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P erforming Documentation in the Conservation 
of Contemporary Art is the title of the 

international conference held in Lisbon, in June, 

2013. This issue of Revista de História da Arte offers 

updated and expanded versions of a selection of 

the papers presented in the conference, and a few 

additional contributions. The aim is to provide access 

to current research by exploring the many aspects 

associated with documenting contemporary art 

and focusing on problematic issues identified and 

discussed by researchers from major institutions 

in Europe and the USA whose mission is to 

collect, exhibit and disseminate knowledge about 

contemporary art. 

The variety of topics and issues addressed shows how 

vast, complex and diversified the fields of theory and 

practice of documentation as a strategy for preserving 

contemporary art are. It underlines the continuing need 

for museums, collectors and universities to join resources 

to make sure that future generations may experience and 

understand our contemporary artistic expressions  and 

that what is documented and preserved is the “real thing”, 

while making allowances for change, opening space for 

reinterpretation, ensuring the possibility of presentation 

in different contexts, providing access and promoting 

public participation in the process. 

The organization of this publication presented a challenge 

as most articles cover a variety of aspects and some could 

be included in more than one chapter. Coming from private 

collections, museums, archives, research and training 

institutions, authors address common issues and illuminate 

fluent transitions between practices of presentation, 

documentation, preservation and (re)interpretation 

of works of art.

By way of introduction to the diverse range of situations 

discussed in the publication, Renée van de Vall identifies, 

in addition to the traditional paradigm of scientific 

conservation, the emerging “performance paradigm” and 

“processual paradigm”.  Given the nature of current art 

practices and the evolving status of many works of art Van 

de Vall calls for a documentation practice that registers 

“doubts, disappointments, and the arguments pro and contra 

particular decision” to enable ethically sound conservation 

choices.

In Preserving the ephemeral Irene Müller addresses the 

problem of performance transmission and its relation to 

the archive, suggesting that losses and blind spots may be 

opportunities that can add value to the artworks. Gabriella 

Giannachi enters the world of mixed reality performance 

introducing methodologies for documentation of the 

user’s experience of such works and analyzing the role 

of the produced documentation for museums. From the 

curatorial project’s  point of view, Liliana Coutinho addresses 

performance art documentation looking specifically at 

the social and political dynamics associated to some of 

these events. Finally, Vivian van Saaze discusses the role 

of memory in the preservation of artworks that cannot be 

documented by written or visual records.

In Documentation in progress Andreia Nogueira and Hélia 

Marçal examine the complexity of documenting connections 

between different artworks that are both autonomous and 

part of ongoing projects. Teresa Azevedo charts an artist’s 
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quest to find the ideal format to present in a single space 

and moment a two-part installation work.  Both articles 

underline the need for museum collections with works 

that are part of evolving projects to increase interaction, 

information exchange, and joint monitoring to prevent loss 

of meaning.  Claudia Marchese and Rita Salis discuss the 

challenges of documenting a private, rather than a public 

museum collection and stress the role of the collectors in the 

process. 

Reimagining documentation shows how continuously 

emerging new forms of artistic expression challenge our 

traditional documentation practices and call for more 

imaginative strategies. Sanneke Stigter examines the process 

of documentation when the conservator takes the role of a 

co-producer and reasons in favour of an autoethnographic 

approach. Julia Noordegraaf argues for a more radical 

freedom of interpretation in the execution of time-based 

media installations and emphasizes a shared responsibility 

among all stakeholders for documenting and remembering 

these works. Based on an analysis of today’s network 

cultures and artistic open source strategies, Annet Dekker 

proposes ‘processual’ conservation practices that consider 

distribution and development. And finally, Cristina Oliveira 

focuses on artworks that use living beings and explores 

aspects of documentation far beyond our traditional views 

and experiences.

In Capturing, structuring, and accessing Rebecca 

Gordon explores the complex interrelation of layers of 

documentation in performance art and introduces the 

idea of the ‘meta-score’. From the museum perspective, 

Allessandra Barbuto discusses the elements of performances 

and the practice of their documentation. She builds a 

persuasive argument  for an improved structuring of the 

acquisition processes. Joanna Phillips presents a new 

model for documentation of time-based media works that 

also considers decision making processes. The additional 

efforts to document these processes would allow a better 

understanding of what determines different manifestations 

of artworks. And last but not least, Glenn Wharton reviews 

the current museum culture of documentation. As a result 

he argues that the activation of institutional archives 

by promoting public contributions in a form of crowd 
documentation would offer new directions for the ever 

growing challenge of documenting contemporary works 

of art.

This issue of Revista de Historia da Arte involved the 

joint efforts of many colleagues. We are most grateful to 

all authors who not only provided the rich content, but also 

demonstrated great patience in the editing process.  We 

thank the reviewers who thoughtfully read and commented 

on all contributions. We would like to express our gratitude 

to Alison Bracker who provided an invaluable contribution 

to this publication with her experience in text editing and 

her profound knowledge of the field.  The publication was 

made possible through the financial support provided by 

the Instituto de História da Arte (IHA) and the Network for 

Conservation of Contemporary Art (NeCCAR). 
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REPORTING 
ITERATIONS 
A DOCUMENTATION MODEL 
FOR TIME-BASED MEDIA ART

ABSTRACT

Once time-based media or other forms of changing contemporary 
art have entered a collection, more players impose upon the 
future experience of the work than just the artist. Curators, 
conservators, exhibition designers, audio-visual technicians, IT 
specialists, art handlers and other institutional staff can all play 
major roles in the complex decision-making process that leads to 
the realization of an artwork in a gallery space.
This paper introduces a documentation model to capture not only 
the technical, material, conceptual and aesthetic components 
and parameters of an installation, but also the team-based 
decision-making process that leads to the determination of these 
parameters. Rooted in the concept of allographicity, this model 
looks at the time-based media work in its two stages — its score 
(the work’s identity and installation instructions) and its different 
manifestations (the work’s iterations) — and documents both. 
The overall purpose of the model is to create a detailed record 
of an artwork’s change over time. However, this documentation 
model also has the benefit of serving as a tool for institutional 
self-reflection, making current choices transparent to future 
interpreters, and thereby helping to prevent uninformed and 
compromising realizations of an artwork.

KEYWORDS
TIME-BASED MEDIA | ITERATION | ITERATION 
REPORTING | ALLOGRAPHIC | AUTOGRAPHIC

RESUMO

Quando obras de arte com imagens em movimento (time‑based 
media) são incorporadas numa coleção, mais protagonistas, além 
do artista, intervêm na experiência futura da obra. Curadores, 
conservadores, designers de exposições, técnicos de audiovisual, 
especialistas de tecnologias de informação, produtores e outro 
pessoal da instituição podem desempenhar papéis importantes 
no complexo processo de tomada de decisão implicado na 
materialização de uma obra de arte no espaço expositivo.
Este artigo apresenta um modelo de documentação destinado 
a registar não apenas as componentes técnicas, materiais 
concetuais e estéticas e os parâmetros de uma instalação, 
mas também o processo de decisão em equipa que conduz à 
definição desses parâmetros. Baseado no conceito de alografia, 
este modelo encara as obras com imagens em movimento nos 
seus dois aspetos — o guião (a identidade da obra e as instruções 
de instalação) e as suas diversas manifestações (as iterações 
da obra) — documentando ambas. O objetivo do modelo é 
produzir um registo detalhado da alteração da obra ao longo do 
tempo. Contudo, este modelo de documentação possui também 
a vantagem de poder constituir uma ferramenta de reflexão 
institucional, tornando as decisões atuais transparentes para 
futuros intérpretes e assim contribuir para evitar materializações 
menos informadas de uma obra de arte.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
TIME BASED MEDIA | ITERAÇÃO | RELATÓRIO DE ITERAÇÃO | 
ALOGRÁFICO | AUTOGRÁFICO

JOANNA PHILLIPS
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New York, United States 
jphillips@guggenheim.org
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1 Transcript of artist interview with Sharon 
Hayes, conducted on April 28, 2011 by Joanna 
Phillips and Jeffrey Warda at the Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum

2 The terms “iteration,” “manifestation,” 
“realization,” “materialization,” 
“representation,” and “instance” are used 
interchangeably throughout the consulted 
literature. A discussion of terminology is 
urgently needed, but beyond the scope of 
this paper. For the purpose of my argument 
here, I will couple the terms “score” and 
“manifestation” to describe overarching 
principles pertaining not only to visual art, 
but to performative arts more generally, and 
will call the manifestation of a visual artwork 
“iteration.”

Introduction 

Overall, yes, I am totally happy with it [the iteration]. 

Specifically, I think it is probably the smallest space 

that the piece can fit in.... To create a space in which it’s 

comfortable for someone to come in and walk around, to 

really inhabit the space, that’s deeply important to me, 

and that was really hard. But we managed it in this space, 

I think, pretty well, in the end…but that is important, and 

that is part of why I really prefer a larger space.1 

When artist Sharon Hayes was interviewed by Guggenheim 

Conservation staff after the completed installation of her 

complex slide projection piece In The Near Future (2009), 

she approved the final appearance of the Guggenheim 

iteration,2 but alluded to the compromises her work faced 

due to the spatial constraints of the exhibition space 

(see fig. 1). As the piece had just entered the Guggenheim 

collection, staff were eager to learn more about its identity, 

as well as evaluate the success of this particular display of the 

work. Although the artist was involved in almost every step 

of the preparation and installation of this first Guggenheim 

iteration, its critical evaluation — against the backdrop of the 

artwork’s concept and previous iterations — is legitimate. 

Firstly, and as this example shows, not every exhibition 

space or budget allows for an ideal realization of an 

artwork’s concept and specifications. Collection staff 

must fully understand the degree of compromise (or even 

damage) that certain adjustments may introduce to an 

artwork in order to avoid them in the future. Secondly, 

and contrary to widely held beliefs, the artist is rarely the 

sole decision-maker behind the appearance of an iteration, 

especially after the work enters a collection. To realize the 

Guggenheim iteration of In the Near Future, at least 15 

staff members from seven different departments, and two 

external contractors, all contributed their expertise and labor. 

In the process, the artist-provided installation instructions 

served as guidance, but many aspects of the work were 

undefined by the artist and required interpretation. The 

piece had to be adapted to the specific site; its layout and 

arrangement had to be designed; slide projectors and stands 

had to be sourced, tested, and selected; cabling and lensing 

had to be determined; and the creation of thousands of 

representative exhibition copy slides had to be facilitated 

and supervised. 

Inherent in many of these planning and preparation steps 

are aesthetic and functional choices that deeply influence 

the appearance and experience of an artwork. Even if a living 

artist is available to give approval, detailed proposals are 

often — as was the case with In The Near Future — made by 

museum staff in charge of the venue, budget, equipment 

pool, or overarching exhibition concept. This applies equally 

to smaller institutions, where fewer staff may cover broader 

ranges of responsibility. In short, every new iteration of an 

installed, performed, fabricated, or otherwise reproducible 

artwork is the result of a collaborative endeavor, whether 

it is bilateral between artist and curator or taken on by a 

larger team.  

This ubiquitous exhibition practice introduces elements to 

an artwork’s experience that are contingent on institutional 

preferences and practicalities rather than artist origination. 

The institutional impact on the realization of artworks can 
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be particularly well observed where multiple editions of one 

artwork are owned and managed by different collections, or 

artworks are co-owned by multiple institutions. 

While the perception remains widespread among 

conservators and scholars that “a ‘director’ (the artist or 

a third party) stages the work…” (Caianiello 2013, 210), 

it is acknowledged that “different spatial and economic 

conditions, as well as the co-operation of exhibition 

organizers, artists and technicians, influence the appearance 

of the work at different venues” (Heydenreich 2011, 158). 

Van Saaze, in her deep study of “changing artworks” in 

the museum context, rightly identifies the significance of 

collaborative interpretation practices: 

…‘artist intention’ is not simply derived from the artist or 

the artwork, a view still commonly held in conservation 

practice, but is produced instead. Artist’s intent, in other 

words, is the result of what is done in knowledge and 

FIG. 1 Sharon Hayes, In The Near Future 
(2009). Installation view at the Guggenheim 
Museum in 2011. © Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Foundation, New York. Photo: Kristopher 
McKay
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documentation practices. This implies that rather than 

being a facilitator or ‘passive custodian’, the curator or 

conservator of contemporary art can be considered an 

interpreter, mediator or even a co‑producer of what is 

designated as ‘the artist’s intention’  (Van Saaze 2013, 116). 

This paper argues that the change a time-based media 

work undergoes in its “career” (Van Saaze 2013, 29) cannot 

be fully understood or managed unless the underlying, 

institutional decision-making processes are also considered 

and documented. In the following, I propose a conceptual 

framework for documenting change and explore the 

limitations of existing documentation models to capture 

change and decision-making processes on a component 

level. I apply the concept of allographicity as a foundation 

for developing a two-stage reporting structure. After 

elaborating on the role and status of artist-provided 

installation instructions, I propose the Documentation 
Model for Time‑based Media Art and comment on 

institutional prerequisites for capturing collaborative 

decision-making. 

Documenting Change on the Component Level, Iteration 
by Iteration
The process of change that is inherent in a time-base media 

artwork cannot be understood as a continuum. Because 

a time-based media artwork is regarded as a “dynamic 

system” (Laurenson 2004, 49) that only exists when it 

is installed, change materializes periodically rather than 

continuously, and usually occurs on the occasion of the 

artwork’s display. 

To monitor and manage this periodical change, every 

iteration of the artwork has to be documented separately. 

Caianiello acknowledges that “only if every manifestation 

of a work is separately recorded and documented will it be 

possible to trace the lifecycle of an installation, and thus 

create a solid basis for future stagings” (Caianiello 2013, 229).  

She therefore calls for a “registration and documentation 

model that is based on the various presentations of a media 

art installation” (Caianiello 2013, 208).

As a method for documenting individual iterations of 

an artwork, the Documentation Model for Time‑based 
Media Art proposes to break down each iteration into its 

components and parameters, and to track the change for 

every constituent of the iteration. Components include 

audiovisual materials, playback and display equipment, 

dedicated sculptural components, or installation accessories 

such as benches and pedestals. Parameters include spatial 

layouts, projection sizes, equipment placements, audiovisual 

programming, visitor interactivity, and other intangible 

descriptors of the artwork. 

A useful analogy might be to compare the artwork 

to a system, which moves forward on a timeline and 

changes its system components and parameters when 

passing certain markers on the timeline. These markers 

represent events in the collection life of the artwork, such 

as exhibitions or preservation actions. Not all components 

and parameters of the system are necessarily changed with 

every event; some components may be retained — e.g., 

when they are dedicated to the artwork — while others 

might be exchanged, for example, if they have no specific 

significance for the piece. Regardless whether components 
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3 Developed and administered by the 
company “Gallery Systems” in New York, 
see http://www.gallerysystems.com (last 
accessed 1/5/2014)

4 Selected museums and collections have 
expanded their TMS data entry options by 
commissioning custom configuration or 
making creative use of existing functions, 
such as entering iterations as “related 
objects.” 

5 Promising developments of TMS are 
currently underway; see “Conclusion” in this 
paper. 

6 Matters in Media Art, founded in 2004, is 
an ongoing research alliance between the 
New Art Trust, SFMOMA, MoMA and Tate, 
see http://www.tate.org.uk/about/projects/
matters-media-art (last accessed 1/5/2014)

7 The DOCAM Documentation Model is one 
of the five tools developed by the Canadian 
DOCAM Research Alliance (“Documentation 
and Conservation of the Media Arts Heritage”) 
between 2005 and 2010, see http://www.
docam.ca/en/documentation-model.html (last 
accessed 1/5/2014)

8 The 2IDM was developed in 2007 by the 
working group “Documentation & Archiving 
Strategies” of the European research project 
“Inside Installations,” see http://www.inside-
installations.org/research/detail.php?r_
id=482&ct=model (last accessed 1/5/2014)

9 The DOCAM Documentation Model 
captures events in the “lifecycle of the work” 
(“creation,” “dissemination,” “research,” 
and “custody”) on different “entity levels” 
(“artwork,” “expression,” “manifestation,” 
“item,” and “component”).

and parameters are retained or replaced within the system 

constellation, each constituent of the iteration is determined 

by active or arbitrary decision-making. 

Limitations of Existing Documentation Models 
Trying to document (1) the change of a time-based media 

artwork on the component level, and (2) the decisions 

underlying this change, proves difficult with existing 

documentation tools and models. 

The Museum System (TMS)3, a commercial database 

employed by the majority of American and some European 

museums for tracking and documenting their collections, 

prescribes the notion of the artwork as a contained entity 

with a fixed set of components. Reporting different iterations 

of the same artwork and tracking varying component 

constellations for these iterations is not easily possible.4 The 

default information structure of TMS does not allow one to 

isolate components from the artwork’s component list — 

e.g. to create a relational history of component clusters — or 

even to document interventions and decision-making on a 

component level.5

In order to bridge the shortfalls of TMS and other 

ubiquitous collection databases, a number of research 

consortiums have developed useful documentation models 

and templates. Three models are particularly relevant to 

conservation documentation of time-based media artworks: 

Matters in Media Art (2005),6 the DOCAM Documentation 

Model (2010),7 and the Inside Installations Documentation 

Model, 2IDM (2007).8 

Matters in Media Art (MMA) is probably the most 

frequently consulted online resource for collection caretakers 

wanting to introduce best practices to acquiring and loaning 

time-based media art. MMA’s detailed documentation 

guidelines and templates are well suited to capturing 

all conceptual and technical aspects of an artwork as a 

multi-component system. However, the MMA model is not 

designed to capture change or decision-making processes, 

mainly because it does not offer an informational hierarchy 

to distinguish permanent from temporary, iterational, and 

decision-based artwork components and parameters. For 

example, both basic reports, the Installation Specifications 
and the Structure and Condition Report, merge higher-

level information such as the artwork’s Key Qualities or the 

Statement of Significance with lists of equipment makes and 

models, which represent the system at a single “event on 

the timeline” — e.g., at the event of acquisition or loan — and 

which could be subject to future change. In the MMA system, 

the only way of creating a history of change of the artwork 

consists of updating and versioning the reports. Iteration-

related decision-making and accounts of interpretation are 

not accommodated easily.

The DOCAM Documentation Model and the 2IDM do not 

provide templates or guidelines for the description of media 

artworks, but instead propose structures for organizing 

information on the artwork in a database environment. 

Unlike MMA, both documentation models are designed 

to document change by generating component-based 

records of individual iterations of the artwork. While the 

DOCAM model is tailored and limited to media artworks 

only,9 the 2IDM proposes a more holistic approach to 

collection management, expanding the database structure 

to accommodate all types of artworks in one database. The 

http://www.gallerysystems.com
http://www.tate.org.uk/about/projects/matters-media-art
http://www.tate.org.uk/about/projects/matters-media-art
http://www.docam.ca/en/documentation-model.html
http://www.docam.ca/en/documentation-model.html
http://www.inside-installations.org/research/detail.php?r_id=482&ct=model
http://www.inside-installations.org/research/detail.php?r_id=482&ct=model
http://www.inside-installations.org/research/detail.php?r_id=482&ct=model
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2IDM’s information architecture is designed to document 

“the evolution of artworks, in particular installations” 

(Heydenreich 2011, 165), while also tracking the collection’s 

object-based artworks. It supports the entry of detailed 

data on a component level, and all constituents relevant to 

collection environments. Of all three discussed models, the 

2IDM offers the most versatile and inclusive documentation 

structure. However, just like MMA and the DOCAM model, 

the 2IDM lacks support for component-based reporting of 

decision-making processes. 

Applying the Concept of Allographicity
In the past, time-based media artworks have been repeatedly 

compared with performative arts such as music or theater 

(Rinehard 2003, 25; Gfeller 2009, 166). The most critical 

investigation so far has been delivered by Pip Laurenson, 

who extended Nelson Goodman’s concept of allographicity 

to time-based media installations, while identifying contained 

objects such as paintings and sculptures as autographic 

art (Laurenson 2006, 4). At the core of her theory, 

Laurenson compares time-based media works to allographic 

arts — music in particular — and identifies their common 

“two-part nature;” in their first stage of creation, these works 

exist as a score, or set of specifications, and in their second 

stage, they appear as performed instances (Laurenson 2006, 

4-5). The interpretation of the score can result in successful, 

or less successful representations of the work:

In the performance of a musical work it is recognized 

that there is a gap between a work as represented as 

a score and its performance. This allows us to speak of 

good and bad performances while still being able to say 

that a work is the same work even if badly performed” 

(Laurenson 2006, 5).

In the paradigm of allographicity, damage and loss to the 

artwork occur when the work is poorly installed, thereby 

introducing “…erosion of the identity of the work through its 

presentation in the gallery…” (Laurenson 2006, 5). 

It remains to be debated whether the concept of 

allographicity is fully applicable to installation or time-based 

media artworks. Caianiello, for example, claims that the 

comparison is misleading, because media art installations, 

unlike music or theater, “may possess a material substance,” 

or a “relationship to the space and exhibition situation.” 

In her opinion, media art “falls within a grey area between 

autographic and allographic arts…” (Caianiello 2013, 215). 

And indeed, there are time-based media artworks with 

pronounced tangibilities, perhaps due to an aesthetic 

or conceptual dependency on a specific device (e.g., an 

artist-modified device) or technology (e.g., an obsolete 

technology). The behaviors and preservation needs of these 

tangible works resemble those of autographic artworks, and 

thus traditional methods of conservation and documentation 

apply. 

However, I would argue that the large majority of 

time-based media works — certainly in the Guggenheim 

collection — can be characterized by component fluctuation, 

the absence of an original, the presence of specifications 

that require interpretation, and the fact that they only exist 

when they are installed.  Whether based on video, film, 

slide, audio or software, these works regularly consist of 
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different components or component constellations every 

time they are installed. Unless the owner decides to dedicate 

equipment to a media artwork for logistical reasons or the 

dependencies indicated above, audiovisual formats and 

equipment components are frequently allowed to change in 

pace with contemporary technological development.

As soon as one or more of an artwork’s components are 

replaceable, and any degree of interpretation is required 

to re-configure the piece for installation, the notion of 

allographicity provides a useful conceptual framework for 

conservation and documentation. 

The structure of the proposed Documentation Model 
for Time‑based Media Art integrates several aspects of 

allographicity: the identified two-stage nature of allographic 

artworks; their exclusive existence as performed/installed 

systems; the notion that interpretation is necessary to realize 

the artwork; and the consideration that interpretation can 

lead to a successful or less successful representation of the 

work’s identity. 

The Role of the Artist-Provided Installation Instructions
When a museum acquires a time-based media artwork, 

it commonly expects the artist or gallery to deliver 

comprehensive installation instructions with the piece. 

Depending on the artist’s practice and complexity of the 

artwork, these Artist‑provided Installation Instructions can 

be either brief or very detailed, including descriptions of 

the intended experience, floor plans and layouts, wiring 

diagrams, video tutorials, equipment lists, and previous 

installation views. The artist’s instructions are an important 

starting point for establishing the identity of the artwork, 

but without critical institutional questioning and further 

conversation with the artist, the usefulness of those 

instructions can be limited. Artists will often submit a 

diligent description of one single iteration of the artwork, 

instead of providing their criteria for selecting audiovisual 

formats, equipment models or spatial parameters. The 

specificity of floor plans and listed equipment makes and 

models can suggest a dependency of the artwork on 

particular conditions and devices, when these may in fact 

be exchangeable. To successfully establish the identity of an 

artwork and compile guidelines for its future installation, it 

is essential for the collecting institution to challenge Artist‑
provided Installation Instructions and guide the artist in 

providing information on significances, variability parameters 

and conditional decision-making. 

Informed by this dialogue, the conservator can identify 

“work-defining properties” (Laurenson 2006, 7) of 

replaceable equipment and other flexible constituents (see 

fig. 3) and distinguish between “dedicated,” “non-dedicated,” 

and “shared obsolete” equipment (Phillips 2012, 142). 

The Documentation Model for Time-based Media Art
With this documentation model, I propose a modular 

reporting structure that allows collection caretakers (1) to 

separate information pertaining to a temporary iteration 

from higher-level information evidencing the identity of the 

artwork; (2) to capture individual and collective decision-

making processes that determine an iteration; (3) to create a 

history of iterations that tracks the change of the work; and 

(4) to reflect on the success of a particular representation of 

the artwork. 
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Employing the concept of allographicity, the 

documentation model structures information on the 

artwork in two phases, Stage 1: The Score, and Stage 2: 
The Manifestations (see fig. 2).  The key reports are the 

Identity Report capturing the essential score of a work, and 

the various Iteration Reports, each of which captures one 

iteration of the work in a specific venue, and the decisions 

underlying the determination of installation components and 

parameters. 

The Identity Report is informed by the Artist‑provided 
Installation Instructions, further conversations with the artist, 

and research on the artwork’s context and previous history 

of exhibition and change. It will often become enriched over 

time, when new insights into the work-defining parameters 

arise with the realization of new iterations. 

The Identity Report specifies the intended experience of 

the piece, outlines its variability parameters and provides 

guidance for future preservation. A central part of the report 

FIG. 2 The Documentation Model for Time-
based Media Art. © Joanna Phillips
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10 Narrowing the “Installation Instructions” 
can be a tool of control for the owner of the 
artwork, who wants to prevent uninformed 
interpretations of the work. To facilitate 
successful iterations of its collections works, 
the Guggenheim’s loan policy for installation 
works requires the borrower to seek the 
Guggenheim’s approval of installation plans 
before the work is realized.

is the mapping of the work’s anatomy by listing all dedicated 

components and identifying work-defining properties for all 

replaceable components (see fig. 3 and fig. 5). 

Component level reports with further information on 

dedicated or specified components, such as Condition and 

Treatment Reports, Equipment Reports, Digitization Reports, 

and Metadata Reports for video files are all linked to or filed 

with the Identity Report. 
The purpose of the Identity Report is not to capture 

specific solutions for realizing the piece in one venue, but 

to characterize its behaviors under different circumstances, 

and to create a rich description of the artwork as a 

system in relation to its environment. To illustrate such a 

conditional relationship between artwork and space, I use 

the example of a video installation that consists of two 

opposite projections, which have been shown differently in 

the past: as rear projections onto hanging acrylic screens, 

and as front projections onto opposite walls. The task of the 

Identity Report is to capture the conditions for all possible 

presentation modes. In this example, the report will specify 

that the videos must be shown as rear projections if the 

gallery space is longer than four meters, and as frontal 

wall projections if the space is approximately four meters 

long. Furthermore, the report will explain the artist’s intent 

behind this specification: a fixed four-meter distance 

between the two projections is essential for the intended 

experience of the piece. To maintain the four-meter distance 

in spite of varying room sizes, the appropriate presentation 

mode is selected.  

Since the Identity Report becomes a detailed and 

contextual documentation of the artwork, it is generally 

not suitable for sharing with borrowing institutions. For the 

purpose of loaning the work, or installing the work in the 

gallery, simplified Installation Instructions are extracted from 

the Identity Report that only contain information relevant 

for the realization of the piece today, with contemporary 

technology and in its current component constellation.10 In 

response to technological developments or site-specifics, 

Installation Instructions are subject to continuous updating. 

Versioning and tracking the outdated Installation Instructions 

plays an important role in monitoring the change of the 

artwork. 

The Iteration Reports are informed by witnessing the 

planning and install process of a single iteration, as well as its 

reception by different stakeholders, including the artist, the 

visitors, or the press. The report specifies all team members 

FIG. 3 Detail of the Identity Report, 
capturing the work-defining properties of a 
non-dedicated video projector. 

FIG. 4 Detail of the Iteration Report, stating 
the decision-making behind the used 
exhibition copy. 

# Device Work-defining Properties Equipment 
Category

2 Video projector

(artist-approved 
example in 2011: 
Panasonic PT-
DW530E)

(1)  native resolution of 1280 x 800

(2)  native 16:10 aspect ratio that allows to 
display the digitized Super 16 material 
without cropping

(3)  brightness of 4000 lumens (not too 
bright for the small screen size)

(4)  a vertical lens shift option that allows 
to lower the projector behind the 
suspended rear projection screen in 
order to avoid blinding the audience

(5)  both projectors must have same make / 
model / lamp hours

Class 3: 
Non-dedicated EQ

Exhibition Copies
Format (resolution, frame 
rate, bitrate, encoding, etc.)

Component 
No.

Decision-making Produced by / 
Approved by

• Format: H.264/MPEG-4AVC

• Resolution 720*576 (PAL)

• Frame rate (fps): 25

• Bitrate: 43 Mbps

• Container: MOV — QuickTime

• Size: 623.9 MB

• Duration: 8 mins 51 sees

2006.867.4 The artist-provided MPEG2 
exhibition copy 2006.867.3 
displayed micro-blocking 
artifacts. Given the large screen 
projection preferred for this 
iteration, the artifacts did not 
seem acceptable (JP, VS and 
NT agreed) and JP created 
a new derivative from the 
artist-provided, uncompressed 
master file 2006.867.2. The new 
H.264 encoding displayed a 
softer image structure, but no 
disturbing micro-blocking. JP, VS, 
NT and the artist MS approved of 
the new copy 2006.867.4, which 
should be used in the future.

JP, VS, NT, MS
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involved in the interpretation and realization process 

and tracks their partaking in determining specific 

media and hardware components, design and space 

parameters, iteration-specific problem-solving, and 

modifications of the work (see fig. 4 and fig. 5).

The Iteration Report captures whether a particular 

equipment set-up was stipulated by the artist (e.g. for 

aesthetic or conceptual reasons) or sourced by the 

media technician (e.g. because it was conveniently 

available). It makes transparent whether installation 

details represent the artist’s ideal or the curator’s 

compromise, for example, in response to a suboptimal 

venue. Contemporary statements and opinions on 

the success of an iteration, and records of noteworthy 

visitor reactions, allow future interpreters and 

scholars to evaluate previous interpretations critically. 

The purpose of Iteration Reporting is to create a 

history of change, which is related to the history 

of decision-making that determines the “career” of 

unstable, changing artworks such as time-based 

media works of art. 

Identity Report Iteration Report

1. Artwork Identification:
•  Accession number, artist, title, ©, year, medium line, 

edition

2. Identity of the Artwork:
•  Artwork Description: Concept, content, intended 

experience and key qualities of the work
•  Audiovisual characteristics (color, sound, native 

format, aspect ratio, resolution, frame rate etc.) 
and presentation mode (looped, synchronized, 
projection/monitor, speakers/head phones etc.)

•  Significances of audiovisual formats and outputs, 
technologies, devices for the artwork

•  Variability: Which of the components and parameters 
can / can not change, according to whom? 

3. History of Exhibitions and Iterations:
•  Exhibition date/title/venue (text and images)
•  Description: Iteration specifics, if available: artist’s 

statement on iteration success

4. Anatomy of the Artwork: 
•  Media components (production and derivative 

history, Media Reports for each media component)
•  Playback and display devices: significant properties; 

categorization of equipment (dedicated, non-
dedicated, shared/obsolete), example makes and 
models as preferred by the artist 

•  Other installation components (benches, props, 
sculptural elements etc.): categorization (dedicated, 
optional), work-defining properties; examples as 
preferred by the artist

5. Dependencies: 
•  Based on the meaning and significance of each 

component (e.g. media, software, hardware, 
sculptural element): dependencies of the artwork and 
associated preservation risks

•  Preferred conservation strategies (including artist’s 
statement)

•  Suppliers of dependent equipment/component, 
resources of required knowhow and services

6. Installation Parameters:
•  Equipment and component position in space 

(diagrams and plans) 
•  Space requirements: wall, floor, ceiling properties; 

light; entrance, exit, visitor flow; screen sizes; 
projection distances etc.

•  Expertise needed to install the piece

7. Technical Requirements and Parameters: 
•  Wiring Plan
•  Power requirements
•  Sync Details
•  Maintenance

8. Previous Reception of the Artwork: 
•  Press reviews, mentioned in publications

1. Artwork Identification:
•  Accession number, artist, title, ©, year, medium line, edition

2. Exhibition:
•  Date, title, venue, gallery space, borrower, context of iteration

3. Iteration created/supervised/influenced by:
•  Names and titles of all participants who influenced the appearance of the artwork in 

this iteration (including curators, conservators, technicians, artists, artist assistants, art 
handlers, external consultants, etc.)

•  Who installed the work?  Needed time and costs?
•  How did the artist impact this iteration?  Involved in the planning? Present during install? 

4. Evaluation of Iteration: 
•  Was the iteration considered successful or not? By whom, why, when? 
•  Did the artist see and approve? 
•  Were there unsolved problems or suggestions for future improvements, by whom? 
•  Public reception of iteration? Press reviews?
•  Visitor feedback/interaction? Repeated incidences, damage reports?

5. Overall images:
•  installation views, as installed
•  floor plans and elevations, as installed

**************************************************
FROM HERE ONWARDS, EVERY DESCRIBED COMPONENT/ PARAMETER IS 
INDIVIDUALLY REASONED IN AN ADJACENT DECISION-MAKING FIELD. ALL 
AUTHORS/APPROVERS OF DECISIONS ARE NAMED. 

**************************************************

6. Space parameters, as installed: 
•  Space dimensions, layout details
•  Wall/floor/ceiling colors and materials
•  Light conditions, light locks materials
•  Entrance, exit, visitor flow
•  Equipment position and mounting
•  Screen sizes, projection distances

7. Exhibition Copies, as used: 
•  File characteristics, component numbers
•  Production details and reasons for choices of formats etc.

8. Equipment, as installed: 
•  Descriptions, makes and models, component or tracking numbers
•  Mounts, pedestals 
•  Cable connections, wiring diagrams

9. Other installation components, as installed:
•  Dedicated (e.g. sculptural) components: component numbers
•  Replaceable components: descriptions, dimensions, colors, materials, fabrication plans 

etc. 

10. Technical set-up: 
•  Power layout, amperage, remote controlling system

11. Iteration-specific modifications to the artwork:
•  Alterations to specifications on Identity Report, adjustments specific to the site, 

conditions or stakeholders’ preferences 

12. Further Installation Details
•  Step-by-step documentation of the installation process, in text and images

13. During the show: 
•  Security/safety (guards, signage, parental guidance etc.)
•  Maintenance

FIG. 5 The information layout of 
the Identity Report and Iteration 
Report in comparison.  
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11 Vivian van Saaze elaborates on the 
fragmentation of knowledge in her case study 
on One Candle by Nam June Paik, see Van 
Saaze 2013.

12 A number of major museums in the 
US, including SFMOMA, MoMA and the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, have 
established internal working groups that 
regularly convene to discuss the acquisition, 
registration, display and preservation of 
time-based media works in their custody. Pip 
Laurenson identifies different institutional 
approaches to the care of time-based media 
works, including the formation of round table 
working groups, in her latest article, see 
LAURENSON 2013, 2.

13 see www.guggenheim.org/tbm-
documentation (last accessed 1/5/2014)

14 This milestone achievement is the 
result of Gallery System’s outreach to the 
Conservation Working Group and individual 
museum conservators.

15 Personal e-mail from Jay Hoffman, CEO of 
Gallery Systems, dated 1/5/2014.

Conditions for Documenting Institutional Decision-Making
Witnessing and reporting the complex, inter-departmental 

decision-making process requires an institutional “team 

culture,” in which all parties involved understand the 

significance of documentation and support its execution. 

Acknowledging the responsibility for accommodating 

documentation will often require institutional staff to 

change their long-established curating and exhibition 

practices. For example, curators, who used to maintain 

bilateral and exclusive relationships with artists, would be 

required to share their artist communication and negotiation 

with documenting staff. Media technicians would have 

to feel comfortable providing insight into problems and 

compromises. And exhibition managers in charge of budgets 

would have to approve the extra costs that would arise for 

creating on-site documentation at other venues. 

Pulling together the knowledge and experience that is 

otherwise fragmented and embodied by individuals across 

an institution is essential to taking responsible care of 

allographic (and autographic) collection works.11 Advocacy 

for new, coordinated documentation practices requires 

respectful education of colleagues. Such advocacy can profit 

significantly from the formation of an interdepartmental 

working group that focuses on the diverse issues of time-

based media works in the collection.12 

Conclusion
Although debatable, the concept of allographicity provides 

a useful framework for the conservation and documention 

of artworks that (1) do not consist of a contained, original 

object; (2) only exist when they are installed; (3) are based 

on specifications that require interpretation; and (4) are 

characterized by component fluctuation.  Reflecting the 

two-stage nature of allographic arts (their score and their 

manifestations), the Documentation Model for Time‑based 
Media Art introduces a modular reporting structure that 

distinguishes higher-level information pertaining to a work’s 

identity from iteration-specific information on temporary 

manifestations of the work. Such a structure not only allows 

tracking an artwork’s changes on a component level — a 

feature that other documentation models have achieved 

before — but is also the first model to acknowledge and 

capture the complex institutional decision-making process that 

determines the appearance of an artwork in the gallery space. 

The documentation model was developed and 

implemented at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 

2011 and proves to be a useful tool for documenting the 

time-based media works in the collection. PDF templates of 

the Iteration Report and other modular reports are shared on 

the Guggenheim Website.13 

In the future, the documentation model will be 

implemented as an integral part of a new version of The 

Museum System (TMS), which Gallery Systems is currently 

developing. The new, web-based TMS Conservation Studio 

application will feature the two-stage reporting structure, 

the concept of Iteration Reporting, and the reporting of 

decision-making processes.14 This benchmark upgrade will 

also allow in-depth reporting on the component level, which 

is a requirement for documenting all kinds of contemporary 

art in a database environment. According to Gallery Systems, 

the release of this critical version is scheduled for the first 

quarter of 2015.15 

http://www.guggenheim.org/tbm-documentation
http://www.guggenheim.org/tbm-documentation
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If this structural upgrade is implemented in TMS, 

conservators will finally be enabled to extend their high 

standards to the documentation of contemporary art, 

including time-based media art, without having to separate 

these works from the overall collection management system. 

Stewards will be able to track and manage the periodical 

changes that some of their collection works undergo, and 

create a historiography of decision-making processes that 

cause these changes. 
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