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KNOWLEDGE OBSOLESCENCE IN AUDIOVISUAL PRESERVATION: 
Legacy Skills as Cultural Heritage 

Technical skills that once supported audiovisual production in the commercial sector are now 

essential for the preservation of obsolete analog media. Audiovisual archivists, engineers and 

technicians must mobilize to ensure the technical knowledge specific to playback equipment is 

transferred between generations and communities of practice so content on obsolete media is not 

lost. Paramount among these at-risk formats is analog video, due to magnetic tape’s rapid rate of 

deterioration, which quickly renders it unplayable. Because of this phenomenon, realistic 

collaborations must be forged to explore creative solutions and maximize resources within the 

timeframe we have been left to preserve analog videotape formats. 

Our task ahead as cultural heritage practitioners is to understand the documentation and 

workflows that will serve our field best in the years to come. To explore some of the possibilities for 

facilitating knowledge transfer of necessary technical skills, I will discuss two approaches to this issue 

that have previously been attempted. The first of these is hands-on mentorship, where technical skills 

are taught by older engineers or technicians to younger apprentices. The second explores bottom-up 

strategies, such as partnerships connecting archives and collecting institutions with larger proprietary 

companies. 

While all legacy formats involve issues of technical knowledge obsolescence, I am focusing on 

analog video since this issue directly affects the lifespan of this particularly fugitive medium. The 

physical materials of each media format determine its lifespan, as well as their conservation, 

restoration and preservation needs. For example, the magnetic oxide on analog tape is distinctly 

different than the emulsion on film, or dyes of an optical disk. In addition to the physical makeup of 

analog video, which was not built to last, it has also been a preservation priority for many collections 

due to the fact that all its formats are now obsolete. Although the original video decks remain the only 

way to pull the content from their carriers, new parts for these machines are no longer manufactured. 

Therefore, this paper will focus on magnetic video media and its playback equipment. 
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THE DOWNWARD SLOPE OF OBSOLESCENCE 

The future of analog videotape is mired within a set of circumstances often referred to as the 

“magnetic media crisis.” This term refers to the grim trifecta of the limited time left to preserve 

videotapes before they become unplayable due to deterioration, the dependency on obsolete 

playback equipment, and the sheer volume of material on tape formats that far outweigh the resources 

available to tackle the backlog.1 Mike Casey, the Audiovisual Director of Technical Operations for 

Indiana University’s Media Digitization and Preservation Initiative (MDPI), helped to popularize this 

term. He argues that not only will this onslaught of content be overwhelming in terms of the labor 

hours it would require, but the work will become prohibitively expensive as parts and resources 

become unavailable: 

As obsolescence deepens, the knowledge of how to repair old players becomes scarce. 
Even the knowledge and experience required to successfully play a deteriorating 
obsolete recording on a legacy playback machine fades away. Finally, tools and 
supplies needed to sustain the machines and the formats themselves vanish. Some 
media preservationists believe that there may not be enough working audio and video 
playback machines left to currently digitize everything currently held in archival vaults.2 

With dwindling replacement parts and expertise, the costs to maintain obsolete equipment or 

outsource media for preservation will only continue to rise. With the countless delicate machined 

components that are continually exposed to deteriorating tape in the process of playback, analog 

decks are prone to frequent equipment malfunction or failure. Without professionally trained staff who 

can troubleshoot these mechanical hiccups, in-house digitization is out of the question. 

In 2015, the concern surrounding the ability to maintain analog video decks was articulated by 

Ben Turkus, then a student in New York University’s Moving Image Archiving and Preservation (MIAP) 

program: 

1  Magnetic tape suffers from a pervasive type of deterioration called sticky-shed syndrome or “stiction.” This is where the 
binders and coatings on the tape chemically breakdown due to hydrolysis. If these conditions become too severe, the tape 
will eventually be unplayable. This is also problematic since even though a video recording produces a visual image, the 
content is only machine readable. For further reading about the physical materiality of tape please refer to Charles 
Bensinger, The Video Guide, Santa Barbara: Video-Info Publications, 1979; Ken Marsh, Independent Video: A Complete 
Guide to the Physics, Operation, and Application of the New Television for the Student, the Artist, and for Community TV, 
San Francisco: Straight Arrow Books, 1974; Videofreex, The Spaghetti City Video Manual: A Guide to Use, Repair, and 
Maintenance, New York: Praeger, 1973; and Marcus Weise, How Video Works: From Analog to High Definition, (2nd 
edition) Oxford: Focal Press, 2007. 

2  Mike Casey, “Why Media Preservation Can’t Wait: The Gathering Storm,” IASA Journal, no. 44 (January 2015): 15-16. 
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In the race to preserve the world’s audiovisual cultural heritage, nearly all roads point 
back in the same, inevitable direction: in order to achieve our goals, and save as many 
of these markers of “witness” and “memory” as we possibly can, the archival community 
must turn its attention more fully to the machines that play integral roles in the process 
of extraction or migration that is digitization.3 

Turkus later went on to work at the Bay Area Video Coalition (BAVC) where he spearheaded a National 

Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) grant proposal “All Hands on Deck” that proposed a curriculum 

to teach younger generations of archivists to get “under the hood,” and learn the hands-on skills 

necessary to repair analog tape decks. This grant’s narrative explicitly argued that both the equipment, 

and the knowledge base to operate and maintain it, were necessary for audiovisual preservation: 

Audiovisual archivists depend upon functioning playback equipment in order to 
transfer these documents of America's artistic and cultural heritage to digital formats 
for long-term preservation. But the companies that designed and distributed these 
pieces of equipment no longer exist, or have long ceased providing technical support 
for these devices. In the wake of a sunsetting industry, it is increasingly difficult for 
audiovisual preservationists to obtain the technical knowledge needed to maintain and 
repair magnetic media playback machines. That knowledge resides with a diminishing 
number of video experts and engineers.4 

Both Turkus and “All Hands on Deck” succeed in driving home the fact that this issue of technical 

obsolescence is no longer simply a mechanical one, but also a human issue. 

While equipment necessary to carry out this work has begun what Casey describes as the 

“downward slope of obsolescence,” the disappearance of technicians who learned on the bench to 

acquire expertise are only small parts of the puzzle. In his article, “Why Media Preservation Can’t Wait: 

The Gathering Storm,” Casey provides a list of these and other formidable barriers to preservation:5 

● End of manufacturing
● End of availability in the commercial marketplace
● End of bench technician expertise
● End of bench technician tools
● End of calibration and alignment tapes
● End of parts and supplies
● End of availability in the used marketplace

3  Ben Turkus, “All Hands on Deck: A Case Study,” Paper for NYU MIAP Independent Study with Mona Jimenez, (December 
7, 2015): 1. 

4  Bay Area Video Coalition (BAVC), “All Hands on Deck Draft #2,” National Endowment for the Humanities Preservation 
and Access Education and Training Program grant proposal, (May 2015). 

5  Mike Casey, “Why Media Preservation Can't Wait: The Gathering Storm,” International Association of Sound & 
Audiovisual Archives Journal, no. 44, (January 2015): 16. 
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● End of playback expertise

Casey argues that with so many overlooked but increasing obstacles, these challenges have mounted 

to a point of no return. In the position we currently find ourselves, the best outcome remains 

ubiquitous damage control. 

IMPACT ON MEDIA PRESERVATION & ARCHIVAL PRACTICE 

Although the approximate time frame varies slightly from source to source, it is unanimously 

recognized that analog tape has between 10-15 years until it will become unplayable and the content 

will ultimately be lost. This projected timeline gives archivists until 2028 or so to find a way to grapple 

with these daunting statistics. As the window of time left to preserve this unstable format closes, the 

knowledge gap between the user and equipment conversely widens. The questions that need to be 

asked are terminal. It is not a matter of if we will lose content, but rather how much. Similarly, it is not 

if obsolescence will become absolute, but when. Sadly, not much seems to have changed since 

Casey’s article was published in 2015, aside from the preexisting agreement among cultural heritage 

professionals that this media needs to be migrated before it is too late. In his 2002 article, “Reel to 

Real: A Case Study of BAVC's Remastering Model,” Luke Hones emphasizes the relationship between 

video playback equipment for viewing and preservation and the lack of necessary documentation of 

technical expertise: 

Many early practitioners have moved on; many early groups disbanded long ago. 
Memories are hazy, and paper records lost or destroyed. Thirty-five years later we find 
that our field is in danger of misplacing its own history. Our society is in danger of losing 
these cultural and historical documents.6 

Hones goes on to discuss magnetic media in the context of the collective memory of our culture and 

history of independent electronic media. He argues this collective memory now resides on a medium 

that was never intended to last, despite its prevalent use. 

 ...videotape was never engineered to be a permanent record, and no professional 
society recognizes it as a permanent recording medium. Next to nitrocellulose film, 

6  Luke Hones, “Reel to Real: A Case Study of BAVC's Remastering Model,” Experimental TV Center, Last modified 2002, 
Accessed October 12, 2018, http://www.experimentaltvcenter.org/book/export/html/5782. Luke Hones has a long history 
working at BAVC. In 2014 he was the Research and Development Director and is responsible for the preservation research 
that led to 1/2-inch open reel transfer services BAVC still provides. In the Playback catalog from 1996, he is listed as the 
Facility Manager and Associate Director of BAVC who started working there in 1989. 

4



ISSUE PAPER 

Brianna Toth, MLIS MAS 2019 

videotape is probably the next best medium for a society which did not wish to be 
reminded of its past.7 

Whether this situation is due to society’s willful forgetfulness, short-term commercial interests of 

manufacturers, or the repercussions of cheap immediate access without thought to long-term 

implications, archivists have been thrust into a losing battle where none of the odds are in their favor. 

Furthermore, as the generation of technicians who ushered in the birth of magnetic media continue 

to age or retire, it becomes more and more apparent how little of this knowledge has been passed 

on. 

The vast majority of late twentieth and early twenty-first century history and events have been 

recorded on magnetic tape—having been a medium used by early television, artists, activists, and later 

made accessible to the general public on the commercial market. The affordability of commercial tape 

and evolution to portable cameras assisted in the decentering of power dynamics and providing a 

medium for the powerless to express their voice. Underrepresented communities made public access 

programs, pornography, and home movies that represented their lives and identities. Video artists 

such as Nam June Paik challenged ideas of what artwork could be, while activist collectives like 

Videofreex or TVTV formed around what they believed to be a democratic medium. Perhaps some of 

the most infamous footage shot by public bystanders was of the 1991 Rodney King police beating 

and the 1992 LA Riots. Today this footage is still available and being used in numerous documentaries 

about these events. The B-roll used in the Amazon documentary Lorena (2019), which reexamines the 

one-sided narrative of the Lorena Bobbitt case, or the Netflix series Wild Wild Country (2018) about 

the Rajneeshpuram community and their controversial spiritual leader Osho, are more recent 

examples of historic events recorded on analog tape. These tapes are historical documents and 

records of collective memory. However, the future of this content is contingent on the technology 

necessary to replay it. Without working playback equipment, these historical documents cannot be 

salvaged. 

7  Library of Congress, Television and Video Preservation 1997: Report on the Current State of American Television and 
Video Preservation, by William Thomas Murphy, Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, October 
1997, 25. 
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A TIMELINE OF FORGETFULNESS 

Concern about the lifespan of magnetic tape began as early as 1983 at the First Joint Technical 

Symposium (JTS). However, what was presented at the symposium focused on the materiality of 

videotape.8 In the years that followed, various issues were addressed by moving image archivists 

including the chemical makeup of magnetic tape, a potential video preservation format, cleaning 

techniques, proper storage conditions, video error identification and cataloguing standards. Although 

numerous topics related to video preservation were given attention, none of these efforts included 

the preservation of playback equipment. If they did, it was a brief mention or footnote and the main 

focus remained carrier and object specific. 

During the mid-1990s several surveys were conducted about the volume and condition of 

videotape holdings, but these did not extend beyond providing a picture of the preservation that still 

needed to be done. Perhaps the most ambitious survey was the Health Heritage Index Report from 

2005 that detailed the preservation needs of over 14,500 U.S. collections held in the public trust. In 

this survey, playback equipment is only mentioned in relation to questioning what institutions' 

conservation and preservation programs encompassed and what training was provided. In the final 

report this data appears within a graph, but is not discussed further within the text or mentioned 

elsewhere in the survey results.9 Video playback machines continued to be overlooked in the Council 

on Library and Information Resources (CLIR) reports on videotape in both 1993 and 1995, and was 

only momentarily discussed in the Association of Moving Image Archivists (AMIA)’s “Local Television: 

A Guide to Saving Our Heritage” report in 2003.10 Although the Library of Congress held a hearing in 

8  In the JTS publication from the symposium that was published in 1986, essays from Jim Wheeler of Ampex Corporation 
appear about the “Long Term Storage of Videotape.” Wheeler later went on to publish numerous guides for video until 
his death in 2017. Film archivist Sam Kula spoke on “The Preservation of Television,” as well as a FIAT survey that 
unsuccessfully attempted to create an international inventory of videotape equipment. So, although this was a component 
of the survey under discussion, endangered technology was not a theme of this symposium, nor was this issue brought up 
by any other speaker that year. “Joint Technical Symposium,” Co-ordinating Council of Audiovisual Archives Associations 
(CCAAA), Accessed January 22, 2019, https://www.ccaaa.org/pages/news-and-activities/joint-technical-symposium.html. 

9  Heritage Health Index, A Public Trust At Risk: The Heritage Health Index Report on the State of America’s Collections, 
Washington, D.C.: Heritage Preservation, 2005, 71. 

10 The Council on Library and Information Resources (CLIR), Directory of Information Sources On Scientific Research Related to 
the Preservation of Sound Recordings, Still And Moving Images, and Magnetic Tape, by Margaret S. Child, Report #40, 
Washington, D.C.: Commission on Preservation and Access, September 1993, 
https://www.clir.org/pubs/reports/child/child/; The Council on Library and Information Resources (CLIR), Magnetic Tape 
Storage and Handling, by John Van Bogart, Report #54, Washington, D.C.: Commission on Preservation and Access, June 
1995, https://www.clir.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/pub54.pdf; and The Association of Moving Image Archivists (AMIA), 
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1996 on the Preservation of Television and Video which mentioned obsolete equipment, these 

proceedings once again focused predominantly on the physical vulnerability of magnetic tape. The 

only survey conducted that specifically addressed video playback equipment is from 2008 by the 

Independent Media Arts Preservation (IMAP).11 This survey sought to gauge interest in several 

potential projects for the future, including: an online registry of playback equipment, the creation of a 

template that could be used to help inventory and catalog such equipment, and a cooperative effort 

to share parts and expertise. However, none of these projects materialized after the report was 

published. Subsequently, no other efforts have been made to assess the implications of obsolete 

equipment as part of at risk cultural heritage. What can be gleaned by the efforts thus far is that there 

has indisputably been concern surrounding the materiality of videotape, but little progress has been 

made to understand this issue holistically by including the machines that accompany it. With the 

minimal attention analog video decks have been given and established need for the knowledge 

transfer of necessary technical skills, I will discuss two contrasting approaches to this issue that have 

previously been attempted. 

APPROACH #1 
Mentorship: Hands-On Technical Proficiency & Getting Under the Hood 

Before the issue of obsolescence took hold, many of the knowledge keepers working with 

analog video were broadcast technicians or pioneers of early electronics. These individuals learned 

their skills as traditional engineers or were mentored as apprentices in a commercial setting. These 

skills were simply part of a technical trade decades before there were degree programs for media 

archiving or preservation. While a handful of these types of degree programs now exist, technical skills 

are often not a large part of the curriculum.12 Interdisciplinary instruction is required for such a 

Local Television: A Guide to Saving Our Heritage, by the AMIA Local Television Task Force, Hollywood: The Association of 
Moving Image Archivists; New York: The National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, 2003, https://amianet.org/wp-
content/uploads/Resource-LTV-Guide-1.pdf. 

11 Independent Media Arts Preservation (IMAP), Obsolete Videotape Playback Equipment Project: National Survey Final 
Report, by Jeffrey Martin, New York: Independent Media Arts Preservation, Inc., March 26, 2008. This project was a result 
of Mona Jimenez’s “Artist Instrumentation Database Project,” which was a prototype database template for cataloging 
technological devices used or invented by artists working with audio, video, and computers.  

12 It should be noted that there is some coursework within New York University’s Moving Image Archiving and Preservation 
(MIAP) program that addresses hands on skills for video preservation, but the program itself covers many formats. It was 
only in 2018 that NYU offered a four year degree in Time-based Media Art Conservation with the help of Mellon Grant 
funding that focuses on many technical skills like those necessary for video preservation. Prior to these degrees being 
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program, which has taken time to take hold in academia, and so the existing curricula are still 

developing. Furthermore, the types of mentorships that enabled these knowledge keepers to learn 

their specialized skills no longer exist, as industries have shifted and jobs dissolved with the analog 

technologies they served. One solution to this is finding mentors from this aging generation to teach 

the skills for the installation, maintenance, operation, and repair of audiovisual analog technology. 

This requires proficiency in soldering, wiring, cleaning, basic electronics, and mechanics in addition 

to media sensitivity. Needless to say, it can be challenging to find people who possess this knowledge 

and are also willing to share it with those who want to learn. This education is not a quick process, 

since it can take years to develop. Furthermore, for those who previously utilized their technical 

knowledge to secure careers and sustain their livelihoods, working pro bono “for the love” does not 

translate across the generational divide. 

Michael Angeletti, Stanford Media Preservation Lab’s (SMPL) Moving Image Digitization 

Specialist, who previously worked as a technician in the broadcast and television industry, is a perfect 

example of someone who learned as an apprentice in a now extinct production setting. Similarly 

Kenneth Zin (a.k.a. Ken Zin), who was the Principle Engineer at BAVC for many years, built his 

repertoire of knowledge over a 45 year career of specialized work in the commercial sector.13 With 

their specialized backgrounds and continued work with analog video, Angeletti and Zin began the 

EIAJ Refurbishment Project for SMPL in 2011. Working together for 40 hours over the course of 10 

weeks, they successfully refurbished a ½” open reel Sony AV-3650 EIAJ-1 VTR (Video Tape Recorder) 

to assist with Stanford’s reformatting of valuable collections and future acquisitions. The intent of this 

collaborative project was to demonstrate and document how refurbished legacy equipment could 

result in funding being re-allocated to at-risk media, audiovisual preservation, and future acquisitions 

by eliminating the cost of outside vendors. 

offered, there were a handful of programs that were specific to film preservation–such as the University of East Anglia who 
established a MA in Film and Television Archiving in 1990 and the L. Jeffrey Selznick School of Film Preservation offering 
a one year certificate in 1996. See the “Research” page of my professional website for a current list of existing degree 
programs: https://www.brianna-toth.com/degree-programs-workshops. 

13 Beginning as an army technician who dealt with videotape modifications to record radar signals, Zin later went on to work 
as a video engineer for Memorex, the Ampex Corporation, and NASA. He no longer works at BAVC, but does work 
sporadically for them along with other clients as an independent contractor Zin! VTRWorks. Zin! VTRWorks, Accessed 
November 9, 2018, http://www.zinvtrworks.com/. 
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In 2015, the success of the project served as an inspiration for Ben Turkus, who put into practice 

the framework and documentation created from it by initiating his own project with Zin and BAVC 

colleague Kelly Haydon. Together, they successfully refurbished a Sony EIAJ-1 deck—a piece of 

equipment necessary for BAVC’s open reel transfer services. Having both started working at BAVC 

straight out of school during a transitional time for the organization, Haydon and Turkus had little 

guidance or video engineering support: 

The gaps in our knowledge were glaring, especially when decks broke down, [which 
was] a frequent occurrence with our specialty format: half-inch open reel video. The 
need for robust technical training for media preservationists was not available and this 
was impacting our ability to preserve at standards.14 

In essence, their success with the project proved Angeletti’s argument: the documentation he and Zin 

created could be utilized by other institutions to sustain their preservation efforts more cost effectively 

by repairing decks so analog video formats did not have to be outsourced for digitization.  

That same year, the work done by Turkus, Haydon and Zin served as the foundation for BAVC’s 

“All Hands on Deck” NEH grant proposal. The proposal had three main goals: to create a 30-hour 

training curriculum that could be integrated into audiovisual preservation workflows and educational 

programs for VTRs; use the curriculum to teach a hands-on training workshop to 10 audiovisual 

archivists who would then go back to their institutions and train other staff; and develop an online 

resource that made the curriculum freely available to assist with the maintenance and repairs of VTRs. 

Having been rejected twice by the NEH since 2015, the proposal seems to have lost momentum, and 

both Turkus and Haydon have since relocated to New York. Although it was generally agreed that the 

need expressed by the grant proposal was clear, it sadly never found the financial support necessary 

for it to be actualized. 

APPROACH #2 
Bottom Up Strategies: Large Scale Migration & Digitization 

Rather than attempt to learn the technical skills for the repair and maintenance of obsolescing 

equipment that can take years to fine tune, some have focused their attention on migrating content 

from legacy formats–whether it be onto new tapes or digitally transferring content to another format. 

14 Kelly Haydon, email message to Brianna Toth, January 15, 2019. 
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Using this tactic, the motivation is to work aggressively against the timeframe of tape’s waning 

lifecycle. Mike Casey has taken this approach and applied it on a massive scale. Starting in 2013, the 

goal of the Media Digitization and Preservation Initiative (MDPI) is to digitally preserve the 350,000 

items of significant media holdings at all IU campuses by their Bicentennial in 2020. To date, 96% of 

their audio and video recordings have been transferred.15 However, this initiative was a long time 

coming. The groundwork for this ambitious project began as early as 1998, when the university 

formed the Digital Library Program, which assessed their media holdings. This was followed by 

receiving multiple grants to work on various media collections, conducting a university-wide survey 

that focused on media preservation, and forming a Media Preservation Initiative Task Force who 

drafted a strategic plan for developing the MDPI. 

What is unique about this particular example is not just the scale of the project and lengthy 

planning process, but the bottom up strategies that were incorporated into the digitization workflows 

that marry the interests of industry and archives. Part of the strategic plan of IU Bloomington’s task 

force was partnering with the Sony conglomerate Sony-Memnon. By absorbing Memnon Archiving 

Services who provide “industrial-scale digitization workflows” to preservation standards, Sony has 

expanded their services beyond robust technical support. Together they can support large workflows 

that transfer multiple items simultaneously—making them an ideal candidate to assist the MDPI process 

their audiovisual material at the rigorous pace necessary to meet their 2020 goal. In addition to these 

workflows, IU Bloomington has also established an on-site digitization lab with the help of Sony-

Memnon, known as IU’s Media Digitization Studios. This facility works with problematic and fragile 

items that require a 1:1 transfer rate. With these workflows working in tandem, IU Bloomington is in a 

unique position where they have the best of both worlds: targeted meticulous preservation and the 

infrastructure and support from a proprietary company for rapid digital migration.  

In the past, when analog video was a commercial standard and in prevalent use, the possibility 

of partnering with proprietary companies like this would have been out of the question. Previously, 

many engineers would not share their specialized knowledge, because their livelihoods where 

dependent upon it. Now that those circumstances are no longer the norm, and partnerships like that 

15 Indiana University Bloomington, The Media Digitization and Preservation Initiative (MDPI). Accessed April 10, 2019. 
https://mdpi.iu.edu/. 

10



ISSUE PAPER 

Brianna Toth, MLIS MAS 2019 

of IU Bloomington and Sony-Memnon serve as an example of collaboration on a massive scale, it is 

time to ask if similar partnerships can be formed to assist smaller cultural heritage institutions with their 

video collections. 

ASSESSING SCALABILITY 

Both approaches discussed in this paper are viable solutions with their own set of advantages 

and shortcomings. Although mentorships are perhaps the most comprehensive way to pass on this 

endangered knowledge, this approach is often not conducive to the resources available at institutions 

with analog video in need of preservation. Shortcomings of the mentorship model are: it cannot be 

applied on a large scale with the time that proficient training requires, the demographic of skilled 

mentors are rapidly diminishing, and the sheer volume of material in need of preservation 

overshadows available time and labor. 

These drawbacks are indicative of the feedback from the NEH review committee who 

expressed skepticism about the budget for “All Hands on Deck,” which only funded training for ten 

individuals, who were then expected to share their skills using the train-the-trainer workshop model 

developed for the Library of Congress’ Digital Preservation Outreach and Education program to make 

it sustainable.16 Although Haydon still advocates for the motivation behind the proposal, she believes 

creative solutions that look beyond the mentorship model and doomsayer rhetoric are necessary. 

The general idea behind AHOD is great. It boldly points out that not only archivists care 
about sustaining obsolete equipment as long as we need to get the content off tape, 
which is the part everybody cares about (or should). But I think we should end this “we 
need to get these engineers to teach us before they are dead and the knowledge is 
gone” alarmism and think more creatively. Instead, I believe the goal of AHOD should 
be to encourage new technology, support students in mechanical and electrical 
engineering, to solve these archival problems by building new machines, like we did 
with film scanners.17 

Haydon’s insight may have been shared by the NEH, since they chose to fund a different BAVC grant 

proposal for the open source software QCTools instead of “All Hands on Deck.” This software was 

developed to assist with quality control during preservation and transfer processes. Since 2015 it has 

16 Bill LeFurgy, “Library of Congress To Launch New Corps of Digital Preservation Trainers,” The Signal (blog), Last 
modified September 16, 2011, Accessed November 9, 2018, https://blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2011/09/library-of-
congress-to-launch-new-corps-of-digital-preservation-trainers/. 

17 Kelly Haydon, email message to Brianna Toth, January 15, 2019. 
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been integrated into workflows at BAVC, Dance Heritage Coalition, MOMA, Anthology Film Archives 

and Die Osterreichische Mediathek.18 However, it is useless without decks that can read the tapes in 

the first place. 

Conversely with bottom up strategies like the partnership between IU Bloomington and Sony-

Memnon, work can be done on the scale necessary to combat the deterioration rate of videotape and 

also accommodate the volume of material in need of migration. By forging these types of alliances 

that hover between motivations of preservation and profit driven production, proprietary knowledge 

can be shared more freely about obsolete equipment these companies once produced. IU 

Bloomington’s partnership with Sony-Memnon is a prime example of this. However, the specificities 

of this relationship make it unclear if this approach can be adapted for others as a result of the unique 

circumstances that make this partnership possible. The most obvious challenge with this approach is 

reconciling the tension between the commercial interests of a company and the preservation priorities 

of smaller collecting institutions who may not have as much material to be migrated. One reason IU 

Bloomington was able to attract a company like Sony-Memnon who can work on a massive scale was 

that they had a massive amount of work for them to do. Many of the institutions that could benefit from 

this type of partnership cannot provide as much work. Another unique factor of this partnership was 

IU Bloomington building their transfer facility on their campus for the 1:1 workflows necessary for 

fragile media. According to Casey, it is doubtful Sony would be interested in building another facility, 

since the one at IU Bloomington is intended to become their premier digitization hub in the United 

States. To replicate this facility would potentially create competition between service providers owned 

by the same company, especially since available funding for audiovisual preservation work is highly 

competitive.19 Nevertheless, without a facility doing intensive 1:1 workflows with engineers who 

learned through mentorships, the MDPI would not be able to digitize all of the university’s collections. 

Lastly, the MDPI is also unusual because of the buy-in and support from the university’s President and 

office of the Provost. This support was initiated by Casey who approached Ruth Stone, a Professor 

Emerita of Ethnomusicology at IU Bloomington who had accepted a research position in office of 

18 Kathy Murray, “QCTools: Open Source Toolset to Bring Quality Control for Video within Reach,” The Signal (blog), Last 
modified September 30, 2014, Accessed April 10, 2019, https://blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2014/09/qctools-open-source-
toolset-to-bring-quality-control-for-video-within-reach/. 

19 Casey, Mike. Interviewed by Brianna Toth. April 2, 2019. 
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provost. Stone, having a vested interest in preserving obsolete recordings of music, was instrumental 

with garnering support for the survey which eventually won over the provost. Given these 

circumstances that led to the success and support of the MDPI, it seems difficult to apply them to 

another institution in the same way. However, what is certain is that relationships with proprietary 

companies are now possible if the right partnerships can be stuck. 

CONCLUSION 

In the end, what is ultimately at stake is the content on analog video, which holds much of our 

history and collective memory. However, we cannot save content without the technology to extract it 

from its carrier. We must evaluate the pros and cons of each approach to create a hybrid solution with 

the thorough and precise nature of mentoring and robust capability of partnerships with other 

companies, organizations or departments within the same institution. By drawing upon these past 

efforts with the aid of hindsight, I argue that we can move forward and make progress with adaptive 

strategies. To do this communities within and outside of the diverse professional disciplines of culture 

heritage must mobilize. Evidence of this kind of collaboration has been a success within projects in 

the field of Time-Based Media Conservation. MOMA’s conservation of Nam June Paik’s video 

sculpture Untitled (1993) is a perfect example, which required the help of a trained conservator, the 

audiovisual engineer and an electrical technician who helped Paik build the original piece. Looking to 

these success stories in neighboring disciplines allows us to adopt similar practices, workflows, and 

partnerships. 

Advocacy for knowledge transfer in relation to playback equipment is crucial and dependent 

upon collaboration, which has succeeded in the past with the development of standards for the 

handling and storage of videotape. As discussed with the surveys that have been conducted, many 

professional organizations such as Association of Moving Image Archivists (AMIA), Association for 

Recorded Sound Collections (ARSC), Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) and 

the Image Permanence Institute (IPI) have established guides and preservation standards over the 

past four decades.20 However, these past efforts are rooted in the physicality of tape, and for the most 

20 Some examples of these guides include Videotape Preservation Fact Sheet, Hollywood: Association of Moving Image 
Archivists, 2002; Association for Recorded Sound Collections, ARSC Guide to Audio Preservation, eds. Sam Brylawski, 
Maya Lerman, Robin Pike, Kathlin Smith, Washington D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources and the National 
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part have neglected the playback equipment, yet they serve as evidence of prior knowledge transfer 

within the profession of media preservation. We can take these efforts a step further, since issues of 

knowledge obsolescence are not unique to magnetic media, and will only increase as technology 

inevitably evolves. Today proprietary programs are becoming obsolete along with the equipment that 

runs them. This will only continue to escalate as new formats are introduced. Therefore, if we can 

expand our understanding of obsolescence and look to innovative approaches to address this 

complex issue, we will be more equipped to cope with other scenarios that will inevitably arise as 

media continues to change over time. 

Recording Preservation Board of the Library of Congress, 2015; and The Preservation of Magnetic Tape Collections: A 
Perspective, by Jean-Louis Bigourdan, James M. Reilly, Karen Santoro, Gene Salesin, Rochester: Image Permanence 
Institute Rochester Institute of Technology, 2006. 
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