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 The Sleepers, 1992, Video installation by Bill Viola, Collection Musée d’art contemporain  
de Montréal. Photo credit: Louis Lussier  
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DOCAM Research Alliance, the Challenges of New Media Art Preservation 

The preservation of the cultural arts heritage is generally an ongoing battle in the face of 

changing technology and dwindling budgets. And while the preservation of conventional analog 

audio and video formats is relatively straightforward, there is meanwhile an entirely new frontier 

of technical and intellectual challenge in the preservation of mixed media or new media art. The 

term new media art refers to a tremendous breadth of art activity characterized by diverse 

objectives, and an unlimited assortment of materials and technologies. New media art may be 

pre-generated or ephemeral and may even incorporate instability and decay as an essential 

characteristic. User attention and interaction may be a core component of the work, making it 

ever new and changing.  

The plethora of media technologies used in new media art, computer networks, the Web, 

mobile platforms, and even biological organisms, presents unique problems for traditional 

preservation and documentation methods. Copyright issues are also more complex in new media 

art, as when a particular work is the product of multiple artists and technicians in overlapping 

roles over a period of time, in different locations, or when content is incorporated from multiple 

sources. The purpose of DOCAM, which stands for Documentation and Conservation of the 

Media Arts Heritage Research Alliance (http://www.docam.ca/en.html), is to offer curators and 

managers of art collections the tools and methodologies to effectively document, stabilize and 

preserve these works of art so they can remain viable within our cultural heritage. 

As with traditional media and recordkeeping, the obsolescence of technology is an ever-

present threat to preservation and access. However, artists have tended to use technology in 

unconventional ways, and to push the limits of the capability of their media in order to support 

specific aesthetic concepts and to produce unique experiences for the viewer. These effects are 



DOCAM Research Alliance 3 

rooted in various artistic concepts as opposed to stemming from the concept of recordkeeping as 

evidence of an activity, although artists have certainly utilized that concept and technological 

capability as well.  

DOCAM is a bilingual international project based in Montreal, Quebec Province, 

Canada. DOCAM is funded by the Daniel Langlois Foundation for Art, Science, and Technology 

and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. DOCAM was convened in 

2005 and for five years was a multidisciplinary work group comprised of conservators, broadcast 

and information technology specialists, art historians and curators representing academia and the 

cultural heritage community. The DOCAM web site continues to host the results of its study 

even though the period of active development concluded in 2010. 

Thanks to the work of several highly focused committees, DOCAM provides resources 

and frameworks to the international arts community via several tools available on the web site: 

• A Preservation Guide for Technology-Based Artworks 

• A Cataloguing Guide for New Media Collections 

• A Documentary Model and visual database interface  

• The DOCAM Glossaurus, a bilingual terminological tool 

• A Technological Timeline, which places important media artworks against the 

evolution of technology 

Conservation and Preservation 

 During its five-year mandate, the DOCAM Alliance Conservation and Preservation 

Committee developed new approaches and a decisional methodology for conservation and 

preservation that are based on case studies of technology-based artworks. Works of art from 

partner organizations, the National Gallery of Canada, Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal 
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and others, were chosen because they were representative of the scope of issues and problems 

that typically occur in new media art preservation. The resulting Conservation Guide offers 

valuable education through these real scenarios. Collectively it illustrates the logic and processes 

required to protect the interests of stakeholders and the integrity of a work of art. 

Each case study provides the background of the work, the problems met, troubleshooting, 

and the rationale behind the particular resolution.  For example, in the case study of UNEX Sign 

No. 2, by Jenny Holzer, acquired by the National Gallery of Canada in 1985, the artist utilized a 

very rare model of electromagnetic sign to display messages to the viewer. Running the display 

continuously for many hours every day had caused the sign to become unstable and the messages 

illegible. In addition, the disk that stored the content of the piece had also become unreadable. A 

technician was able to restore enough of the original content that the museum was able to 

reconstitute on paper all of the program, as well as document the display characteristics (cycle 

time of messaging, etc.). The artist was consulted to define the most essential qualities of the 

work, which were the advertising character of the sign and the content of the messages. A 

contemporary LED Daktronics sign was selected to replace the original unit and the artist 

rewrote the content to be as faithful to the original work as possible. 

Because the original sign hardware no longer existed the National Gallery decided to 

emulate the program using a new signboard technology. Emulation is the process of replicating 

or imitating the original look or effect of a work of art with a different technology (Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Musem & Daniel Langlois Foundation, pp. 125). Emulation differs from migration 

in that the equipment, hardware or software is upgraded directly without specifically recreating 

the effect of the original program. The look and feel of the content may undergo a radical change 

as it migrates from analog to digital or from one software to another. From an archival point of 
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view, a newly “restored” work of this kind, achieved either through emulation or migration, 

greatly diminishes the work in terms of authenticity because the use of new materials make it 

impossible for the spectator to locate the work in historical terms. However, in the case of UNEX 

Sign No. 2, the integrity of the artwork was preserved because the visual impact of the new sign 

was true to the original, and the aesthetics of the piece were maintained. Responsible 

management of new media art often requires trade-offs of this kind. Loss of authenticity is offset 

by the fact that the work can continue to be appreciated by viewers, and when properly 

documented, is an acceptable outcome and part of the normal life cycle of an artwork. 

 The Conservation Guide contains a wealth of technical and material conservation 

strategies, plus it presents a stable and sustainable model for decision-making in the face of 

rapidly changing technology. The model is in the form a decision tree that was developed using 

FreeMind open source software. The tool guides users through a series of questions to identify 

the best option (emulation, migration, storage, reinterpretation) from among those outlined in the 

DOCAM best practices. 

Cataloging and Documentation 

The Cataloging Guide is directed toward curators and managers of media art collections 

to guide them in best practices for collecting and documenting art from the pre-acquisition stage 

throughout the life of the work. Thorough documentation is required of any kind of art, usually 

including a profile of the artist and the significance of the art relative to his or her work, the 

physical and iconographic description of the work, and administrative information such as 

acquisition and conservation status. The Cataloging Guide helps to supplement ordinary 

collections management approaches found in most museum and gallery settings, again by 

drawing from the case studies, and also by providing a questionnaire to develop a profile of the 
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different technological layers present in a given work. The Cataloging Guide also provides 

controlled vocabulary for classification of new media art. 

Beyond basic cataloging of a work, DOCAM’s Documentation Model offers a 

framework for understanding and organizing all of the documentation relating to a work of visual 

art. These documents may spring from every stage of the work’s life cycle beginning with the 

initial concept and may include promotions, critical reviews, personal communications between 

the artist and others, etc. The model is brought to life through a database accessed through the 

Visualisation Interface. The database houses and relates all these various document types in a 

Digital Workfile for each work of art. Documents are added to the Digital Workfile throughout 

the various iterations or installations of a work. This collection of documents generally survives 

the artwork and is all that will remain once the work can no longer be preserved. The 

Visualisation Interface, accessible by members of the alliance and external subscribers, places a 

work of art in historical context and also serves to provide intellectual control of the art and 

explain its provenance.  

Technological Timeline and Glossaurus 

 The Technological Timeline and Glossaurus are two more tools provided by DOCAM 

that serve the art community by documenting and commenting on the genre of new media art and 

its history as a whole. The Technological Timeline shows milestones of artistic achievements 

against the progression of technological development. 

 Finally, the Glossaurus provides a hierarchy of definitions and the identities and 

relationships among terms used throughout modern art history in relation to new media art.  The 

Glossaurus is a bilingual taxonomy comprised of five facets: art activities, art agents, art 

practices, components and manifestation & reception. Because it is a web-based tool that utilizes 
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RDF (Resource Definition Framework) and SKOS (Simple Knowledge Organization System), it 

is compatible with the growth and development of the Semantic Web (W3.org, 2012). 

Conclusion 

 The work of Documentation and Conservation of the Media Arts Heritage Research 

Alliance (DOCAM) continues to be a useful resource for its partner arts organizations and many 

others around the world. When the initiative was undertaken in 2005, the participants felt they 

were at a crossroads, where analog media needed to be maintained, and new digital media was 

also on the rise. Both realities presented unimaginable challenges. This crossroads is not unlike 

the situation facing public and private organizations that are trying to manage enormous volumes 

of records and predominantly textual information. In fact, the InterPARES 2 Project is counted 

among the DOCAM partners. The work of DOCAM itself consists of digital assets that must 

themselves be migrated forward and preserved according to standards and best practices. 

DOCAM has contributed to a growing body of thought and resources that will help ensure that 

these perishable but important pieces of art will not be lost to future generations.  
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