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Conservation & preservation workflow – Time-based media art

1. Acquisition documentation & artist interview
What happens: Photographs, installation diagrams, and a detailed artist interview are captured at the time of acquisition. The interview covers: concept, creative intent, technical specifications, acceptable variations, and long-term display requirements.
Why it matters: Without this, future conservators may have to guess how the work should look, sound, or behave.
Example: The artist specifies that the video projection should be displayed using a particular type of translucent screen to achieve the intended visual effect. Without this detail documented at acquisition, future exhibitions might use a standard screen that changes the artwork’s appearance and impacts the viewer’s experience.

2. Appraisal

What happens: Decisions are made about which works to preserve first, based on: urgency or risk; cultural/artistic value; available skills, tools, and budget.

Why it matters: Resources are limited so choices must protect the most vulnerable or significant artworks first. 
Example: A 1990s CD-ROM artwork is at greater risk than a 2018 HD video because CD-ROM drives are disappearing.

3. Identification (IDs & metadata)
What happens: A unique ID is assigned to every artwork and all related files and components. Descriptive metadata includes: artist, title, format, duration, file types, technical requirements, etc.
Why it matters: Prevents confusion and ensures every version and component is traceable.
Example: An artwork consists of three video files, a sound file, and an installation manual. Each component gets a unique ID and metadata, so curators know exactly which files belong together and how to install the work properly.

4. Authenticity
What happens: It is important to confirm that the work is the genuine version from the artist or a trusted source, by checking provenance (the documented chain of ownership).
Why it matters: Authenticity ensures the artwork is the true expression of the artist’s vision and protects the museum’s integrity. Exhibiting an altered, incomplete, or unauthorised version can:
· misrepresent the artist’s original intent and creative vision
· impact the artwork’s historical and cultural value
· lead to legal or ethical issues around copyright and ownership
· confuse future conservation efforts or scholarly research

Example: A museum discovers that a file came from an unauthorised online upload rather than the artist’s master copy, raising concerns about accuracy and permission.

5. Integrity/fixity
What happens: A digital fingerprint (checksum) is created for each file. This fingerprint is a unique code representing the file’s exact contents. Conservators regularly re-check these fingerprints to confirm the files haven’t changed. If the checksum changes, it means the file’s contents have been altered, whether due to accidental corruption, editing, or tampering.
Why it matters: Checksums help protect digital files by alerting conservators if a file is damaged, changed, or corrupted. This way, they can act quickly to restore or replace the file before the artwork is lost.
Example: If a video file’s checksum changes, it means the data is no longer identical to the original, which could affect how the artwork displays or sounds.

6. Characterisation
What happens: the work’s technical details are documented. This includes: 
· Formats, codecs, frame rates, resolutions
· Hardware/software dependencies
· Behaviour during playback/interaction
Why it matters: Future playback may require replicating original conditions or substituting compatible alternatives.
Example: An artwork created in a now-obsolete software package can still be run in an emulation if full specs are documented.

7. Sustainability & obsolescence planning
What happens:
· Choose long-lasting formats and storage.
· Plan for:
· renderability (can it still be opened/run?)
· physical media failure (tapes, discs, drives)
· format obsolescence (software/hardware becomes unsupported)
· Identify significant properties that must be preserved (colour, timing, aspect ratio, interactivity).
Why it matters:
Technology moves fast and without planning, works can become inaccessible within a very short timeframe.
Example: A video originally on MiniDV tape is migrated to a lossless digital file before tape players vanish.

8. Preservation metadata
What happens: The conservator documents:
· technical requirements
· actions taken
· migration history
Why it matters: Future conservators need a record of what’s been done and why.
Example: The metadata records that in 2025, a video file was migrated from the QuickTime .mov format (which was becoming obsolete) to the FFV1 lossless codec to ensure long-term accessibility. It also notes the software used for the migration and includes checksum results before and after the process to confirm the file wasn’t altered during conversion. This detailed record helps future conservators understand the history of the file and trust its authenticity.

9. Access
What happens: It is important to provide safe, controlled ways for people to experience the work. Examples include exhibition copies, research copies and emulation setups. 
Why it matters: Public engagement needs to be balanced with protecting the original files.
Example: A low-res copy is made for researchers to view online, while the high-res master stays in secure storage.
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