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Basics

 - Know what you have

 - Create documentation

 - Store appropriately

 - Extend original or reformat

 - Apply curatorial appraisal

 - Media and playback

 - Permissions and broadcast

 - Know it will all change



Analog / digital / magnetic
Analog film 

A plastic sheet with a photosensitive emulsion that comes in 
various formats for still and video cameras. When exposed to 
light, plastic-based film creates an "analog" of the actual scene. 
Film was never called analog until digital cameras came on the 
scene.

Analog film has a greater resolution than most digital camera 
images. For example, a 35mm analog frame may resolve up to 
6,000 lines. Although digital IMAX theater cameras reach 7,000 
lines, consumer HD camcorders record only 1080 lines. The 
granularity of analog film is based on the emulsion molecule 
size. The granularity of digital images is based on the number of 
horizontal and vertical pixels in the sensor. 

As a technology, analog is the process of taking an audio or video 
signal (in most cases, the human voice) and translating it into 
electronic pulses. Digital on the other hand is breaking the 
signal into a binary format where the audio or video data is 
represented by a series of "1"s and "0"s. 



Analog / digital (2)

Analog- continuous wave (photography is a continuous tone 
process)

Digital- bits of data non continuous (in images we call this 
pixilated)

Digital recording: A recording in which binary numbers represent 
quantized versions of the voltage signals from the recording 
microphone or the video camera. On playback, the numbers are 
read and processed by a digital-to-analog converter to pro d u c 
e an analog output signal.

Analog recording: A recording in which continuous magnetic 
signals are written to the tape, re p resenting the voltage signals 
coming from the recording microphone or the video camera.



Visual clues to identification

Cassette

Open reel

Cartridge

Disc

Wire

Cylinder



Anatomy of media

 Content

 Media

 Format

 Base

 Emulsion

 Binder

Layers on magnetic tape
Image: Dr. John W.C. Van Bogart, Magnetic 

Tape Storage and Handling: A Guide for 

Libraries and Archives, National Media 

Laboratory, June 1995, available at 

http://www.clir.org/pubs/reports/pub54/2what_

wrong.html



Deterioration of media collections

Lacquer disc delamination

Hi8 videotape playback

16mm film with vinegar 

syndrome

Images: Slideshow of Deteriorating Media at the University of Indiana Bloomington at 

http://research.indiana.edu/resources/media_preservation/slideshow/index.html



Identification tools on the web: University of Michigan’s website of obsolete media at 

http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/tapes.html



Playback
Maintaining 

equipment

Maintaining skills to 

operate equipment 

without endangering 

originals

 Lack of industry 

support

Wire recorder image: Society for the Preservation 

of Antique Radio in Canada 

http://www3.telus.net/radiomuseum/

Quad machine image: The Quad Videotape Group 

http://www.quadvideotapegroup.com/Group%20Hi

story.htm



Survey Tools

Gather information in order to gauge 

scope, content, and value across 

collections

May use sample or exhaustive review

 Format /media

Duration

Content: who, what, when, where

Condition

 Playback

 Treatments (cleaning, respooling, 

repairs) 



http://www.dlib.indiana.edu/projects/sounddirections/facet/index.shtml



http://www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/services/preservation/audiosurvey.html



http://library.nyu.edu/preservation/movingimage/vipirshome.html



Library of Congress

Controlled vocabulary for describing, preservation, and reformatting

http://www.loc.gov/marc/bibliographic/pda-part3.pdf



Is the media

the message?

 preserve film

because the 

content is visible 

and the playbook mode has a 

particular “feel”

 preserve magnetic tape? the media 

has less inherent value

 migration captures content and 

makes it accessible

 or keep magnetic media “just in 

case” a more faithful transfer 

becomes available in the future

Marshall McLuhan
Image: McLuhan Global Research Network

at http://www.mcluhan.org/



Migration and reformatting
 Best equipment, 

capture, and media 

you can afford

Choose common, not 

exotic format

 Better to save 90% at 

adequate standards 

than 10% at highest

Make conscious 

decisions about file 

formats, file naming 

conventions

M. C. Escher



Obsolescence or extinction?

 Libraries do not drive this—industry does

 An obsolescent format is no longer being 

produce, but playback equipment, 

though rare, is still available

 An extinct format is one where neither 

the media or playback equipment not are 

available except to specialists

 “most [media] require sophisticated, 

purpose designed machines … to 

access information on the original 

carrier”

 Bipartite: equipment and carrier



Sony Betacam SP
 Preservation video 

format throughout the 

1990s

 Sony discontinued in 

2001

Now a whole generation 

of obsolete formats that 

need to be migrated

Will it ever end? 



Storage 
 Inert enclosures

Non-reactive surfaces

 Store film flat, tape vertically

Nitrate film in fireproof cabinets

 Separate master copies to off-site 

storage

Cold storage

 Secure server with backup for 

digital files



Store separately

Nitrate in fireproof cabinets

 Vinegary acetate, moldy film, separate 

from uncontaminated film

 Polyester film separate: chemically more 

stable but still prone to mechanical 

shrinkage

Use inert materials

Optimum storage is more cost effective 

than selected duplication



ANSI/ISO standards for film and tape

B&W silver gelatin film

Max 70F / 20-30% RH

Color film

36F / 20-30% RH

27F / 20-40% RH

14F / 20-50% RH

“the storage of videotape is complicated by the continuing debate about 

whether to safe the artifact as long as possible or only long enough so that it 

can be migrated to another format to ward off obsolescence*”

68F / 20-30% RH

59F / 20-40% RH

50F / 20-50% RH

*Obsolescence because of playback dependency



Monitoring

 Molecular sieves 

absorb moisture and 

off-gassing in sealed 

film containers

 A-D (Acid detection) 

strips monitor acidic 

vapor (“vinegar 

syndrome”)

 Prioritize needs for 

cold storage that will 

slow deterioration, or 

migration to new 

format



Curatorial issues: selection
“The decision to destroy material is irrevocable; the temptation to save all documentation is 

untenable” (NARA)

 Does the content have value or significance? 

 Is it unique: are there other copies in other collections?

 Legal responsibility?

 Is it within your mission & scope?

 Do you hold the rights to give access, broadcast, or 

reproduce? 

 Is it culturally sensitive?

 Condition: near loss? Obsolescence?

 Do you have funding to preserve it?

 Articulate a defensible policy that fits your institution



Rights Administration
sample from the Library of Congress
http://www.loc.gov/folklife/fieldwork/releaseform.html



Resources

 Professional archival 

organizations

 Local enthusiasts

 Successful projects at 

other institutions

Outreach events

Visit the Chicago Film  Archives for more 

information on “Home Movie Day” at 

http://www.chicagofilmarchives.org



http://www.arl.org/preserv/sound_savings_proceedings/



http://www.arl.org/preserv/sound_savings_proceedings/



Poster is available for $50 from IPI



http://www.iasa-web.org/



http://www.amianet.org/index.php

Check dates! 

Not all info on the 

web is current!



http://www.loc.gov/preserv/careothr.html



Alaska has two film 

preservation organizations

Alaska & Polar Regions Collections, Elmer E. Rasmuson 

Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks

http://www.amipa.org/



Whom to contact for further 
information:

dean.dawson@alaska.gov

dean.dawson@alaska.gov

Alaska State Archives
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mailto:dean.dawson@alaska.gov

