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The Changing World of Preservation

If it was ever possible to think of the activities of
archivists to be rather fixed and unchanging, the recent
Midwest Archives Conference, held in Bloomington
November 7-9, certainly dispelled that idea. A number of
sessions that I attended emphasized the increasingly
complex technology that has bcome available to archives.
One session on videotape illustrated this situation. In the
first place, the number of formats on which video is
recorded are ever increasing. While the newer formats are
providing ever better quality pictures, archives are faced
with the task of being able to make preservation and
public use copies in many of these formats even after the
public has moved on to a newer format. In the second
place, the videotapes that are presently being
manufactured have not been proven as long term storage
media. The archivist is faced with continually examining
collections and identifying tape stocks that are
deteriorating, and then transferring recordings to a newer
tape.

The critical area of rescue at the moment, as Bruce
Fellows, a technical representative of the 3M Corporation
pointed out, becomes the reel-to-reel videotapes that were
among the first consumer videotapes recorded in the late
1960s and early 1970s. Not only are the tape emulsions
deteriorating, but the equipment to play back these tapes
is difficult to find. Transfer of these tapes to cassette
formats may be difficult if a collector or archives cannot
locate a working reel-to-reel machine. Any archives
storing these tapes needs to considering transferring
them before the equipment is unavailable or the
recordings are beyond salvage. Since tape manufacturing
companies can only simulate the ravages of time as they
test tapes, we can never be sure which formulations will
prove to be the best for preservation in the long term.
Furthermore, in the case of field recordings, many of
them have been kept for a period of time in climates of
high heat, high humidity, or other conditions that
accelerate deterioration.

Fieldworkers can, to some extent, control damage
to videotape through special measures to lower humidity
and temperature in tropical areas. This can be done by
storing the tapes in a sealed container that has a
dessicating agent such as silica gel added to absorb any
excess moisture in the air. In areas where electricity is
available, a “dry closet” can be created by burning a light
bulb continuously, preferably one that is placed at the
bottom of the closet. The bulb raises the closet
temperature slightly, and in the process reduces the
relative humidity. ;

Dust is another major form of damage to videotape
in any climate. This microscopie infiltrator is particuarly
damaging when it enters the area around the tape
playback head on a video recorder. Any efforts to reduce
dust will greatly enhance the preservation of a quality
image.

Formats for preserving sound as well as visual
images are evolving with dizzying rapidity. At the annual
meeting of the Society for Ethnomusicology held in
Chicago from October 10-13, 1991, some fascinating
possibilities for sound storage were demonstrated in a
display. The system allows for a digital recording of
audiotape to be entered into a computer. Software then
permits modifying the sound, changing the order of
selections and other manipulations. Finally, the sound
can be copied onto a write-once compact disc for storage.
This system, including computer hardware, can be
purchased for approximately $30,000. The innovation
points to the swift movement toward processing of sound
and visual data on computers as opposed to tape
recorders. A colleague of mine even spoke of planning to
make some short recordings directly into a computer,
thus bypassing the tape recorder. The difficulty for
archives, of course, is knowing when to move into these
changing technologies. Will the next year bring ever
better upgrades that are not now available? These are
difficult decisions that continually present themselves to
us.

Personnel at the Archives

With the fall semester at Indiana University we
welcomed our new and returning graduate assistants.
These include masters and doctoral students Michelle
Branigan, Isaac Kalumbu, Morris Levy, and Diane Thram.
Mary Dart continues as a faculty assistant while she
finishes writing her dissertation on contra dance in the
United States.

Dorothy S. Lee, Associate Director, has requested a
regular teaching assignment and has left her position to
assume these new duties. Her service to the Archives will
be missed, and we wish her well in these new endeavors.
Mary Russell Bucknum has been appointed Associate
Director in addition to her duties as Librarian. Marilyn
Graf has been appointed to the position of Archivist and
will manage the processing of field collections and
respond to requests for information about our holdings.
Our reception and clerical duties are performed by Terry
Chasteen, who has worked for us in the past.

The Archives Gains a FAX Number

The Archives now has a facsimile number, 812-855-
6673. Persons placing tape orders may find this service to
be particularly convenient.



