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Pol Bury, 8500 Tons of Iron, 1972, 
2. Purchased 1973

Joseph Beuys, Celtic + ~~~, 1971, 
4 a 106.01. Purchased 1978

Jan van Munster, Portrait I, 1972, 
206.1-2. Purchased 1975

Joseph Beuys, Celtic + ~~~, 1971, 4 a 106.01. Purchased 1978. Box 
with reel of film, bottle of gelatine sealed with beeswax and photographs

Film and Video

The museum started collecting media art in 1970. This has followed in the footsteps of trends in fine 
art and this part of the collection, which now numbers some 250 items, comes under the modern art 
department. These days such artworks are created using digital technology, but twentieth-century 
media art is usually analogue and has a material support, for example Super8 film, 16mm film, video 
tape or, such as Cremaster 4 by Matthew Barney, a laser disc. Each of these supports requires specific 
viewing devices to watch it – a film projector, video player or laser disc player – which over the years 
have fallen into disuse. In order to avoid the situation where the works can no longer be shown, the 
museum has always ensured there are exhibition copies on current supports; film has been recorded 
on video, U-matic on Betacam, DigiBeta, VHS and DVD. Meanwhile, all media art has been digitized 
for the purposes of conservation.

On the second floor of Depot Boijmans Van Beuningen there 
are two study cabins where the film and video collection 
can be studied. The original supports are kept in various 
storage spaces. The 8mm and 16mm films are in the cold 
colour photograph store. They consist of a support with a 
light-sensitive emulsion which, like photographs, records 
images. The images are easily damaged by touching, dust 
and dirt. They can also discolour and fade if the temperature 
or light level is too high. The image support is also liable 
to deteriorate. Polyester is strong and more stable than 
acetate, which soon becomes brittle in a hot and/or humid 
environment. Most supports are polyester, but some digital 
copies have discoloured the same way as acetate. This is 
an indication of the vinegar syndrome, referring to the smell 
of vinegar as film degrades. Other works on 16mm film 
dating from the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies, for 
example by Bruce Nauman and Richard Serra, are marred 
by scratches and spots. The videotapes and the optical discs 
(laser discs, video-CDs and DVDs) are in the organic and 
combined materials stores. The tapes consist of a polyester 
support with a smooth coating on one side and on the other a 
layer of binder with minuscule magnetic particles. The images 
are created by a magnetic process in which the particles 
form, and are then held in, a particular pattern. There is a 
risk that the binder will be degraded by moisture (sticky-shed 
syndrome) or the support becomes deformed, for example 
because the tape has not been properly spooled. In order to 
prevent this, videotapes need to be spooled to and fro and 
played from time to time. The greatest threat, however, is 
the proximity of a magnet, which displaces the particles and 
wipes the images. 
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