
 
Screen Savers 
How to preserve an artwork that depends on electronic parts that might be obsolete in a 
few years? They're working on it 
by Carly Berwick 
 
If you want to know the future, look into Ouija 2000. When the Web site launched, visitors to 
www.ieor.berkeley.edu/~goldberg/art/ouija/ were able to direct questions about upcoming events 
to a robot in the lab of Berkeley artist and industrial engineer Ken Goldberg. The Berkeley Art 
Museum bought the piece—robot, computer code, multimedia files, and installation 
components—from Goldberg for $750 in 2000. "When the museum first approached me and 
asked, How are we going to show this piece 100 years from now?, I had a blank look on my 
face," Goldberg says. Since the work was acquired, in fact, the original robot has been 
temporarily retired, replaced by a virtual version online. 
 
To answer the question of how to preserve an artwork that depends on electronic parts and 
software that might not be available in a few years, Goldberg is working with Richard Rinehart, 
digital-media director of the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive. Another artist-
museum conservation partnership is under way at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
where Pip Laurenson, the Tate Gallery’s sculpture conservator for electronic and kinetic media, is 
collaborating with curator of media arts Benjamin Weil, conservation head Jill Sterrett, and 
several artists, including New York–based Yael Kanarek. The daunting task in both cases is to 
determine how to save from obsolescence Net art and its new-media siblings—computer-
dependent installations such as John Klima’s floating globes that display fluctuating NASA 
weather maps or Ken Feingold’s molded animatronic heads that converse with each other. 
 
Computer code—the set of instructions that tells the machine what to do and when—follows the 
rules of logic, so it would seem to be immutable. And preserving art that uses code would 
presumably be as simple as pressing "save as" on the computer and storing it there for years. In 
fact, plain old storage, a strategy in which art is warehoused and pulled out every few years for an 
exhibition, is just about the worst thing you can do for new media–based art, according to 
Rinehart. "A book on paper or a Renaissance painting—those are relatively stable media," says 
Rinehart. "But you can’t put a compact disc or other digital media in the basement for ten years 
and then expect to be able to bring it out and view it on current systems. The time frame is more 
urgent." 
 
The rapid pace of technological innovation that makes last year’s laptop seem so big and 
unwieldy also means that art relying on computer hardware and software will most likely be 
inoperable, and thus unviewable, in only a few years’ time. So a handful of museum curators and 
conservators are coming together to figure out how to care for art as if they were computer 
technicians. "Two things that make digital art the most challenging of all endangered species," 
says Guggenheim Museum associate curator Jon Ippolito, "are the ferocious pace of turnover" in 
technology and the fact that, unlike databases or library archives, "it’s not just information." In 
other words, installations of towering video monitors configured just so, or DVDs with carefully 
calibrated sound, have esthetic concerns that sets of numbers don’t. 
 
"The idea of a conservator who comes along and fixes things is long out of date," says 
Laurenson, who is developing a handbook outlining new approaches based on her discoveries at 
SFMOMA. "A lot of what you need to do now is documentation and dealing with new 
technologies." 
 
Toward that end, Ippolito has been developing the Variable Media Initiative (VMI) since 1998. A 
questionnaire that asks artists what they see as the most important facets of their work is a key 
component. Two years ago, Ippolito started talking with Rinehart, who has developed a 



consortium called Conceptual and Intermedia Arts On-line (CIAO), which is partnered with the 
Walker Art Center and the Franklin Furnace Archive, among other institutions. "Initially, CIAO was 
about documenting and providing access to these intermedia collections. They were languishing, 
while paintings and sculptures have exhibitions and catalogues," says Rinehart, who also has 
worked with the New York–based nonprofit organization Rhizome.org to develop Artbase, its 
online archive of new-media art. Now CIAO, the VMI (now under the auspices of the 
Guggenheim), Rhizome, and others working alongside them have collectively identified 
conservation strategies of storage, migration, emulation, and reinterpretation. Most of the 
members of these initiatives come together in "Archiving the Avant-Garde," a collaborative project 
under the auspices of CIAO, which is running case studies on some of the most challenging 
works. 
 
In video, a relatively old medium, there have already been conservation "horror stories," says 
curator Christopher Eamon, who oversees the private Kramlich collection of film and video. He 
remembers walking through an exhibition of a private collection at a museum where a video he 
was familiar with was going to be shown on an old television set, using cathode-ray tubes that 
blend blue, red, and green. "All the tubes were burnt out except for the green," Eamon says. 
"When I went back two days later it was still green. No one noticed." 
 
Indeed, the film and video installations of the 1960s and ’70s that are now part of museum 
collections are instructive as to the challenges facing newer media. For Robert Morris’s Finch 
College Project(1969), shown at last year’s "Into the Light" at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, Eamon and curator Chrissie Iles had to reshoot the film footage and reinstall the piece. But, 
says eamon, "the artist choreographed it and approved every element." Such a reconstruction 
would fall under the reinterpretation method of conservation. On the other hand, a Dara Birnbaum 
piece in the Kramlich collection, Tiananmen Square (1990), has "new monitors of a slightly 
different voltage," Eamon explains, "but the piece is still the piece"—benefiting from a strategy 
akin to migration, where old content is moved to updated components. 
 
One particularly promising possibility for preserving new-media art is emulation, in which a 
programmer writes updated code telling a newer computer how to read older software, according 
to Christiane Paul, the Whitney’s adjunct curator of new-media arts. Members of "Archiving the 
Avant-Garde" will try to see if emulation works in their upcoming case studies. In the meantime, 
Paul’s approach is continually to update the Net-art pieces the museum has commissioned. 
"Martin Wattenberg’s Idealine"—an animated time line of Net art’s history that also allows users 
to make contributions to the site—"requires constant babysitting," she says. 
 
No conservation program yet teaches the methods for preserving media-based art, according to 
Carol Stringari, senior conservator of contemporary art at the Guggenheim. (Paul received her 
doctorate in literature, Ippolito and Rinehart are also new-media artists, while Laurenson studied 
philosophy and sculpture conservation.) Jumping into the breach are the Daniel Langlois 
Foundation for Art, Science, and Technology in Montreal—which has funded a fellowship in 
variable-media preservation—and the Tate’s Laurenson. "The Tate is unusual," she explains, "in 
that it appointed a specialist conservator before a specialist curator." 
 
The second chapter of Yael Kanarek’s Web piece, World of Awe, is Laurenson’s current case 
study. For the past seven years, Kanarek has been devoting herself to telling a story about a 
notebook computer found by a traveler at the bottom of a canyon. The narrative unfolds in sound, 
text, and images across her Web site, www.worldofawe.net. World of Awe 2.0 debuted on 
SFMOMA’s Web site this June as a commission for the permanent collection. 
 
"With Yael, I’m going to create a file which contains print-outs of each page on her Web site, 
describes each of the links, captures as much code as possible, captures as much of the color 
palette and audio," explains Laurenson. "The next stage will be to look at the role of each of these 
elements and what the criteria for successful preservation will be." Kanarek herself says that prior 



to working with Laurenson, "I hadn’t been thinking about preservation at all. I feel as an artist it’s 
not solely my responsibility. I’ve really been too busy producing it." 
 
The new-media curator-conservators agree. Once you acquire a piece, "you know you have a 
special responsibility," says Ippolito. "In essence, you are promising that you will keep that work 
alive." Artists are being asked, however, to become something like estate planners, sitting down 
with the caretakers of their works to offer some guidance. "At the moment, there’s a great 
emphasis on getting to the artists if they’re living," says Stringari. "It’s becoming more and more 
common for conservators to use the artist interview." This can quickly answer questions such as 
whether the piece really should be all green or whether, if one kind of television monitor is no 
longer available, another can be substituted or constructed. 
 
As for Goldberg, he’s not too bothered by the robot being in storage for the time being. He thinks 
that the piece’s original idea—asking "what’s on the other side?" of the computer, the grave, or 
even the Web address that no longer functions—remains. Meanwhile, Rinehart has the robot in 
the wings, ready to be upgraded for its next installation. 
 
Carly Berwick is a senior editor at ARTnews.  
 


