A UNIVERSAL FORMAT FOR ARCHIVAL TAPE

Proposal by Jim Wheeler
December 1996

This year is the 40th anniversary of the Ampex Quadraplex Videotape
Recorder introduced in 1956. The quad format dominated for over 20
years, until it was finally replaced by the one inch type C format in 1978.
Now, thousands of Quad tapes are sitting on archive shelves and many
of them will probably die on the shelves.

1. Introduction

For most people in the TV Industry, the new videotape formats introduced at the
National Association of Broadcasters Symposium in Las Vegas each year are exciting
technological advances. But, for a person responsible for preserving the information
recorded on videotapes, growth in the number of formats is a constant headache.

Archives have collected vast numbers of videotapes in many different formats. While
archivists wish to preserve this information, most institutions only have the resources to
operate a few pieces of videotape equipment. Commonly, VHS and 3/4" U-Matic
machines are found in smaller institutions, Betacam in a few others. Most do not have
access to older broadcast equipment like Quad or 1", and almost none have any of the
newer digital equipment. The majority of these institutions are forced to reject
acquisitions in formats they can not handle. If they do choose to keep these tapes, it is
often without any realistic hope they will ever be able to see the images or preserve them.

A national awareness of this problem is needed in the video industry.

II. Obsolete formats

Figure 1 gives an idea of how many videotape formats exist in archives today. Any one
archive may have as many as 20 different tape formats. How can they find the equipment
to play tapes made on all of these formats? That is the question many archivists face
almost daily.

While most archives are unable to manage all of these different formats, the larger video
archives have been forced to become de facto operating videotape equipment museums
in order to collect and preserve all the documents that exist on these various formats.
Archives without the proper playback equipment must rely on a special transferring

laboratory that has the equipment, as well as, a good reputation for handling obsclete
tape formats.
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