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Magnetic Tape in Sioux City
By David McCartney, University of Iowa Libraries

This year’s Fall Symposium, held on October 20–21 in 
Sioux City, Iowa, tackled the dicey subject of magnetic tape. 
We all have it, but do we understand it? The Symposium’s 
presenters brought unique backgrounds to the topic: George 
Blood of George Blood Audio and Video (formerly Safe 

Sound Archive) gave us the 
point of view of an engineer 
and vendor ;  E l i z abeth 
C lemen s ,  aud iov i su a l 
archivist at Wayne State 
University, provided the 
archivist’s outlook. Together, 
they provided information 
that was both well-rounded 
and enlightening. Topics 
included the structure and 
science of magnetic tape, 
the problem of obsolescence, 
preservation and survey 
tools, reformatting and 
working with a vendor, and 
the all-important equipment 
side of the equation. 

From a technical perspective, magnetic media pose chal-
lenges on many fronts. Participants at the Symposium 
learned about these challenges and ways to address them, 
including recognizing threats to the media, locating the 
equipment necessary to support the media, taking steps 
to preserve the content of the media, preparing copies in 
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contemporary 
and more stable 
formats both for 
preservation and 
access purposes, 
and seeking out 
resources to ac-
complish these 
goals.

A more detailed 
discussion of the 
topics covered 
in the Fall Sym-
posium appears 
in the “Mixed 
Media” column 
elsewhere in this 
issue of the MAC 
Newsletter.

The Fall Symposium in Sioux City attracted 53 registrants 
from every state in the MAC region, plus participants 
from as far away as Arizona, Massachusetts, and Texas. In 
addition to attending the Symposium sessions, participants 
enjoyed a welcome reception on Wednesday evening, 
October 19, at the recently-opened Sioux City Public 
Museum. The museum, which occupies a former depart-
ment store one block from the host hotel, is the product 
of a six-year, $12 million community effort. Attendees 
enjoyed the displays, interactive exhibits (“Be a riverboat 
captain!”), and a 12-minute video introducing them to 
the city and region’s history.

The next afternoon, following the first day of sessions, 
many of the attendees were treated to Grace Linden’s 
insightful walking tour of historic downtown Sioux 
City, pointing out Art Deco, Art Nouveau, Romanesque 
Revival, and other building styles. The Woodbury County 
Court House, a highlight of the tour, is the world’s largest 
public Prairie School building, occupying nearly half of 
one city block. Grace is a member of the museum staff 
and is uniquely qualified to offer a local perspective of her 
hometown’s history. Our thanks to Grace for presenting 
an excellent program!
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