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ABSTRACT: This article summarizes the current state of audio preservation in
the United States as detailed in the final report of a two-year study conducted by
a consortium of major sound archives. The study's conclusions illustrate the
fledgling state of preservation knowledge, effort, and funding in the sound
archives community. The study has inspired new cooperative and standards-setting efforts among the sound archives community, but the larger archival
community must still be alerted to the precarious condition and uncertain future
of our aural heritage.

The following case studies by Chris Paton and Brenda Nelson-Strauss document particular problems inherent in dealing with specific sound formats. To
provide an introductory frame of reference, this article considers the current
state of audio preservation efforts. It does so using results from a recently completed national audio preservation study, the first of its kind.
In 1986 the six member institutions of the Associated Audio Archives
(AAA), a special committee of the Association for Recorded Sound Collections
(ARSC), embarked on an NEH-funded audio preservation planning study.'
ARSC is an organization representing 1,000 institutional and privately-held
sound collections in the United States and abroad. It is dedicated to the preservation of all types of historical recordings and to the exchange and dissemination of sound recording research and information. In keeping with this mission,
AAA's primary goals in conducting the study were to better define and standardize audio preservation methods and practices. The ultimate outcome of that
2
effort is Audio Preservation:A Planning Study - Final Performance Report,
which documents in detail both the research methods and results of the
ARSC/AAA project.
To appreciate how and why the preservation planning study was conceived
and undertaken, it is important to know something of the history of AAA's origins. The five original members of AAA first united in 1974 to try to solve
common problems in gaining access to their vast and, for the most part, uncataloged sound recording holdings. 3 During the ensuing decade, the consortium
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procured both federal and private funding to carry out a planning study, pilot
project, and finally a full-fledged project resulting in the Rigler-Deutsch Record
Index, a union index to some 615,000 pre-LP commercial recordings held by
the five participating archives. A number of secondary results useful to the
sound archives community at large stemmed from those projects, including the
publication of detailed rules for the cataloging of archival sound recordings. 4
Having focused initial efforts on creating access to substantial portions of its
collections, the consortium turned its attention in 1985 to the equally important
issues of better preserving the wide variety of recording formats they housed
(including cylinders, discs of all types, and magnetic wire and tape recordings).
Examples of formats known or suspected to be particularly at risk were acetate
(often glass-based) transcription discs and paper- and acetate-based magnetic
tapes.
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the growing interest in paper preservation
in traditional library and archives circles helped pave the way for a more receptive response to the preservation needs of sound recordings and other nonprint
media, but sound archivists still have a long way to go to persuade both traditional archivists and funding agencies that many audio materials present dire
emergencies. It can be argued, though, that the precarious condition of these
materials coupled with an increasing number of preservation transfer proposals
submitted to funding agencies like NEH set the stage for AAA's successful
1985 proposal to examine the state of audio preservation in general. Before the
publication of this project's final report, the archival community had no reliable
reference source or compendium of accepted practices and recommendations
for audio preservation. Funding agencies trying to evaluate audio preservation
proposals had no guidelines by which to judge them.
As originally conceived, the planning study had three primary objectives: (1)
to examine the current state of audio preservation, (2) to draft and publish
appropriate glossaries and bibliographies, and (3) to recommend standards and
priorities to guide sound archivists in the selection of transfer media, technical
methods and practices, and staff training. Each of the six principal investigators
accepted several assignments, and the project work was accomplished over a
two-year period through a combination of individual research and group meetings to share information, compare notes, and plan future work. The project's
initial scope was intentionally broad and inclusive to avoid overlooking anything or letting preconceptions lead the investigators astray. For example,
almost an entire day of the first working meeting was spent defining the term
sound recording, not as simple a task as one might think. Specific project goals
and priorities were refined as work progressed.
In the course of exhaustive research and work on the planning study, AAA
members were not surprised by the dearth of solid information on audio preservation. The planning study participants would have been delighted to discover
solutions to problems buried deep in obscure technical reports or esoteric scientific journals, but they did not find them. Nor did they expect or receive much
help from the recording industry itself or from audio products manufacturers,
who consider their research and development and product testing and specifications proprietary. This is not to say that the manufacturers were uncooperative.
In fact, they eventually proved to be important allies in some of the standardssetting committees that have recently been established. While their basic
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motives are primarily financial rather than historical, their substantial contributions to the archival standards-setting process are nonetheless valuable.
The findings of the ARSC/AAA study confirmed and documented a number
of general impressions shared but never verified by those working in sound
archives: (1) there "is a clear and urgent need to preserve our surviving heritage
of sound recordings" that will require both national and international cooperative efforts to succeed; (2) development of an archival medium for sound
carriers is an urgent priority (no such proven medium currently exists); (3) a
formal curriculum or certification program for training the professional sound
archivist does not exist and is urgently needed; (4) the literature, scientific or
otherwise, specifically devoted to the care and preservation of sound recordings
is negligible; and (5) tested and agreed-upon audio preservation standards do
not exist.' These results, in fact, neatly generalize just the types of specific problems cited in the following case studies.
Besides reaffirming the need for further research, the study also enabled
AAA members to determine whether their commonsense and experience-based
practices held up against what little new information was uncovered. To
approach this exercise in the most objective and comprehensive way, AAA
designed and distributed a detailed questionnaire to eighty-three sound archives
or collections containing substantial quantities of audio materials. Results from
the thirty-eight responses are included in the final report. Respondents were
asked for extensive information ranging from the size and education of staff to
the size and disposition of preservation budgets (very small to nonexistent in
both cases)-and everything in between. It is immediately apparent from the
survey results that most sound archives face an array of common problems.
Archivists might be disheartened to think that the basic conclusions of a twoyear study were largely negative. It would be a mistake, however, to assume
that the sound archive community is, therefore, no better off than it was at the
beginning of the study. Although sound archivists are far from solving their stated problems, they now know the scope of the task ahead. Having researched
and shared considerable information in the process of conducting the planning
study, sound archivists can now more confidently undertake some of the important follow-on projects recommended in the final report, knowing that they
are working in concert on a national, and sometimes international, scale. They
can also more knowledgeably and confidently advise other archival colleagues
who seek assistance. They cannot always provide definitive answers, but they
know better than ever before the extent of the limited canon of accepted audio
preservation practices.
Beyond its general conclusions, the report also contains specific information
on selected issues. Among the most challenging problems confronting sound
archivists are the preservation problems resulting from (1) the diversity of materials used to make sound recordings over the decades, (2) the even greater
variety of technological formats made from combinations of those materials,
and (3) the ever-changing and usually obsolete equipment used to record and
play them. The Paton and Nelson-Strauss articles describe the problems of
two of the most prevalent and vulnerable formats, acetate discs and magnetic
tape, but they represent just the tip of a depressingly big iceberg. Rapidly evolving sound recording technologies constitute a never-ending dilemma. Directly
related to the issue of changing technology is that expensive technical expertise
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is necessary both to operate and maintain audio equipment and to conduct archivally correct audio transfer and restoration work. Of course, the problems arising from obsolete and rapidly changing technologies now confront
traditional archives, too, as automation pervades the way we conduct and document daily life. The approach taken by sound and other media archivists to
solve their problems will surely benefit and instruct the archival community at
large.
The issue of technical expertise raises the related issue of proper training and
education for sound archivists. Most of the heads of sound archives in this
country are subject specialists who usually have acquired their technical knowledge on the job. An archivist whose primary responsibility is audio materials
must have at least a basic understanding of the technical complexities of
the field, especially if .the archives lacks dedicated technical personnel. Short
of going back to school for a comprehensive degree in audio engineeringtraining that is likely to include little, if any, emphasis on preservation or
restoration-today's sound archivist or archives administrator has little to
choose from in the way of educational programs specifically geared to the
requirements of his or her position.
Preservation problems, lack of technical research, and absence of formal educational programs are just a few of the many challenges sound archivists face.
How are the results of the preservation planning study helping to address these
problems? The final report itself is a comprehensive compendium of nearly all
the pertinent information available when it was written. In addition to narrative
summaries of the individual and group research topics, it contains a short list
of recommended practices for the storage and handling of sound recordings;
many suggestions for future work, research, and testing; a comprehensive bibliography; and an excellent draft glossary, which was used with permission
in a recently published book on the administration of sound archives. 7
AAA is also disseminating other information. It is arranging to reissue the
classic, long out-of-print, Library of Congress-commissioned Pickett and
Lemcoe study on the preservation and storage of sound recordings. 8 Though this
precedent-setting study is based on testing and research done in the late 1950s
(and thus limited to recorded disc and tape formats prevalent at the time), most
of the results and ensuing recommendations are still valid. The highly detailed
outline on the storage and handling of sound recordings in the ARSC/AAA
planning study final report is also being expanded for eventual publication.
One of the most significant short-term results of the preservation planning
study is the reorganization and expansion of the AAA itself. All the institutions
that received project surveys were also invited to join the committee. The
committee structure and requirements for membership were substantially
revised and redefined in order to encourage and permit broader institutional participation. The committee has now grown from the six sound archives that
conducted the preservation study to fourteen institutions.
Critically important long-range activities have also been set in motion as a
direct result of the preservation planning study. Two committees are now actively pursuing the establishment of audio preservation standards. The Audio
Engineering Society's (AES) Subcommittee on the Preservation and Restoration
of Audio Recording focuses specifically on technical standards for the preservation and transfer of sound recordings, while the American National Standards
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Institute/AES Joint Technical Commission on Permanence of Optical and
Magnetic Systems is developing similar standards for all magnetic and optical
media. Both committees include some AAA members and representatives of
most of the major companies producing audiovisual media and systems. Initial
contacts with these companies during the course of the preservation planning
study coupled with their growing awareness of archival problems and concerns
convinced many in the industry of the benefits of working with the archival
community.
Nationally, AAA is also initiating efforts to share its findings and work
cooperatively with allied professional organizations such as the Music
Library Association and the Society of American Archivists. Internationally,
there is now a UNESCO-sponsored joint technical commission devoted to the
preservation of sound, video, and film, as well as renewed effort to improve communication and cooperation between ARSC and the International
Association of Sound Archives. While these international efforts are not, strictly
speaking, direct results of the preservation planning study, they benefit from
and sustain its initial momentum.
This, then, is an overview of major conclusions and activities arising from
the ARSC/AAA preservation planning study. In case there are those still skeptical of how serious a peril our sound collections face, consider this: What
price would archivists assign today to a recording of Lincoln delivering his
Gettysburg address or Mozart improvising at the keyboard? Mark Twain is
known to have had access to a cylinder machine and to have made recordings,
but none is known to have survived. As Stanford University moves into its centennial year, hope persists that a recording of Leland Stanford or members of
the Stanford family might one day surface. This is not impossible since a neighboring family with whom the Stanfords socialized owned a cylinder machine
and made home recordings. There are recordings just as important, some surely
unidentified as yet, perhaps on the verge of disintegration in institutional and
private collections around the world.
It is crucial that sound archivists enlist the support of all parties in the preservation of sound recordings. Sound archivists must not continue to preach to the
converted but must engage all their library and archival colleagues and the
audio industry in the task of recognizing and rescuing an irreplaceable heritage.
As inundated as we are by nonprint media, the relative neglect of audio in
preservation circles is appalling. It may be that the very familiarity of sound
recordings breeds contempt, or that their largely popular, mass-market origins
and associations relegate them to second-class citizenship as scholarly
resources. Whatever the reasons, archivists can no longer sit by and risk losing
these endangered sound recordings. We must strive to educate and convince
those responsible for funding and promoting local, national, and international
preservation efforts that the task at hand is important and urgent. Sound
archivists have taken some promising initial steps by defining the problems,
identifying the formats in greatest peril, and establishing standards-setting committees. Now they need to enlist the larger archival community's aid to keep the
issue alive. Consciousness-raising requires perseverance and vigilance. Sound
archivists do, indeed, want to sound like broken records, because that is the
price all archivists will pay if they fail to do something now.
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