Palcoscenico in Puglia, Intorno a noi, Le strade e la gente, 
Anche questo è Puglia, among others. These programs functioned as identi-
fiable formats for local storytelling, underscoring television’s role in mediat-
ing a collective sense of identity. 

The question of authorship also deserves attention. In numerous cases, 
the documentaries reveal a distinctive authorial imprint. Certain filmmak-
ers and journalists developed consistent narrative and stylistic sensibilities 
over time, contributing to a form of continuity across different productions. 
Figures such as Raffaele Nigro, Enza Caccavo, Costantino Foschini, Gigi 
Spedicato, Luciano Gadaleta, Ida Mastromarino stand out for the origi-
nality and coherence of their works, demonstrating how regional television 
could also be a site of creative experimentation. 

Finally, from a technical standpoint, the documentaries display a nota-
ble level of audiovisual competence (Scannel 2010). Camerawork is often 
dynamic and inventive, incorporating dynamic shots, aerial views, and care-
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fully constructed point-of-view sequences. Editing techniques, particularly 
the use of videomagnetic recording (RVM), are handled with precision, and 
the integration of voice-over narration and musical scoring reflects a high 
level of editorial care. The majority of the documentaries adhere to a stand-
ardized thirty-minute format, though some were developed as serialized fea-
tures, extending across two to four episodes. 

Among the more unexpected discoveries was the presence of mocku-
mentary elements, a surprising and not conventional solution for the time. 
One particularly emblematic example is Spegnete quella luce, a satirical in-
vestigation on the spread of pornographic cinema and so-called red-light 
theaters in the Apulian territory. This work subverts conventional documen-
tary codes, employing irony and pastiche to critique contemporary cultural 
anxieties, and testifies to the formal and narrative experimentation that was, 
at times, possible even within regional RAI programming.

To strengthen the analysis of the documentary material, the project also 
includes the collection of oral testimonies from individuals who were direct-
ly involved in the production of regional documentaries during the period 
under examination. These include authors, program editors, and technical 
staff whose contributions are essential to understanding both the creative 
and operational dynamics of regional broadcasting at the time. Their voices 
provide valuable contextual insight and help enrich the research with first-
hand accounts and professional memory.

In light of these considerations, the findings outlined above point to a 
broader reflection on the status and potential of regional audiovisual ar-
chives, particularly those held by public service broadcasters. Despite their 
richness, the materials produced by RAI Puglia remain largely fragmented, 
poorly catalogued, and insufficiently recognized in both scholarly and in-
stitutional contexts. Yet they represent a fundamental component of Italy’s 
cultural heritage, capable of shedding light on the ways in which local iden-
tities have been constructed, negotiated, and visually represented over time 
(Reid 1992). 

The digitization, reorganization, and public accessibility of these mate-
rials constitute urgent priorities, not only to prevent the irreversible loss of 
content due to the degradation of magnetic supports, but also to reaffirm 
the cultural mission of public broadcasting in the digital age. This impera-
tive concerns not merely the academic community, but the broader public 
sphere, insofar as it intersects with the right of citizens to access and engage 
with their shared cultural memory. 
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In this respect, a renewed synergy between public broadcasters and the 
university system could play a pivotal role. Academic institutions are unique-
ly positioned to contribute to this effort, offering both the methodological 
rigor necessary for archival research and the pedagogical tools to transform 
archival content into active cultural resources. Collaborations of this kind 
could inform updated preservation policies, foster innovative forms of dis-
semination, and support the development of new educational formats that 
integrate historical media into contemporary learning environments. 

Indeed, the materials uncovered through this research suggest promising 
avenues for the development of audiovisual content tailored to educational 
and cultural contexts. Regional documentaries, by virtue of their rootedness 
in local realities and their accessibility in terms of language and form, offer 
fertile ground for forms of “edutainment” addressed to both school systems 
and broader publics. In line with recent trends in educational media, these 
materials could be recontextualized and re-edited to serve new pedagogical 
objectives, promoting media literacy, historical awareness, and a renewed 
connection with regional heritage. 

Ultimately, this presentation aims to affirm that audiovisual archives are 
not mere repositories of the past. They are, rather, dynamic infrastructures 
of citizenship and knowledge, spaces where collective memory is shaped, 
interrogated and transmitted. By activating these archives through research, 
preservation, and public engagement, we do not simply recover forgotten 
images, we reclaim the narratives, sensibilities and imaginaries that have 
contributed to shaping the cultural identity of entire communities.
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Design, Television, and Cultural Memory
The Open University’s A305 Course as a Case  
of Media Archaeology in Education

Marco Manfra and Grazia Quercia

ABSTRACT
This paper examines the critical role of television archives in recovering 
forgotten histories of pedagogical experimentation, focusing on the Open 
University’s A305 course, History of Architecture and Design 1890–1939. 
It contextualizes the shifting perception of television – from an ephemeral 
medium to a rediscovered educational tool – and highlights how early disre-
gard for its academic potential contributed to the disappearance of valuable 
content. A305, developed in collaboration with the BBC, represented a pi-
oneering model of distance education. Combining television, radio, print, 
and interactive assignments, it broke academic barriers by bringing archi-
tectural and design history into domestic spaces, reaching both enrolled 
students and a broader public audience. Its multimedia structure enabled 
a participatory, dynamic learning experience. Architect Joaquim Moreno’s 
reconstruction of the course – through archival recovery, digitization, and 
exhibition – reveals the scope and innovation of this pedagogical experi-
ment, reframing the archive as an active medium of cultural transmission 
rather than a passive memory bank. Through the lens of A305, the paper 
argues that television, when treated as an ecological and convergent medi-
um, can serve as a powerful vector of knowledge production while inviting 
to a reconsideration of media archives as sites for educational reinvention 
and cultural reactivation in the present.

KEYWORDS 
Audiovisual archive; design; media archaeology; Open University; television 
history
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1. Memory, medium, and mutation:  
towards an ecological archive of television

Television has always possessed a transformative, prismatic nature – capable 
of constant reinvention. Its history is punctuated by phases in which some 
of its forms appeared to dissolve, even as the medium itself persisted, sus-
tained by a remarkable capacity for adaptation.

This invites us to question what historical opportunities for change and re-
vival have occurred, what experiments and short-lived phenomena took place, 
and what the origins are of today's most entrenched televisual practices. A 
glance to the past – towards the lesser-known chapters of the medium’s history 
– can uncover and revive uses that were once set aside, exhausted within their 
moment, or perhaps simply premature for the times in which they emerged. 
Television archives fulfil the essential role of documenting the many identities 
of the medium, particularly when it comes to niche or discontinued content.

Yet, beyond its mnemonic role, it may also serve as a compass for the 
use of a medium that remains, in certain respects, still not not yet exploited 
to the full extent of its possibilities – regardless of the market it generates. 
The unpopular history of television content could, in this sense, become a 
potential point of (re)departure for yet another renaissance of the medium, 
should we once again glimpse its decline.

However, the act of constructing an archive of its forgotten history en-
counters numerous obstacles. 

The lack of structured archiving significantly limited the surfacing of 
alternative televisual narratives, due largely to early broadcasting’ preference 
of live transmission, routine wiping practices, and the prevailing view of 
television as too ephemeral to warrant preservation, yet unworthy of his-
toricisation (Scaglioni 2019). Such conditions suggest that the enrichment 
of television archives cannot be confined to merely rummaging through 
the audiovisual content of broadcasters, but the approach must become 
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ecologically archaeological, considering the entire ecosystem surrounding 
the medium, including sources difficult to locate due to their heteroge-
nous languages, diverse forms, and uncommon locations. The paratelevisual 
materials may be disseminated widely, despite being disordered, but may 
paradoxically be more accessible and cataloguable. From this perspective, 
attempting to reconstruct a portion of the televisual archive starting from 
non-television materials requires venturing into other media realms, exca-
vating through languages, and unearthing the fossils scattered across (at 
times) unconventional communicative habitats (Scolari et al. 2014).

This is precisely what the work of Joaquim Moreno (2018) on Britain’s 
Open University in the ‘70s has revealed: an excavation that unearthed a 
fragment of English television history extending well beyond the bounda-
ries of the medium itself.

At that time, television in the UK was considered an ephemeral medi-
um, with programmes being broadcast live without any means of preserving 
them for posterity (British Film Institute, 2023). The traces of television 
from the ‘50s to the ‘70s remain incomplete and blurred, concealing stories 
that were unjustly left untold, yet essential for understanding the commu-
nicative flexibility of the audiovisual medium, when creative experimenta-
tion was taking place on an unfamiliar screen.

2. Reconstruction A305: literacy, television  
and design in the OU’s course

In the post-war Western world, television moved from public settings of 
collective and communal viewing into the domestic sphere, taking up a cen-
tral position within the living rooms (Spigel 1992), becoming the property 
of a growing number of households. This shift was driven by the emerging 
middle-class, carving out time for leisure activity, mainly indoors, among 
which television consumption took on a prominent role (Meyrowitz 1985).

In the British context, the explosion of television-mania was accelerated 
by the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II’s – broadcast live, and for the first 
time, beyond standard programming hours (BBC News, 2013).

Nevertheless, British television in the 1950s was still under a post-war 
austerity. Commercial television only arrived in 1955, and the 1960s quick-
ly came to embody a decade of renewal, light-heartedness, and openness 
toward a youth-oriented culture (Turnock 2007).
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The medium’s still-undefined affordances, paired with its unmatched 
reach, made that era fertile terrain for eclectic, hybrid formats. Television 
infiltrated other media, triggering a proto-remediation (Bolter and Grusin 
1999) of hot media, which began to adopt the traits of cool ones, transform-
ing the content of one medium into that of another (McLuhan 1964). 

Television should therefore be conceived as a tentacular entity extending 
beyond the screen, interpreting it as a bearer of a prehistoric form of media 
convergence and producer of proto-ecosystemic content, including initi-
atives aimed at providing quasi-university-level instruction in subjects of 
broad public interest.

Design seems to mirror the developmental trajectory of television, es-
tablishing itself as a discipline distinct from architecture in those very years. 
Moreover, it seems to naturally require the support of a total medium with 
its multiple languages, making TV apt for conveying the specificities of a 
predominantly visual field. It can be considered as a comet across the tel-
evision landscape – one among many, but worth studying to uncover the 
history of the audiovisual medium, serving as a valid educator, rather than a 
bad teacher (Popper 1994).

In the UK of the ‘60s-’70s, the Open University transformed TV and 
design and architecture education by combining television, radio, print, 
and interaction with the aim of liberating the production and long-distance 
transmission of knowledge (Moreno, 2018), while encouraging active, crit-
ical learning (Manfra and Quercia 2024).

The Open University was founded in 1964 with a clear political interest 
from the Labour Party, and aimed at making university-level education – 
confined until then in luxurious private institutions – accessible to a much 
broader audience adopting an Open system: a decentralised, ubiquitous, ac-
cessible, and usable centre for learning (Bell and Tight 1993).

The undergraduate courses offered fundamental paths accessible without 
formal admission requirements, structured by working groups composed 
of a mix of academics, broadcasters, editors, technologists, and specialised 
external consultants. The academic path of distance learners followed dy-
namics similar to those of students enrolled in traditional, in-person in-
stitutions, including course sessions, tutoring, graded examinations, and 
ultimately, the awarding of a degree. The distinctive strategy of delivering 
courses via distance learning, supported by widely consumed media, made 
the university a powerful symbol of the dismantling of geographical, cultur-
al, and above all gender barriers (Moreno, 2018).



251

DESIGN, TELEVISION, AND CULTURAL MEMORY

The teaching techniques adopted – exemplified most clearly in course 
A305 – were based on the most recent pedagogical strategies and delivered 
at a distance via a fully integrated teaching system based on print materials, 
radio broadcasts, and part-time tutorials, making use of mass media that 
were already present and rapidly proliferating in domestic environments.

To realise its media-based educational project, the Open University part-
nered with the BBC, which which merely lent its infrastructure, contributing 
to the archival challenges of the university’s multimedia materials – caught 
in unresolved ownership issues and later restricted to avoid infringing on dis-
tribution rights and copyright. It is estimated that the OU produced a total 
of 1,500 television and 1,500 radio programmes aired (Weinbren, 2015), 
highlighting an extraordinarily prolific production – of which, however, only 
partial archives survive, and those not always easily accessible. 

Joaquim Moreno, architect and professor, came across the Open 
University almost accidentally, yet sparked his curiosity toward the iconic 
course A305 History of Architecture and Design 1890–1939: first, through 
the comprehensive description of the educational project found in the pub-
lication resulting from the 1976 Venice Biennale (Scotto Lavina 1976), an 
edition dedicated to OU; then by meeting Tim Benton – emeritus professor 
of art history at the OU, writer, and broadcaster – whose insights into the 
institution led to access to the university’s archive and the start of the metic-
ulous historical reconstruction of course A305 (Moreno 2021).

At the time, no tangible memory remained of the course’s original con-
tent or structure – not out of negligence, but due to the absence of an archi-
val strategy and its intended obsolescence. Designed for a specific temporal 
window, it was meant to expire with it.

This lack of documentation does not reflect the true significance of the 
university, and particularly of the course itself. With A305, for the first 
time, architecture and design entered the home, breaking down the tra-
ditional barrier between specialised, elitist knowledge and everyday life. 
The course structure was based on a refined balance between cool and hot 
media: television was complemented by immersive and analytical tools such 
as books, audio recordings, and film strips, in a form of radiovision that 
integrated radio broadcasts with guided reading, implying a precise process 
of multichannel adaptation.

The TV and radio lessons – carefully planned and supported by printed 
images, examples, and exercises – made it easier to understand architec-
ture through movement. Unlike photography, which captured static views, 
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audiovisual language revealed its dynamic qualities: how buildings are lived 
in, perceived, and experienced over time and space. The resources availa-
ble for lesson production were however limited, which often meant filming 
whatever was readily accessible in the cities – not without issues of copy-
right and privacy – and drawing, simulated and modelled what could not 
be documented. This necessity sparked a resourceful and imaginative use 
of materials, pushing the production toward hybrid solutions that blended 
documentary with animation – materials now partially lost, of which only 
the televised evidence remains.

The students of A305 were generally not trained architects or designers, 
so the paper-based self-assessment component of the course was central: 
these final reports were fortunately preserved in the library of the RIBA, 
proven to be a reliable source in heritage conservation initiatives. Alongside 
these documents, a list of students – later anonymised – was also recov-
ered, allowing Moreno to trace additional course-related materials within 
the personal belongings of former students and their families, underlining 
the importance of seeking traces in unexpected places.

Moreno’s investigation made it possible to recover these documents, 
bringing to light both the pedagogical materials and the tangible outcomes 
of the teaching process, as well as a foundational piece of television histo-
ry. Over forty years after its original broadcast, he reconstructed and sys-
tematized the entire A305 experience, culminating in the 2017 exhibition 
that recreated the domestic setting of television viewing with period TVs, 
vintage sofas, and footage from the original broadcasts, reconnecting the 
content with its historical mode of home consumption.

To organize the exhibition and build a coherent and accessible archive, 
he conceived and assembled a portable digital repository, digitizing video 
recordings, archiving broadcast transcripts, original scripts, scans of the rec-
ommended books, cited sources, and supplementary materials. In paral-
lel, he initiated a series of seminars with students, rewatching each episode 
alongside the original materials, mirroring the course’s original learning for-
mat, now reframed through a critical and historical lens.

To complete the project, several of the lecturers and professionals who 
worked at the BBC and the Open University in the 1970s were invited 
to film interviews in the now-decommissioned original studios, which are 
publicly available on the CCA YouTube channel.

The A305 course, enabled by television, emerged as a cultural artefact 
of extraordinary complexity, born at the intersection of a new era of mass 
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communication and a modernist architectural and design movement. It 
functioned simultaneously as an archive and a reinvention, broadly dissem-
inating the memory of an architectural era in transformation through media 
tools that translated its legacy into the languages and forms of the present.

The rediscovery and critical curation of A305, led by Joaquim Moreno, 
illustrates how archives are not merely passive repositories of memory, but 
dynamic tools for rethinking the present. In this context, television is re-
framed as a complex cultural space that can be re-engaged today not just 
as a medium, but as a temporal and spatial architecture of knowledge, and 
the construction of its archive becomes a process of cultural rewriting, and 
a mean to bring back into circulation educational forms that were once 
visionary, and are perhaps even more so today.
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Reconstructing Histories
Mapping Artists’ Film and Video on Channel 4  
through Archival Ruination (1982-1992)

Nicole Atkinson

ABSTRACT
This paper examines how archival research is integral in order to reconstruct 
the forgotten history of Channel 4’s involvement and support of artists’ 
moving image and independent film and video production in the UK be-
tween 1982-1992. As a broadcaster formed and operating under a unique 
publisher-broadcaster model, the channel does not archive its programming 
materials, meaning much of this history is left in a state of archival ruina-
tion. Examination of collections and counter-archives provide essential and 
overlooked insights into this largely eradicated history. These archives chal-
lenge the conventional hierarchies of institutional memory and highlight 
the importance of preserving marginalised voices and practices. By examin-
ing three pertinent archives containing fragments of the overlooked history 
of artists’ moving image on Channel 4, this paper underscores the meth-
odological challenges of working with the ruination of disparate archives, 
including issues of access, fragmentation, and the subjectivity of archival 
curation. It works to propose the need for a pluralistic approach to archival 
research for neglected broadcast histories. 

KEYWORDS
Archives; artists’ film; Channel 4; moving image; video
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Introduction
On the 2nd November 1982, Channel 4 made its first transmission, and thus 
began a bold experiment in British television. Unlike the existing duopoly of 
the BBC and ITV at the time, Channel 4 functioned as a platform of exhi-
bition under its establishment as a publisher-broadcaster. As a wholly-owned 
subsidiary of the Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA), Channel 4 was 
introduced after the 1975 Annan report for a fourth television channel was es-
tablished, calling for responses on how this channel should operate. The newly 
formed Independent Filmmakers Association took this as opportunity to call 
for greater support for the independent filmmaking community within the 
UK, expressing the need for a channel that does not only broadcast material 
‘made exclusively by the broadcasting organisations’ (IFA 1975), and instead 
creates opportunity for independent artists and producers. Heeding the call 
for greater support for the independent film and video sector, Channel 4 was 
formed under a publisher-model in 1982, funded by advertising and with a 
remit to encourage ‘innovation and experimentation’ (Channel 4 2025). The 
commissioning model allowed for less restrictive processes of production and 
guaranteed ownership of works to the programme-maker, producer, or artist. 

Hopes for the channel’s commitment to artists’ moving image were high, 
with an established Independent Film and Video Department for commis-
sioning artists’ moving image and independent film and video produc-
tions. In 1981/2, the department’s annual budget was £1.5 million, which 
rose to £10 million in 1990, totalling to approximately ‘£50 million and 
around a thousand hours of programmes passing through the department’ 
(Stoneman 1992: 127), mainly through its Monday 11pm late night slot, 
playfully titled The Eleventh Hour. While the channel was responsible for 
approximately 260 moving image works1 between 1982-1992, the cultural 

1	 As identified in the crucial archival mapping work I have conducted as part of my PhD 
CDA, Dissent Interventions: Artists’ Film and Video associated with Channel 4 1982-1992. 
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memory of artists’ moving image on Channel 4 has been reduced to the 
same ‘ghettoisation’ that the channel itself afforded to innovative material 
towards the latter end of the 1980s.

A combination of Channel 4’s unique commissioning policy, the lack 
of archive because of this, and the ‘ghettoisation’ of moving image on the 
channel, this history remains entangled, sprawling, and disparate; existing 
in a vast multitude of archives and collections. Over recent years, there has 
been a great deal of documentation published on the formation of Channel 
4 (Hobson 2007, Brown 2022). However, what is missing from this domi-
nant narrative is the neglected history of Channel 4’s role in facilitating and 
supporting independent film and video culture in the UK. This then begs 
the question, how can the forgotten history of artists’ moving image on 
Channel 4 be recovered, retrieved, and reclaimed? 

Despite the cultural relevance of Channel 4 and its support of artists’ 
moving image, this history has remained fragmented within traditional ar-
chives. Recovery has depended on multi-archival efforts, drawing from or-
ganisations like LUX, the British Artists’ Film and Video Study Collection 
(BAFVSC), and REWIND Artists’ Video archive. Together, these archives 
challenge traditional hierarchies of cultural value and offer a counter-history 
to mainstream television historiography. This paper draws on both Pierre 
Nora’s concept of lieux de mémoire and Carolyn Steedman’s reflections on 
the archive to frame a historiographic approach that concentrates to the fra-
gility and partiality of memory in neglected broadcast histories. Nora’s dis-
tinction between memory and history positions archives as compensatory 
“sites of memory”. Archives become symbolic markers created in response 
to the erosion of lived, communal memory. In the case of artists’ moving 
image on Channel 4 between 1982 and 1992, such sites are not neutral 
depositories but actively shape how this history is remembered, within the 
power structures that frame these collections. Steedman, in turn, empha-
sises the emotional and material labour involved in working with archives, 
arguing that historians engage not only with the material documents them-
selves, but with the absences, silences, and desires to reconstitute forgotten 
narratives and voices. Together, Nora and Steedman allow for a methodol-
ogy that embraces fragmentation and memory as methodological tools, ac-
knowledging that what survives in the archive is as telling as what has been 
lost. This approach is particularly pertinent to tracing ephemeral forms of 
television art, where institutional records, personal recollections, and scat-
tered media traces form a dispersed and uneven historical terrain.
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1. LUX, London
One of the most significant repositories of artists’ moving image in the UK 
is the LUX collection. With over 6,000 works by more than 1,500 artists, 
LUX inherits the legacy of London Filmmakers Co-op (LFMC) and London 
Video Arts (LVA), both of which played a crucial role in the independent 
production landscape of the 1980s. LUX functions primarily as a distribu-
tor, rather than a traditional archive, cataloguing works by artist or theme. 
While this enables accessibility for programmers and curators, it obscures 
connections to broadcast history. Works commissioned by Channel 4 are 
often stripped of their institutional context, presented solely as aesthetic ar-
tefacts rather than historical documents of a particular commissioning ethos.

The digitisation of these works, while ensuring preservation, introduces 
another layer of dislocation within the history of Channel 4. As Elodie A 
Roy argues, the digitisation of film materials can sever the connection be-
tween the viewer and the physical history embedded in the medium. The 
absence of contextual elements – advert breaks, programming slots, com-
missioning notes – in the digital encounter renders the work ahistorical. The 
very materiality of film and tape, including signs of decay, functions as a 
mnemonic trace that is flattened in the digital format. The LUX collection, 
while invaluable, cannot alone reconstruct the full history of Channel 4’s 
artists’ moving image legacy. Its strengths lie in preserving and circulating 
the works themselves, but its weaknesses underscore the need for a plural-
istic archival methodology. This involves triangulating multiple collections, 
including paper archives, institutional records, and personal testimonies, to 
recover a fuller picture.

2. The British Artists’ Film and Video  
Study Collection, Central St Martins,  

University of the Arts, London
In engaging with the silence that permeates the LUX collection as per 
Steedman’s dust (2001), it is necessary to turn elsewhere in the efforts of re-
constituting the forgotten history of artists’ moving image on Channel 4. A 
significant archival depository that contains fragments of the history of art-
ists’ moving image on Channel 4 is the British Artists’ Film and Video Study 
Collection at Central St Martins, University of Arts London. Established in 
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2000 by former Film Officer for the Arts Council England David Curtis, 
the archive now currently holds almost 5,500 moving image materials, 322 
film and video posters, over 2,500 images, and hundreds of publications 
and books. 

In a similar vein to that of LUX and their history with organisations such 
as London Filmmakers Co-op and London Video Arts, Curtis’ relationship 
with artists film – and specifically Channel 4 – offers subjectivity to the col-
lection that intensifies its position in contributing to the creation of a lieux 
de mémoire of artists’ moving image and Channel 4.

Between 1982 and 1992 the Arts Council England contributed to art-
ists’ moving image on Channel 4 through joint commissioning schemes 
and grants, including The Dazzling Image I (tx. 2.7.1990-30.7.1990), The 
Dazzling Image II (tx. 8.6.1992-20.7.1992), and the Animate! Award (1990 
– 2004). Containing more than just moving image materials, the archive 
consists of publications, images, correspondence, programmes notes, and 
other paper based ephemera that work to contextualise the history of artists’ 
moving image on Channel 4.

The British Artists’ Film and Video Study Collection functions as more 
than a repository of materials; it operates as a lieu de mémoire in Nora’s 
sense – a site where cultural memory is symbolically anchored in response 
to the erosion of lived experience. Rather than a neutral assemblage of mov-
ing image artefacts, the collection embodies the memory of Curtis and the 
network of artists and institutions he was connected to. From handwritten 
notes and ink marks on programme drafts to detailed correspondence with 
Channel 4 commissioners, Curtis’ presence within this history exists in the 
archive, both physically and symbolically. The archive is transformed into a 
constructed memory site, where the archival material simultaneously docu-
ments and commemorates the legacy of artists’ moving image on Channel 4. 
As such, Curtis’s role is not only historical but memorial: embedded within 
the affective and symbolic layers of the archive itself.

The presence of handwritten annotations, correspondence, programme 
drafts, and Arts Council England documentation situates the archive as a 
site of authorial inscription – where remnants of partial, affective traces of 
this contested and overlooked broadcast history. As Steedman reminds us, 
what is found in the archive is always shaped by what is missing. The British 
Artists’ Film and Video Study Collection thus becomes vital not only for its 
content, but for how it makes visible the silences, selections, and subjectivi-
ties that structure the archival record of this cultural moment. 
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3. REWIND Artists’ Video,  
Duncan Jordanstone College of Art

The final of the three archives that contains fragments of the neglected his-
tory of artists’ moving image on Channel 4 is the REWIND Artists’ Video, 
based at Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art & Design, University of 
Dundee. Established in 2004, REWIND was formed by video artist Stephen 
Partridge. The collection, focusing predominantly on video art created, pro-
duced, and exhibited throughout the 1970s and 1980s, was conceived out 
of a lack of attention to artists’ video work in the UK. The artists included 
within REWIND are emblematic of Partridge’s own contribution to this 
history as a video artist, being mainly artists and practitioners who worked 
alongside Partridge. 

In addition to a collection of moving image materials, what is most 
remarkable within REWIND is the well-established digital collection of 
paper-based ephemera and documents. Including interviews, press pack-
ets, contracts, production documents, and advertising material, REWIND 
embodies a comprehensive view into artists’ video practices, with all docu-
ments available as downloadable PDFs. It is within this extensive collection 
of ephemera that the moving image materials in the collection are contex-
tualised, the silences behind their broadcast histories filled by documen-
tation pertaining to the work’s production and transmission. The collec-
tion of paper-based materials holds significant relevance as they not only 
reflect the channel’s approach and understanding of artists’ moving image 
but also serves as an example of a particularly enriching material encounter 
within the archive. It encapsulates the distinctive broadcast history of these 
moving image works and further intertwines the moving image material 
with this complex historical narrative, whilst simultaneously celebrating ar-
chival ephemera for their ability to enrich this overlooked historiography. 
In the archive’s holdings of paper-based ephemera sourced directly from 
artists who worked with Partridge, REWIND responds to the fading of 
lived, communal recollection by materialising and symbolising a particular 
narrative of artists’ video history.
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Conclusion
In tracing the history of artists’ moving image on Channel 4 between 1982 
and 1992 through the archives of LUX, the British Artists’ Film and Video 
Study Collection, and REWIND, this paper has shown how fragment-
ed, partial, and affectively charged the process of reconstructing neglect-
ed broadcast histories can be. When viewed together, these archives play a 
vital role in safeguarding this overlooked history through their respective 
paper-based ephemera and moving image collections. These archives, far 
from offering a comprehensive or neutral record when viewed in isolation, 
function as what Nora terms lieux de mémoire – symbolic sites that preserve 
cultural memory in the face of its evaporation. Each collection reflects the 
curatorial, institutional, and personal perspectives of those who have shaped 
them, foregrounding the fabrication of the archive itself and the power 
structures that support them. Drawing on Carolyn Steedman’s insights into 
archival desire and absence, the act of research becomes one of navigating si-
lence, loss, and marginalisation as much as documentation. Ultimately, the 
story of artists’ moving image on Channel 4 is not fully contained within 
any one archive; rather, it emerges in the overlaps and gaps between them. 
This work demonstrates the value of a multi-archival approach not only in 
recovering overlooked histories but also in critically interrogating the pro-
cesses through which those histories are remembered, preserved, and told.
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Are They Radio or Television Programs?
A Case Study from Japan on the Audiovisual  
Representations of NHK Archives

Nanako Ota1

ABSTRACT
NHK (Nihon hōsō kyōkai), the Japanese public broadcasting monopoly, 
established and manages what is currently Japan’s largest online digitized 
media archive: NHK Archives. When a user accesses a radio program from 
NHK Archives, however, they discover an unexpected audiovisual experi-
ence. A relevant television program, film, or static image is automatically 
displayed along with the radio broadcast. This media synergy challenges 
archival approaches that rely exclusively on a single medium. 

The NHK Archives’ current representations of radio sound recordings 
complicate our use of archival sources by combining original audio with 
visual sources selected through a contemporary post-production editing 
process. On the one hand, the Archives allow a user to see an audio record-
ing’s historical, political, or cultural significance. At the same time, however, 
the Archives may misinform the user of how the original audio was heard 
by the listeners back in time. This paper examines radio programs broad-
cast during World War II and in the immediate post-war period. These 
programs are worth analyzing because they were important in and of them-
selves, but now have altered meanings in the digital environment with the 
new audiovisual representations.

KEYWORDS
Audiovisual representations; Japan; NHK Archives; radio; World War II

1	 This research was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 24K16165.
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1. The possibility of an “e-radio” approach  
to archival media research 

The first radio broadcast in Japan occurred in 1925; the first television 
broadcasts followed in 1953. In 2003, NHK (Nihon hōsō kyōkai) commem-
orated the 50th anniversary of television broadcasting by establishing the 
NHK Archives, an 8-story management facility in Kawaguchi, Saitama 
Prefecture, approximately one hour by train from central Tokyo. As of 
March 2023, the Archives store approximately 2.75 million news videos, 
1 million radio and television programs, 1.7 million news manuscripts, 
510,000 photographs, 360,000 CDs, 300,000 phonographic records, and 
more. In 2015, the 90th anniversary of radio broadcasting in Japan, NHK 
launched a Japanese-language website, also called NHK Archives2. The web-
site logs over 2 million monthly visitors and hosts some 30,000 edited news 
videos, radio broadcasts, and television programs (NHK 2024).

Certainly, NHK’s contributions as a public broadcaster delivering free-
ly accessible online services should be recognized. Yet this archive should 
also be examined through a rigorous media studies approach. One aspect 
that sets the NHK Archives apart is the pairing of archival radio program 
recordings with stock photographs or videos. In thinking about this issue, 
we might turn to sociologist Shunya Yoshimi, the president of the Japan 
Society for Digital Archives. He remarks on the future of books in a 2013 
interview:

To date, books have been a world that is basically completed by the text 
within the book. Digital technology, however, is erasing the boundary be-
tween image and text. Although we have reached this juncture, there is no 
single most creative way to combine image and text. [...] How can e-books 

2	 https://www.nhk.or.jp/archives/ (last accessed 31-03-25).

https://www.nhk.or.jp/archives/
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take on this challenge? [...] The answer to this question will mark the birth 
of new experimental media genres. (Yoshimi 2013) 

Yoshimi goes on to argue that “Japanese publishing and film records are 
essential when considering the history of East Asia from the second half of 
the 19th century onward. [...] Preserving and accessing these cultural mate-
rials are extremely important not only for Japanese society, but for Asia as a 
whole.” (Yoshimi 2013) This paper contends that radio broadcasts and their 
archival representations possess similar historical significance to wider Asian 
audiences beyond Japan.

And yet, compared to the word ‘e-books,’ there is no clearly identifiable 
‘e-radio’ genre. The NHK Archives’ amalgamation of radio programs with 
visual sources suggests we should approach this form of representation with 
the same concern that Yoshimi demonstrates regarding e-books. That is to 
say, we should consciously explore how the NHK Archives creatively com-
bine image and sound, and consider the possibility that users – in Japan and 
globally – are accessing a new mixed-media genre, a kind of ‘e-radio’. 

2. Audiovisual representations of public interview 
radio programs: challenges and opportunities

I would like to examine two specific radio programs that are accessible via 
the online NHK Archives and analyze the methods through which they are 
presented to viewers as both auditory and visual media. First is News from 
Demobilization3 (Fukuin dayori), which was broadcast in the immediate 
postwar period, 1946 to 1947. Second, I will consider a wartime program, 
Army Kamikaze, National Defenders: At a Certain Military Base4 (Rikugun 
tokubetsu kōgekitai ‘gokokutai’ bōkichi nite), from 1944.

Following Japan’s defeat in the World War II, some seven million 
Japanese soldiers and civilians were repatriated from Japan’s former imperial 
possessions and colonies. It is in this context that News from Demobilization 
began to broadcast in January of 1946, running until February 1947. This 
five-minute news program provided information from overseas regarding 

3	 “Fukuin dayori (News from Demobilization).” NHK Archives. https://www2.nhk.or.
jp/archives/movies/?id=D0009061193_00000 (last accessed 31-03-25).
4	 “Tokkō taiin no nikusei (The Voices of Army Kamikaze Pilots).” NHK Archives. https://
www2.nhk.or.jp/archives/movies/?id=D0001400329_00000 (last accessed 31-03-25).

https://www2.nhk.or.jp/archives/movies/?id=D0009061193_00000
https://www2.nhk.or.jp/archives/movies/?id=D0009061193_00000
https://www2.nhk.or.jp/archives/movies/?id=D0001400329_00000
https://www2.nhk.or.jp/archives/movies/?id=D0001400329_00000
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travel schedules for repatriation vessels, the conditions that remaining re-
patriates faced at various overseas locations, and other information relevant 
to demobilized troops and repatriated civilians.

As we can see in Figure 1, the NHK Archives provide this explanation 
under the title and broadcast information of the program. It does not, how-
ever, provide the specific date that the original radio broadcast was aired.

Figure 1

Before the user presses the play button, the title of the program is dis-
played in the middle of the window, while a small graphic that states “Radio” 
is displayed in the top right corner. Furthermore, the window displays an 
audio waveform that suggests to the viewer that the media will only include 
audio. Pressing the play button instead – and perhaps unexpectedly – begins 
by playing the image that we see in Figure 2.

The video that begins to play at the beginning of the stream runs for 
thirty-one seconds, and yet the “Radio” graphic (that has now moved to 
the top left corner) is displayed for only the first five seconds. Thereafter it 
disappears, as seen in Figure 3. Most problematically, the origin of this video 
is never stated to the viewer. Under the display window we find only broad 
metadata: “Genre: National News” and “Broadcast Year: 1945-1946”. 
Viewers who are unaware that radio broadcasts began in 1925 while tele-
vision broadcast did not begin until 1953 will almost certainly be unable 
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Figure 2 Figure 3

to distinguish whether News from Demobilization was a radio or television 
program. Although this kind of audiovisual representation – one that pro-
vides few historical or technical details – may indeed help contextualize 
the conditions of repatriation, the NHK Archives method of digitizing and 
streaming News from Demobilization could easily mislead a viewer without 
specific citations for both the radio audio and the accompanying video.

Next, I would like to consider a broadcast not from the postwar period, 
but during the height of the war. Army Kamikaze, National Defenders: At a 
Certain Military Base was broadcasted at 8 pm on December 17, 1944. Ten 
days before this broadcast, the unit featured on the program had launched 
from a base in the Philippines to attack a United States Warship off the coast 
of the Philippine Island of Leyte. The voices heard on the program had been 
recorded at a military base in Japan prior to their deployment overseas, but 
the broadcast occurred just days after they sacrificed their very bodies in a 
suicide attack. These voices were broadcast with the intent of rousing up the 
national war spirit.

The Army Kamikaze page on NHK Archives differs from News from 
Demobilization. Because the voices are hard to decipher, a transcript of the 
program has been provided under the viewing window. One of the soldiers 
left the following message for his family:

At this moment, I set off for the battlefield in high spirits. A man can 
have no greater dream than this, and I will surely carry out my important 
mission without fail. I vow this to my parents who so dutifully raised me, 
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and for whom I have nothing other than gratitude. I thank you from the 
depths of my heart. [...] Thank you also to my grandfather, uncle, aunt, all 
my relatives, my neighbor for your care. I joyfully set out for victory for 
all those back in my hometown. Finally, to my mother and father, I am 
flooded with emotions. Overwhelmed. With a deep sense of responsibility. 
I go now to victory with joy – true, true joy. Farewell! Goodbye!

Wartime listeners would have trained their ears on this soldier’s tone of 
voice – the way he speeds up or slows down, his pauses, vocal trembles, how 
he sometimes chokes up or slips into falsetto – and imagined an image of his 
expressions and emotions. Contemporary viewers of NHK Archives, on the 
other hand, who listen to this soldier repeat “I go now to victory with joy 
– true, true joy,” will have a contradictory experience. They will instead wit-
ness what is shown in Figure 4, a still picture that depicts the meek profiles 
of a group of soldiers with mouths closed and eyes downcast. The discrep-
ancy between the audio and visual information, or the imbalance between 
the original wartime propaganda and the contemporary effort to editorialize 
the image of these soldiers as victim, generates essential questions about war 
itself. Just eight short months before the end of the war, what caused these 
“national defenders” to be “overwhelmed”? Why were they “flooded with 
emotions”? Then the solders, who were once made “voiceful voiceless” (Ota 
2019), may start having their true voices as the answers to such questions, 
which can only be heard in the minds of contemporary viewers. 

Figure 4
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The origin of the photograph that accompanies the decisive moment in 
the radio broadcast is not identified. Yet we cannot simply dismiss the NHK 
Archives method of merging audio information with visual representation 
– especially in a way that was not available to contemporary wartime listen-
ers – as an inaccuracy or mistake. Rather, we might consider this a novel 
interpretation of war-related radio broadcasts that are brought to us today 
through digital archives that preserve, engage with, and make accessible a 
wide variety of media records.

3. Towards a new media theory of radio archives 
Looking towards future research, we should first expand the number of ra-
dio programs analyzed through this new archive. We should also aim to 
conduct interviews with NHK archival and editorial staff who produced 
the audiovisual content in order to better understand their process or inten-
tions. Unfortunately, given the enormous task of producing and managing 
such an archive, it seems possible that the records of individual editors may 
not have been kept.

The war experiences of Japanese people were recorded across various 
forms of media, including radio and television programs, films, photo-
graphs, et cetera. The NHK archives allow people today to encounter the 
war and its impact through these records. It should not be taken for granted, 
however, that by amalgamating and blending various digitized media, the 
NHK Archives provide a novel way of understanding the conditions during 
and immediately following the war. They transform single-format media 
into an open forum where people in the past and the present can have a 
dialogue by blurring or erasing the existing borders of media.

If the NHK Archives staff embraces this hybrid-media communication 
and draws their users’ attention to it, we could witness a new opportunity 
for listeners to grasp what the war truly was – and the voices that described 
it – through audiovisual representations of radio programs. As we saw in 
Army Kamikaze, voices that were originally broadcast as propaganda during 
the war can be re-assessed by contemporary listeners. In 2025, we can look 
towards a new commemoration – the 100th anniversary of radio broadcast-
ing in Japan. The NHK Archives can use this opportunity to further expand 
upon the potential of ‘e-radio’ and its use by the public.

This research was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 24K16165.
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