
American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works

Washington DC

The Electronic Media Review was published once every two years 

in print format by the Electronic Media Group (EMG), a specialty 

group of the American Institute for Conservation of Historic 

and Artistic Works (AIC), until 2013 and published online only 

thereafter. The Electronic Media Review is distributed as a benefit 

to members of EMG who held membership during the year of the 

issue. Additional copies or back issues are available from AIC. 

All correspondence concerning subscriptions, membership, back 

issues, and address changes should be addressed to:

American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works

727 15th Street NW, Ste. 500

Washington, DC 20005

info@conservation-us.org

http://www.conservation-us.org

The Electronic Media Review is a non-juried publication. Papers 

presented at the EMG session of the AIC Annual Meeting are 

selected by committee based on abstracts. After presentation, 

authors have the opportunity to revise their papers before 

submitting them for publication in The Electronic Media 

Review. There is no further selection review of these papers. 

Independent submissions are published at the discretion of the 

EMG Publications Committee. Authors are responsible for the 

content and accuracy of their submissions and for the methods 

and materials they present. Publication in The Electronic Media 

Review does not constitute official statements or endorsement by 

the EMG or by the AIC.

Jeffery Warda and Briana Feston-Brunet, Managing Editors

Edited by Helen Bailey, Briana Feston-Brunet, Karen 

Pavelka, and Jeffrey Warda

Volume Three Copyright © 2015

Electronic Media Group

American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works

All rights reserved by the individual authors

Layout by Amber Hares 

(Original design by Jon Rosenthal, JonRosenthalDesign.com) 

Typeset in Trade Gothic LT and Myriad Pro

Papers presented at the Electronic Media Group 

session of the 41st AIC Annual Meeting, Indianapolis, 

Indiana, 2013, and the 42nd AIC Annual Meeting, 

San Francisco, California, 2014.

The Electronic Media Review
 Electronic Media Group

                                                     Volume Three   2015



The Electronic Media Review  ■  Volume Three 2015 105

Presented at the Electronic Media Group Session, AIC 42nd Annual Meeting, May 28–31, 2014, San Francisco, CA.

LIFE AFTER TAPE: COLLECTING DIGITAL VIDEO ART 

JOANNA PHILLIPS AND AGATHE JARCZYK

The shift of artist-created video towards file-based formats and the approaching 

obsolescence of digital videotape challenge collecting art institutions in regard to 

the preservation, storage, and display of contemporary video artworks. In the pre-

vious era of digital videotape, the museum’s choice of master formats, migration 

cycles, and storage parameters was guided by established archival standards and 

best practices. Importantly, tape formats also defined the image geometry of the 

recorded video and ensured its compliance to broadcast standards and its compat-

ibility to standardized playback and display equipment.

 

In art production today, many artists make use of the rapid advancement of con-

sumer technology and no longer rely on semi-professional vendor-supported produc-

tion and post-production software. As a result, artist video files arrive at the museum 

in an abundance of different codecs, containers, frame rates, and pixel resolutions. 

Artists’ use of proprietary formats, especially of proprietary codecs, raises the con-

cern of limited file sustainability. In addition, the quality of mastering of artist video 

can reflect differing levels of technical expertise, and in some cases artist-provided 

files might be operational only on a computer, but are incompatible with standard-

ized video playback and display equipment in the galleries. The latter can neces-

sitate reformatting the artist-provided, native master files—a measure that touches 

on the notion of authorship and authenticity and can create an ethical dilemma for 
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the conservator. In this context it has to be discussed how 

far the museum interferes with the artistic process when 

making sustainable format recommendations or stipula-

tions regarding acquisition deliverables. 

Regardless of the question of which file formats to ac-

quire, museums must develop protocols and implement 

workflows for quality and condition checking video files. 

Not only may the artist’s video lack established standard-

ization, but different playback and display environments 

have a severe impact on the visual rendering of digital 

video. Thus, when defining a reference for the quality 

and condition of video artworks, a conservator should 

consider determining factors such as the computer’s 

graphic card, the player software, and the display tech-

nology. In addition to evaluating the video content, it is 

important to also adopt digital preservation standards 

and establish procedures for metadata creation, check-

summing, and redundant server storage. 

This paper is based on a joint research initiative between 

the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and the University 

of the Arts Bern, Switzerland. It identifies the challeng-

ing factors of collecting video art in digital file form and 

discusses possible approaches and tools the museum 

can employ to ensure the quality and integrity of the 

digital video material that enters its collection. 
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