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April 27 and the Birth of Chicago Newsreel
An Interview with Peter Kuttner, Independent Filmmaker

By Abé Mark Nornes

—Newsreel is the prototypical political filmmaking collective. Were you
brought up in a political household?

. Tactually started in media before getting into politics. I knew that I wanted to get active,
but I basically watched from the sidelines more than anything. When the Vietnam War heated up
along with the protests, I was working in local televiston in Chicago.

—How did you make the step into activist filmmaking?

I quit my TV job in the fall of 67 and sort of went on the road. On my way to EXPO in
Montreal, I looked up some Canadian verité filmmakers I'd worked with in Chicago. They were
working out of the Toronto offices of Allan King , the director of Warrendale (1967) and were in
New York doing a film on Norman Mailer. One of their crew members was leaving and if I could
find them I could take his place. By the time I got to New York, the crew had already left for
‘Washington, DC, following Mailer to a huge peace demonstration at the Pentagon. I chased them
there, couldn’t find them, but got totally wrapped up in the action and found myself breaking
through the police lines with thousands of others to confront the armed guards. T chose not to get
arrested (although Mailer did) and went back to New York.

1 found the crew at the Chelsea Hotel and got hired. The British director knew Shirley
Clarke, the independent filmmaker known for Cool World (1964), Portrait of Jason (1967), and
The Connection (1961). She was living in the penthouse of the hote} and he wanted to show her a
film he'd made. She invited us up and at some point, she said that we had to leave because she had
some people coming, explaining that they were New York filmmakers who had shot footage at that
demonstration. She told us that they were going to talk about collaborating and working collective-
Iy, rather than making lots of different documentaries of their own. As we left, we met this other
group of filmmakers coming up the stairs. I learned later that this was the core group that ended vp
forming the New York Newsreel.

—How did you eventually join them?

I was back in New York, in January, I was talking to documentary filmmakers like D. A.
Pennebaker, the Maysles, Mike Shea about getting a job and T just happened to catch an announce-
ment in the Village Voice. It was for a screening of the film that Shirley Clarke had been talking
about: No Game. The first Newsreel. I went and saw the film. Then they showed some North
Vietnamese film and they had projection problems so I split early. This hippie-looking guy stopped
me, and asked me why 1 was leaving. Whatever I said must have indicated that I knew something
about filmmaking. He introduced himself as Melvin Margolis of Newsreel, and that they were
looking with people with production experience, and he gave me their address. I spent about five
weeks getting into it before they said that there’s not much for me to do in New York, but one way
I could help them is by going back to Chicago and opening a Newsreel office there. They had
friends who were organizing against the war there.

Their friends turned out to be Rennte Davis, Tom Hayden, and David Dellinger, who ran
the National Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam. So I ran Newsreel out of their office and I
got a quick education in New Left and radical politics. Rennie, Tom, and Dave were three of the
Chicago Seven charged with conspiracy to incite riots. [ became known as the Newsreel Guy in
Chicago. My other claim to fame is a moment in Robert Kramer’s Ice (1969), where two of the
armed protagonists meet on a street corner and exchange a can of film and one says, “Get this neg-
ative to Kuttner.”

Peter Kuttner | 01



When I got back to Chicago I put out word that we wanted local photographers and film-
makers to meet and talk about their relationship to the anti-war movement. I never said “Let’s start
a Newsreel.” It was more like “What do you want to do?” Chicago Film Coop was what came of
it.

——This was quite a change from local television work! How did your experience in tele-
vision play into your approach to Newsreel?

1 kind of developed a class analysis without really being able to articulate it. I grew up in a
middle-class neighberhood and went to public school. But both the grammar school and high
school served poor and working class families, too. So I had lots of friends who grew up a little
different from me. Also I'd already been working for some time and had quickly realized that
nobody was getting paid what they were worth. When [ worked 1in television I was at what later
became PBS and had already developed a dislike for the commercial networks. So Newsreel was a
good fit.

-——How many people were involved in it?

In Chicago, probably about 10. As many as 15, and as few as 5.1 met Jon Jost right when I
came back and while he didn’t like jumping into the Newsreel thing, he did like the Co-op idea.
Kurt Heyl had come out the Institute of Design at Illinois Institute of Technology. That was where
Moholy-Nagy and other Bauhaus people came when they left Germany. I think Kurt was teaching
there at the time. And Jon was already an accomplished filmmaker. Anyway, we were already the
distributor of the films being produced out of New York. And while we acted like a Newsreel, we
really made only one film.

——April 27...

Mayor Daley wanted to show that anyone planning to.come to the Democratic presidential
convention in August was going to get in trouble. So in April he had the police attack a peaceful
demonstration. It was produced by Jon, Kurt, and me. It probably doesn’t have a Newsreel logo,
but it became part of the Newsreel catalogue. I was thrilled years later when I got a call from
MoMA who wanted to show 1t in the Jost retrospective. It was always an extremely important film
to me because although some of my early work was political, it was in a kind of arty way. This
was the first really engaged piece I was involved with. To know that a filmmaker like Jon consid-
ers it part of his work as well is a great compliment.

—Did you at least start any other films?

We began a film on hunger that used the Illinois Chapter of the Black Panther Party. It was
about the Breakfast for Children, a major part of the Panther community activity. In the midst of
production it burned up in a fire.

A third film that we started about white working class kids was one that finally got made
with the help of the Kartemquin collective and Columbia College. That film was a direct result of
the organizing work of a group called Rising Up Angry.

—S50 the Chicago Newsreel, such as it was, did not have a large contingent of filmmak-
ers?

Well, you have to understand that there was already an interesting and active community
i Chicago. There was Kartemquin. They pretty much shared our politics and were probably better
filmmakers. They called what they did “social inquiry.” And they were brilliant in their use of
venité techniques. They said they were already doing work similar to Newsreel, but they offered us
their facilities. They simply didn’t want to lose their identity. History proved them right. They're
still making films and continue to act as sort of an incubator for a whole new generation of politi-
cally engaged filmmakers. We also had a relationship with a place called the Film Group. These
were cinema verité filmmakers that had formed a production company to do television commer-
cials, just like Maysles did to support other work. We tied in with them after the convention.
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—1I'm surprised you didn’t make a film about the convention.

We certainly shot it. After making April 27, we began to shoot some other films and we
also got taken up with political organizing. I came to feel that I liked showing the films, but I didn't
like taking the time to make the films. It was at this point that we established a relationship with
the Film Group, who went out to shoot at Lincoln Park and ended up clubbed and becoming radi-
cahized. This footage ended up 1n other films, especially those of the New York Newsreel.

——Jost has said that the New York Newsreel people took over what you had started...

1 know, but I don’t remember it that way. Jon and I had different opinions of New York.
And Jon had a much more developed and mature political analysis than I did. I wasn’t very deep. 1
thought wars were bad but I didn’t really know why. Jon had already spent years in a Federal peni-
tentiary for thinking wars were bad and acting on it. He was a draft resister before there was a
movement. 1 was very impressionable. The people I met in New York blew me away. Robert
Kramer, Norman Fruchter, Allan Siegel. They all seemed to know what they were doing. I didn’t
have a clue. And, like Jon, they continue to live by most of the same principles they held then.
Robert, of course, is gone but his work lives on. Norman doesn’t make films but has stayed solidly
left and active. And Allan who was the only original to stay when New York became Third World
continues to make films and fight the good fight. I remember once telling Fruchter that I couldn’t
imagine doing anything else but making and showing Newsreels.

——How did the Chicago Newsreel dissolve?

Kurt Heyl was a spiritual freak who wanted to make art films. Jon started making his own
films. Jerry Long was more interested in the political side; he became a Weatherman. Nancy
Hollander moved to Cincinnati to continue the work she’d started before Newsreel in Chicago’s
Uptown organizing poor white people. Steve Packard moved on from Newsreel into environmental
work, and started the prairie restoration movement, Skeets Millard died when he rolled his van in
Wisconsin. Actually, I was one of the first to go. You should probably ask this question of some-
body who stayed.

I left Newsreel to devote all my time to a group called Rising Up Angry, their name taken
from a Iyric of Max Frost and the Troopers in the movie, Wild in the Streets (1968). Still being “the
movie guy,” they asked me to write reviews of popular films for their newspaper. My first review
was of Bullit (1968), and similar films about young, hip cops. We titled it “All Movies About Pigs
Aren’t Made By Walt Disney.” Angry’s young white working class constituency were the potential

April 27
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Glorias and Meatheads of the Archie Bunker families in Chicago. I wanted to be an organizer not a
filmmaker. I got inte writing and graphics and came to feel that an issue of the newspaper would
reach more people than a film. This of course was still before video cassette distribution.

What brought me back to filmmaking was a call from Gordon Quinn and Kartemquin in
1972. They put out the word—just like we did in 1968—Tor like-minded filmmakers 1o come
together. By this point, Newsreel was probably not operating any more. It may have disappeared
altogether, becaunse there was a move from the urban centers to the college towns. Kartemguin sort
of took on the Newsreel role. Really something they'd been doing all along. A group of us includ-
ing two ex-Newsreelers-Jenny Rohrer and I-formed a working collective under the Kartemquin
name (we kept the name partly out of respect and partly because it sounded sort of Soviet).

We had 16mm cameras, sound recorders and flathed editors, and began to make some of
the films we wanted to make. Some of the leftover Newsreel work was brought there to complete.
One project was Trick Bag, which began as a Newsreel film. The problem was that the negative
bumed up in a fire. However, we decided to make it anyway, using the work print. I probably
wouldn’t have done that except that I had sort of bought into that Newsreel aesthetic of roughness.
1 remembered Kramer especially saying that the worse it looked the better. The slicker it was the
more likely the Man, the establishment, was behind it. This made it exciting. Sort of a manifesto.
We felt like we were on the cutting edge.

It was an incredible moment in my life. That I would be walking down this narrow stair-
case from Shirley Clarke’s apartment, and brush shoulders with the people about to start it ail. It
radically changed my life and taught me to view the world in 2 way I had not considered but con-
tinue more than thirty five years later.
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