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An Internal Preservation Film System
Sandra Gibson

of an apprenticeship serving two masters: the artist 
and the artwork.  What I learned in the process 
was how to negotiate and become a facilitator 
between these alternating currents.  If the artist 
often confirmed my preservation instinct of how 
the work should be preserved, it was also the case 
that the work itself would sometimes contradict 
the maker, in which case I would have to reframe 
my concerns.  Other confirmation of intrinsic 
preservation strategies arrived by way of repeated 
consultation with lab personnel.  A fruitful 
relationship with the lab is the most difficult thing 
to find and should be a priority, especially when 
dealing with “imageless” films.                   

The idea of an “imageless” film is fundamental 
to understanding the scope of my preservation 
project.  Question: What is “imageless”?  Answer: 
Not the absence of an image per se, but the 
image of an absence.  For there is no such thing 
as pure imageless without scare quotes, but only 
“imageless” as the liminal registration of an 
“absent,” “blank,” or “void” image.  A perfectly 
clear or black film frame, for instance, is legible as 
an “imageless” image.  Just because Internal System 
offers the spectator nothing but a slowly fading 
monochromatic frame of light for the duration 
of forty-five minutes does not necessarily mean 
that it is completely removed from our collective 
experience of images.  As we shall see, Coleen 
Fitzgibbon’s film participates in this collectivity 
and projects its “imageless” images on the 
threshold between nothing and something. 

This case study documents the process of preserving 
Coleen Fitzgibbon’s experimental film Internal 
System (1974).  More specifically, the documentary 
nature of my textual approach incorporates not 
only an analysis of the actual physical material at 
hand–the handling and care for the only existing 
16mm reversal film of its kind (shot, developed, 
and screened as an original)––but also, and most 
importantly, weaves the preservation of this 
exclusive object within a theory of preservation 
specific to this object.  Question: Why this 
complicated multi-disciplinary approach?  
Answer: Because the conceptual nature of Internal 
System demands it.  My claim is simply that the 
object to be preserved provides, or rather equips, 
the preservationist with the discursive elements 
from which to construct essential preservation 
strategies.

From my initial discovery of Internal System 
as a unique film object, to making an internegative 
and three positive prints, to reimagining further 
iterations of the work’s film and digital restoration 
potential–each step of the way is mapped out in 
this case study.  In most, if not all, of the steps I have 
consulted with the artist regarding my preservation 
solutions.  I like to think of my relation with the 
artist on the level of a collaborative preservation 
team in which we bounce ideas back and forth.  It 
is often helpful to think of the author of a work 
as an expert consultant, whether in person or 
through existing literature and documentation.  
But ultimately, my role is much closer to the model 
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REDISCOVERING COLEEN FITZGIBBON’S INTERNAL 
SYSTEM (1974)
      
Coleen Fitzgibbon was active as an experimental 
film and video artist under the pseudonym “Colen 
Fitzgibbon” between the years 1973–1980.  Fitzgibbon 
was a student of Owen Land (aka “George Landow”), 
Stan Brakhage, and Carolee Schneemann during her 
years as a film/video student at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago (1971–73).  She later attended the 
Whitney Museum of American Art’s Independent 
Study Program under the direction of Ron Clark (1973–
74), studying with internationally acclaimed artists 
such as Michael Snow, Yvonne Rainer, Vito Acconci, 
and Dennis Oppenheim.  Between the years 1973–
1976 Fitzgibbon made over twenty films, including 
some of her most rigorous experimental work to date.  
Films such as Found Film Flashes (1973), FM/TRCS 
(1974), Internal System (1974), Restoring Appearances To 
Order In 12 Minutes (1975), and Document (1975–76) 
screened at numerous international film festivals and 
museums, including EXPRMNTL 5 at Knokke-Heist 
in Belgium, Institute of Contemporary Art in London, 
Hallwalls, Anthology Film Archives, Collective For 
Living Cinema, and Millennium Film Workshop in 
New York.   

Fitzgibbon’s films of this period can be 
considered as part of a “second wave” of structural 
filmmakers.  Recasting the aesthetic minimalist 
sensibilities of the late 60s, avant-garde film scholar 
P. Adams Sitney coined the term “structural film” 
to describe an emerging formalist tendency in the 
work of experimental filmmakers such as Michael 
Snow, Owen Land, Hollis Frampton, Paul Sharits, 
Tony Conrad, Ernie Gehr, and Joyce Wieland.  
Referring specifically to these filmmakers, Sitney 
states: “Theirs is a cinema of structure in which 
the shape of the whole film is predetermined and 
simplified, and it is that shape which is the primal 
impression of the film.”1  The legacy of Sitney’s 
formulation of structural film developed into a 
canonical form in the 70s, spawning what we might 
venture to call a “second generation” of structural 
filmmakers, including Coleen Fitzgibbon’s post-
minimalist period. In her film Internal System, 
the viewer is presented with nothing but a blank 
“imageless” monochromatic frame gently pulsating 
in and out from light-to-dark, dark-to-light, and 
so on and so forth, for the duration of forty-
five minutes.  Not only is the overall shape of 
the film’s subtle comings and goings of light its 
“primal impression,” at least from the perspective 
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of the viewing experience, but “what content it 
has is minimal and subsidiary to the outline,” 
thus fulfilling one of P. Adams Sitney’s axiomatic 
features of the so-called structural film.2  

Until recently, the screening history of 
Internal System was virtually nonexistent: a 
world premier at the prestigious EXPRMNTL 
5 and a one-person show at Anthology Film 
Archives, both screenings in 1975.  Shortly 
thereafter, in 1976, the film was deposited for 
distribution at the Film-Maker’s Cooperative 
(FMC) in New York where it unfortunately 
remained uncirculated until I accessed the 
work for preservation nearly three decades 
later.  In other words, and according to the 
rental record for the film, Internal System never 
left the FMC’s premises.  But what was even 
more disconcerting was that the available print 
rental was not at all what I expected, a reversal 
print copy but the authentic reversal camera 
original. Fortunately, however, as an exclusive 
and essentially non-circulating artwork, Internal 
System was unconsciously already undergoing 
its unintended “preservation” as a prelude to a 
future preservation—which is where I came in 
2006.

One of the major obstacles in preserving 
Internal System was the unavailability of the 
original Agfa-Gevaert Gevachrome color 
reversal film stock.  Working in close cooperation 
with the artist and a lab consultant, I set out 
to research the available film stock options for 
striking an acceptable internegative from which 
print copies could be made. During this phase of 
research, the artist brought to my attention that 
the original film, although the authentic object of 
our preservation efforts, was not quite what she 
had intended.  The darks in the pulsating fades 
from light-to-dark/dark-to-light, etc., were not 
dark enough.  This remark was confirmed by 
cross-referencing the artist’s original production 
notebooks for Internal System.  With this 
additional information, three release prints from 
the new color Kodak 7272 internegative (struck 
from the original film) were calibrated to achieve 
an acceptable dark.  The problem with this was 
that the lighter passages were also affected, so 
that there was a limit as to how dark the film 
could be pushed.  This technical limitation in 

the printing process led me to investigate the 
next phase in the process of preserving not 
the original film per se but the artist’s “original 
intention.”  I explore this alternative practice in 
the latter part of my case study. 

INTERNAL PRESERVATION SYSTEM
   
Internal System is an experimental film.  It is an 
“experimental” film not just in the historical 
sense of a modernist avant-garde artwork that 
challenges conventional aesthetic discourse and 
practice, but also, “experimental” in the scientific 
sense of experiment, investigation, testing, and 
applied research.  One of the things that brought 
me to this work is its systematic exploration of 
the materials of the film medium; it seemed to 
be the “perfect film” in which to apply my skills 
as an emerging practitioner of experimental, or 
rather structural, film preservation.  What I find 
truly remarkable is the work’s purported ambition 
to exhaust all the possibilities of the medium–the 
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“medium” here being the light-sensitive film strip 
itself.  My claim is that Internal System performs its 
own strategy of preservation, or what I will simply 
call self-preservation, in that a system is set up to 
preserve the full range of a particular film’s spectral 
sensitivity,3 pushing and pulling the extremities 
between transparency and opacity, that is, from 
light-to-dark, light-to-light, dark-to-dark, and 
dark-to-light. 

When P. Adams Sitney coined the term 
structural film, it opened up the possibility for the 
experience of film to be viewed as the expression of 
an autonomous object, namely, “that shape which is 
the primal impression of the film.”4  Internal System, 
in my estimation, is the systematic elaboration 
and radicalization of precisely the primacy of 
its shape.  What is rigorously “structural” is the 
formal articulation of shape and outline through a 
procedural framework in which the filmic object 
can be fully tested and thus analytically disclosed.5  
The “specimen” in the system is the autonomous 
object of the Agfa-Gevaert Gevachrome film stock 
that the filmmaker was awarded at EXPRMNTL 
5 as the result of an earlier work, FM/TRCS.  The 
artist was awarded four 400ft rolls (1600ft total) 
of color film stock that was to be treated as an 
unknown variable within an improvised camera-
projector apparatus devised by the artist and her 
assistant, filmmaker JoAnn Elam, with the aim 
of shedding light on the nature of the filmic 
unknown.  We will therefore think of Internal 
System from the conceptual perspective of film 
preservation as a “structural laboratory” in which 
the unexposed variable is put through the rigor 
of a cinematographic system whose sole task is to 
expose and thereby preserve the structural primacy 
of its shape and outline. 

Experimental filmmaking in its form of the 
structural film sets the stage for experimental film 
preservation–and perhaps even calls for a “structural 
preservation” of structural films.  By retreading the 
history of its production, Internal System has greatly 
aided in illuminating the difficult choices one 
faces when confronted with the historical-archival 
material at hand.  How does the artist aid us in 
our understanding of and even our sensitivity to 
the fragile materials decomposing before our very 
eyes?  Throughout this project, I have been inspired 
by the radical aspiration of the artist to exhaust her 

materials not for the sake of enlightening us with 
the high conceptualism of its bare materialism but 
by exposing the paradoxes that only a structural 
filmmaker can deliver and, as it were, hand over to 
the structural archivist.  What I am attempting to 
sketch out in a preliminary way is my belief that 
so-called structural-materialist6 film practices are a 
valuable resource not only to the experimental film 
preservationist but also to any preservationist who 
seeks to gain intimate knowledge of their material 
apparatus.

What I mean by “self-preservation” or 
“auto-preservation” is an independent and highly 
personal act of self-reflexivity that can be found 
in the work of many experimental and/or avant-
garde films.  What exactly is the artist preserving?  
This is a question that can be asked of any film, 
but it is particularly prominent in the work of the 
artist we are investigating.  Before preserving the 
work, we must inquire whether the work itself 
already circulates within a system of preservation, 
or preservation discourse.  What is the work 
preserving?  And how does this work of “pre-
preservation” prepare the path for a second-order 
preservation which it is our task to observe?  As 
I said earlier, Internal System is the “perfect film” 
to preserve.  Why do I say this?  For the sole 
reason that its internal economy works to preserve 
something worth preserving, namely: the spectral 
possibilities of the film prize. 

According to the artist, all four 400ft rolls of 
film were shot one after another in strict observance 
of her spectral score.  The performance of the 
score had to be correct, if not perfect, or else the 
experiment would not be what the artist intended.7  
The experiment was carried out according to plan, 
except for one slight “miscalculation.”  The darkest 
passages of the film did not fade out to a complete 
black, as was initially intended.  But regardless of 
this unfortunate oversight, the film was sent off 
to the festival to be screened “as is.”8  Perhaps we 
can say that the result of the experiment stands 
(even today) as a version or iteration of the original 
score.  As a version, the film preserves an aspect 
or dimension of the original plan.  To preserve 
this version is to preserve not only this version 
but also the “miscalculation” itself.  Thus there are 
two (if not more) objects worth preserving if we 
apply our structurally sound preservation minds to 
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the material: on the one hand, the film itself as a 
unique object, and on the other hand, the film as 
an index of its deviation from an initial concept or 
plan.  But there is something more we are seeking 
to preserve: in preserving Internal System, we are 
not at all preserving more than what was originally 
intended but exactly or precisely what was 
originally allowed for—i.e., outside of the strictures of 
the spectral score though still within the range of its 
experimental economy—as a work of trial and error.  
In brief, we are preserving what earlier we referred 
to as Internal System’s experimental laboratory with 
its give-and-take flexibility.  

To put it another way, it is the systematic 
“system” we are here preserving.  The film is the 
intersection of an apparatus of research and 
experimentation in which the artist is engaged 
in the exploration of her material.  Experimental 
film exercises are open to the unknown not only 
as a starting point towards gaining mastery over 
the materials but also as the paradoxical possibility 
of the impending breakdown of systems geared 
precisely towards mastery.  If Internal System “fails” 
in upholding a predetermined system, it is only 
a failure in one respect: namely, in its refusal or 
resistance to follow a slavish reproduction of its 
conceptual order.  For as much as conceptual art 
purports to be rigorously systematic, it nonetheless 
makes room for the non-conceptual “anti-concept” 
within the concept which casts a critical gaze 
towards the irrationality of highly rationalized 
productions.  Thus the so-called mistakes, glitches, 
or failures which stray from the conceptual grid do 
not necessarily depart from the general plan, but 
offer their creative potential to recast and perhaps 
castigate any and all attempts at re/producing 
delusional aesthetic rigidity.9

If Internal System was indeed a departure from 
the original plan, why didn’t the author of this work 
retread her steps to make a systematic remake?  Are 
we to assume that the artist, versed in the post-
minimalist practice of her time, was open to and 
accepting of the paradoxical discrepancies within 
apparently closed systems?  For the “system” in the 
experimental laboratory of Internal System is set up 
to test not only its specimen object, the film itself, 
but also the specimen system itself.  The material 
specimen of the filmic object is merely a carrier of 
the specimen system in the sense that the former 

“carries” the latter all the way through and beyond its 
limitations.  If the film “fails” the system it is because 
it has defeated it and exists as an autonomous 
work of art.  To go back to the original plan would 
be to obsess over a concept of originality that can 
only remain fixed as an ideal.  Internal System is the 
coming to terms with the essential distance that 
lies not between an ideal and its reproduction but 
between a score and its perfomer.  The performance 
is not an automaton but an original improvisation.  
It is this performative and thoroughly improvisatory 
character between the concept and its anti-concept 
that Internal System harbors and that we as second-
order preservationists must reconstruct so as to 
retrieve.     

Spectral sensitivity is the technical name given 
to the “relative sensitivity of a particular emulsion 
to specific bands of the spectrum within the film’s 
sensitivity range.”10  To make a film about the spectral 
sensitivity of a particular film stock is precisely what 
is at stake in our understanding of Internal System–
for the film is the result of a camera-projector system 
that registers a continuum of exposures that “pictures” 
or “photographs” nothing but itself.  The single-system 
Auricon camera was used as a means to basically 
overexpose and underexpose the entire length of 
the film by manually opening and closing the lens 
diaphragm.  The light source is a semi-opaque piece 
of rear-screen material illuminated by a slightly 
flickering (more like pulsating) “filmless” 16mm 
projector.  The translucent membrane is merely the 
means by which to cast light on the film itself so as to 
create the illusion that the light is not external to the 
system but internal not only to the system but to the 
film itself.  In other words, the element of rear-screen 
illumination is meant not as a surface to “record” per 
se but as a surface which the film literally lifts off 
the screen (every 24fps) as the very action or process 
of its own latent “imageless” surface.  The film does 
not record the light,that is, it does not preserve the 
profilmic light.  What then does the light on the 
film preserve?  If the “imageless” image on the film 
receives its spectral imprint or illuminated trace 
from the beam of the projector, it is the light not of 
this projector that is preserved but the film’s specific 
spectral sensitivity: its photosensitometric action.  
For the film is ultimately “recording” nothing but the 
“imageless” image of its own industrial sensitometric 
properties manufactured to perfection.      
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An early description of the film reads: “a 

variable density exposure of 1600 [ft.] agfa-
gavaertfilm from the vibrational quality of a 
auricon cm-72A cine-voice II camera.”  A 
handwritten note states: “FILM AS AN AGENT 
that transmits VIBRATIONS (emanations 
from a source).”  Variable density is the technical 
name which identifies a particular kind of optical 
soundtrack (and distinguishes it from variable 
area).  It is characterized by exposing horizontal 
lines or striped bands of various widths and 
spacings along the soundtrack area of the film.  
For the conceptual artist, the technical apparatus 
becomes the ontological apparatus through which 
to explore the relation between cinematographic 
technique and cinematographic consciousness.  In 
short, variable density becomes the variable system 
that is closed in upon itself and thus “internal” 
but also, as we have already seen, the very closure 
of a contradiction that problematizes the non-
variability or non-flexibility of systems.  

What is “variable” is what cannot be visualized 
or auralized and yet is the very  “material” (fading 
into the “immaterial” or “dematerial”) that is the 
subject of Internal System: the propagation of light 
waves in the optical system which produces the 
vibratory field (of sight and sound).  Of course we 
cannot see or hear the vibratory field of optical 
systems without the introduction of interference.  
Thus we see the soft pulsation of light, created by 
the phasing in and out between camera shutter and 
projector shutter; and we also hear the motorized 
palpitations produced by attaching a microphone 
to the camera as it records its own Cine-Voice.  In 
the most minimalist of fashion, the photo-optical 
materialization of pulsation-palpitation suggests 
the propagation of light waves.  To preserve Internal 
System is thus to work at the rigorous level of a near-
invisibility and a near-inaudibility which seeks to 
deliver an experience of “FILM AS AN AGENT 
that transmits VIBRATIONS.”   

Internal System is a work articulating strategies 
of self-preservation on many levels.  By thoroughly 
researching this film, I have come to the conclusion that 
the work emerges out of its own elaborate researching 
of the materials.  Structural-materialist research is a 
necessary prelude to our work of preservation.  What 
we today call “meta-data” is curiously embedded in 
the work itself, as is clearly the case in the opening and 

closing scrolling text at the head and tail of the film, 
listing all the technical equipment and specifications.  
The production notebook for the film reads more 
like a technical manual than an artist’s sketchbook: 
a compendium of formulas, hypothesis, diagrams, 
comparison charts, photosensitometric data, etc.  The 
planning stages articulate the artist’s concern for the 
unknown variable, the prize film, and the conceptual 
means by which it is to be exposed.  For example, 
one comparison chart exhibits the relative differences 
between the color sensitivities11 (not to be confused 
with spectral sensitivity) of Kodak and Agfa-Gaveart 
brands.  This elaborate comparison–and others like 
them throughout the workbook–demonstrates the 
rigors of a generation caught up in a growing “analytic 
impulse” characterized by Annette Michelson in a 
brief study on Paul Sharits.12

The analysis of material is a key component 
or feature of early-to-mid 70s work employing 
conceptual and post-minimal strategies.  Not 
all so-called structural films employ the kind of 
thoroughgoing analysis which informs the production 
of Internal System.  We can think of no other artist of 
the time period besides Paul Sharits who approaches 
the depth and intensity of the analytic mindset 
animating our preservation project.  Film analysis–
or the analytic film–as a structural feature does not 
take the materials of the medium for granted.  Every 
single item or element is stripped of its illusory givens 
to be recast as the effect of a pure materiality, raw 
substance, primal stuff broken down and pulverized 
by the artist-researcher.  For it is not the illusion that 
is preserved–as is the case with most film preservation 
projects–but the materials themselves, stripped of 
their illusionism.  And it is precisely here that we as 
film preservationists must approach the materials 
with the same analytic orientation.

In preserving Internal System, one is already 
circulating within a system of preservation.  This 
is perhaps true of every film that undergoes its 
preservation, but we are claiming that this element or 
dimension of concern with the materials is inherent 
to the work we are presenting.  A concern with the 
materials is immediately announced at the head of 
the film and also–after forty-five minutes of film (or 
1600ft)–at the tail of the film, as if forcing us to reflect 
upon the work as sheer technical exercise.  If it is not 
obvious how it was made, the technical specifications 
of its production remind the viewer that what is 
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being transmitted is nothing but the effects of an 
experimental film: “FILM AS AN AGENT that 
transmits VIBRATIONS.”  In other words, all films 
at the level of technique are experimental, even if they 
have standardized their experiments to hide the fact 
that they are indeed utterly experimental.  

PRESERVING INTERNAL ALTERNATIVES
   
At first I entertained the idea of working in close 
cooperation with the artist to reshoot the work 
with the original equipment.  It is still possible to 
locate an Auricon camera–and one can learn how 
to operate this complicated piece of equipment–
but the problem is that the Agfa-Gavaert film 
stock has been discontinued. Tests could be made 
using a variety of available film stocks with a similar 
exposure index (ASA) and color temperature, 
perhaps even in combination with color filters 
(during shooting and/or during the printing stage 
at the laboratory).  All this could be achieved, but 
it would be an extremely involved and laborious 
process, not to mention costly.  I came to the 
conclusion that such an authentic restaging of 
the original production process was not necessary 
and could be carried out in other directions.  In 
other words, if Internal System is, at least on the 
level of its original production, an interpretation of 
the original sensitometric score worked out by the 
artist and her assistant, then perhaps other conceptual 
interpretations could be carried out.  But what kind 
of interpretation should we strive for in order not 
to exceed or overstep the parameters of the score’s 
interpretability?  This is a question of preservation on 
the level of the artist’s original intention that precedes 
the outcome of the actual film itself, but also takes 
into consideration the latter as an indexical reading 
that can be used to gauge the serial production of 
other possible readings.  

The score can be carried out and preserved using 
film equipment other than the sound-synch (single-
system) Auricon.  The choice of the Auricon is not 
only an interpretive move but also a performative 
move, in the sense that the very operation of a 
complicated piece of cinematographic equipment 
was part of the filmmaking experience for the artist.  
Fitzgibbon was interested–as with the use of the 
optical printer in her previous film FM/TRCS–in 
the performance of the equipment itself in the very 

act of its functioning.  Moreover, the performance 
of the equipment was certainly not unrelated to 
performance art.  The absence of “actors” on the “set” 
meant that the filmmaker and her assistant were 
part of a mise en scène of what we earlier referred 
to as an “experimental laboratory”: the totality of a 
cinematographic ensemble geared to perform the 
sensitometric score for its inscription on a light-
sensitive recording surface, namely the Agfa-Gavaert 
Gevachrome.  With these performative parameters 
in mind, I decided to shoot a 100ft black-and-white 
test roll with a 16mm Bolex reflex camera to get a 
preliminary sense for the general schematic plan of 
Internal System. 

My goal for this test, which I achieved, was to 
operate the Bolex’s variable shutter-blade to expose 
a series of fades that would go to a complete black, 
in strict accordance to Fitzgibbon’s original intention.  
I discovered that in order to achieve absolute black, 
the Auricon would require an adjustable fader 
mechanism similar to the one in later Bolex Rex 
systems.  Another option would be to use a lens in 
which the f-stop diaphragm could block out all the 
light. The Auricon that Fitzgibbon used had neither 
a variable shutter mechanism nor a lens that could 
go beyond the smallest aperture opening.  Also, 
the light source used (which I reproduced in my 
reconstruction)–a 16mm tungsten projector–was so 
bright that even at the smallest camera lens (aperture) 
opening, light could still reach the unexposed film. 
Yet another option would be to use an adjustable 
(rheostat) projector to adjust the intensity of the light, 
from the lightest light to the darkest light to no light 
at all.  Given the many options for restaging some of 
the primary features of the original concept behind 
Internal System, I then decided–with the permission 
and cooperation with the artist–to carry out a series of 
digital preservation case studies.  As we shall see, these 
studies not only verge on “artistic collaboration” with 
the artist but also have been extremely productive as a 
sort of catalyst for the filmmaker to reconsider a set of 
new interpretations in and around the concept or idea 
of Internal System;  the “score” upon which the new 
digital reworkings were achieved is no longer to be 
thought of as the sole original and authentic notational 
system but also the preserved film itself.  Thus, a series 
of digital permutations or “riffs” takes place in the gap 
opened up between the artist’s original intention and 
the film object that she produced.
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A series of telecine transfers of the preserved film 
print of Internal System were made. The telecine was 
done in January 2010 at Du Art Film Laboratories in 
New York and supervised by color timer Tim Bond.  
The telecine process is basically a video “optical printer” 
that processes each film frame over a scanner head in 
real time.  What immediately comes to mind with the 
multiple telecine passes is the multiple printing processes 
carried out by the artist’s earlier film, FM/TRCS.  In this 
earlier work it is as if the strip of film undergoes a series 
of optically printed (i.e., rephotographed) “scannings” 
and “re-scannings.”   

A total of four telecine passes of the film print 
were made on a variety of destination formats, including 
Digi-betas, MiniDVs, DVDs, and digital files. In the 
first telecine session, two different transfers were made: 
first, a “flat pass” with no changes after the initial setup.  
This pass resembles the film print.  The second pass is 
called “full range / full aperture”; the darks are rendered 
darker, the whites are “stretched,” the framelines and 
soundtrack is exposed; Fitzgibbon also made some 
radical color changes at the head of the film.  It is in 
this telecine pass that the darks are rendered according 
to the artist’s “original intentions.”  To achieve this, the 
color timer took the darkest passage of the film and 
rendered it as dark as possible without altering the 
brightness of the lightest passages.  Another important 
factor is the exposure of the variable density soundtrack, 
which is precisely how the artist originally intended the 
film to be screened.  The only additional element not 
originally intended by the artist is the exposure of the 

top and bottom framelines.  This was an additional 
factor that was decided by Fitzgibbon as the color timer 
demonstrated the range of possibilities of the “full range 
/ full aperture” pass.                 

On the next session, a third pass was made while 
maintaining the settings of the previous “full range / 
standard aperture” settings though without the exposed 
framelines and soundtrack.  This version could be said 
to be a “faithful” telecine performance of the original 
sensitometric score by way of the preserved film print.  
It is, shall we say, the closest approximation (by means of 
current digital standards) to a satisfactory reconstruction 
of the “original intention” behind the conceptual idea 
of Internal System.  The digital system perfects the film 
system well beyond the latter’s conceptual malleability.  
In other words, the real-time manipulation of the digital 
video signal during the telecine transfer allows us to 
achieve the full spectrum of the desired sensitometric 
plan.  That the digital system perfects the film system is 
not true of all films with images but is limited to those 
film that we are calling “imageless”; the digital system 
can only perfect the film system at the level of spectral 
sensitivity if the image undergoing spectral analysis is 
an image of nothing but the “imageless” sensitometric 
information.    

The artist, however, did not halt the telecine process 
at what seemed to be a perfect pass but proceeded to 
make a fourth pass that took advantage of an inherent 
feature.  On the fourth session, a fourth pass further 
explored not only the variable density soundtrack to the 
right of the monitor but also the unprocessed raster to the 
left of the monitor during the “full color / full aperture” 
setting.  The unprocessed raster exposed an area of the 
telecine process that was referred to by the color timer, 
Tim Bond, as “digital jizz” or “digital blood.”  According 
to Bond, this area of the raster serves no analytical 
purpose other than exposing the limits between the 
recorded film object and the digital video signal.  For 
Fitzgibbon, this was an area worth exploring.  Aside 
from framing the variable soundtrack and raster area, 
bottom and top masking of the framelines was added.  
Thus, the digital video frame of the fourth telecine pass 
appears divided into three separate section or columns 
forming a triptych: (from left to right) unprocessed 
raster, film frame, and variable density soundtrack.     

It should be noted that the color timer, Tim 
Bond, was extremely helpful and thoroughly engaged 
throughout our supervised sessions, demystifying 
the entire telecine process and facilitating our 
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requirements to find suitable alternative and creative 
preservation strategies in the digital realm of moving 
image preservation.  I would even venture to suggest 
that this facilitation was itself facilitated by the 
“imageless” nature of Internal System as a catalyst 
which provided the cinematographic “tabula rasa” so 
as to tease out the telecine apparatus itself not as a 
neutral vehicle through which to migrate disparate 
media but as a unique technique bearing its own 
signature features.  The telecine process revealed 
itself to us in a way that was not unlike the original 
exposure of the Agfa-Gevaert Gevachrome stock 
which, in turn, functioned as a catalyst exposing the 
entire cinematographic apparatus or ensemble.  For it 
is precisely in this extended sense of exposing systems 
that Internal System is a conceptual experience not 
limited to the film medium but facilitating the 
understanding of ever newer spectral technologies.  
Internal System as a migration bound system re-
internalizes systems (as in the telecine transfer) 
and invests them with artistic expression.  I should 
mention that the telecine “operator” became less and 
less an accessory to the machine and more (and more) 
of an artistic collaborator as he not only revealed to us 
the nature of the telecine apparatus but also revealed 
his appreciation of and even enthusiasm for Internal 
System.  At his own initiative, he zoomed in with his 
personal camera to take a series of digital stills, tightly 
framing the border between the unprocessed raster 
area and the film frame. The framings give equal 
creative value to the original film and the unprocessed 
raster; they expressively disclose a certain affinity 
between the old and the new “imageless” processes 
internal to a broad spectrum of imaging systems. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
   
This case study offers a “meta-archival” perspective 
that takes the form of an experimental film 
preservation project.  My main area of research is 
an attempt to work out and unfold the following 
question: What are (and should be) the limits of 
“aesthetic” decision-making in the field of film 
preservation?  At what point does the preservation 
project exceed its “creative” boundaries, and how 
can this aesthetic excess be prevented by applying 
a concept and work ethic we may call archival 
specificity?  As a film artist, I am particularly drawn 
to the possibility of recasting and redirecting the 

field of film preservation so as to better articulate 
its creative parameters.  My working hypothesis 
is that an aesthetics of film preservation can 
be understood, interpreted, and practiced as a 
discipline not unlike the more rigorous aspects of 
conceptual art.  More specifically, the conceptual-
minimalist genre of the so-called structural film is 
suggestive for a certain fundamental attunement 
to the preservationist’s matter at hand.  If I, in this 
brief study, create for myself the peculiar role of 
“structural film preservationist,” it is due not merely 
to my focused contribution in preserving a little-
known masterwork of the conceptual genre but 
to my inclination to view the obligatory formalist 
demands of every preservation project as benefiting 
from a certain structural mindset.  

As a meta-archival artwork, Internal System 
anticipates and provides essential clues for its future 
preservation. In preserving Internal System I am, 
therefore, preserving the already preserved, that 
is, the preservation of its “internal” (i.e., intrinsic, 
inherent, immanent) discourse on preservation.  
This is perhaps true of all film preservation projects, 
but it is raised in Colleen Fitzgibbon’s film to 
the level of a critical and self-reflexive tautology 
unfolding itself as we, in our “second-order” analytic 
impulse, traverse and recuperate the artist’s “first-
order” analytic impulse.  In my preservation work 
on Internal System, I have become exposed and 
sensitized to asking questions such as: What is the 
artist preserving?  What is the work preserving?  
And how does this first-order preservation prepare 
the path for a second-order preservation which it is 
our task to carry out?  Although the specificity of 
my inquiry is rigorously anchored in the materials 
themselves, namely, the preserved film object, it 
nevertheless applies with equal rigor to similar, if 
not the same, concerns to the work’s digital afterlife. 
What comes foremost to mind is the systematic 
nature of applying “imageless” images to the 
plethora of ever-newer imaging devices in order to 
radically expose their internal workings. This was the 
critical lesson disclosed in the artist’s digital telecine 
reworking of her film. It is my hope that future 
preservation iterations of Internal System, aside from 
preserving the work itself, will preserve the spirit 
and tradition of exposing the formal and aesthetic 
specificities of future imaging technologies to come 
and which promise perfect “contentless” neutrality.   



56 FALL 2013

AN INTERNAL PRESERVATION
Sandra Gibson is an independent archivist and artist living in New York City.  “An Internal 
Preservation Film System” is a revised excerpt from her NYU’s Moving Image Archive and 
Preservation masters thesis, “A Case Study: Internal System by Colleen Fitzgibbon.”  The author would 
like to thank her partner and artistic collaborator Luis Recoder for his generous feedback on this essay.

Endnotes

1P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde 1943–1978 (Oxford University Press, 1979), 369.
2 Ibid., 369–370.
3 “Spectral Sensitivity: The relative sensitivity of a particular emulsion to specific bands of the spectrum within the film’s sensitivity 
range,” Student Filmmaker’s Handbook (Rochester, NY: Eastman Kodak Company, Publication No. H-19a), 171.
4 Visionary Film. Ibid., 369.
5 By “shape” and “outline,” I am merely putting to work Sitney’s axiomatic statement, which I partially quoted earlier and will do 
so here in full: “The structural film insists on its shape, and what content it has is minimal and subsidiary to the outline.”  Ibid., 
369–370.
6 Peter Gidal, in his book Materialist Film (Routledge, London, 1989), proposes “structural/materialist” as a critical reevaluation 
of Sitney’s original formulation.  Gidal’s concept of “materialist film” emphasizes the ideological nature of the materials.  It is a 
corrective to the dogmatic and reductivist tendencies of structural film.  With his “structural/materialist” elaboration, Gidal’s project 
is to restore a more politically oriented and less fetishistic rearticulation of Sitney’s formulation.  Although Sitney’s structural film 
category has been thoroughly criticized, it has also spawned a multitude of fruitful modifications that broaden the range of its 
meaning.  Owen Land, Paul Sharits, Malcolm LeGrice, and Peter Gidal are but a handful of film artists who radically critiqued 
and/or satirized the original formulation through their own films and/or writing. 
7 The spectral or sensitometric score for Internal System took into consideration the full amount of Agfa-Gavaert Gevachrome 
film offered: 1600ft.  As a conceptual film, the shooting-to-screening ratio was 1:1.  But if the work is “conceptual” at the level of 
preserving the film’s autonomy or totality (i.e., a film that refuses to waste even one frame), it is also because the artist had arrived 
at a creative strategy to deal with deadlines.  Due to the impending deadline to send the film in time for EXPRMNTL 5, the artist 
was not in a position to mull over whatever flaws she detected upon the return of the film from the lab. 
8 In my conversations with Fitzgibbon, I was unable to confirm whether she was vocal about this oversight during the early 
screenings of Internal System.  It was only during our preservation of the work that the artist recalled that the darks were never 
to her satisfaction.  The preservation process in the presence of the artist facilitates extremely crucial memories that have been 
suppressed in the course of time.  In the early stages of working on Internal System, I had absolutely no idea that there was a 
fundamental discrepancy between the final film work itself and what the artist originally intended.    
9 Conceptual art thrives off of its “systems breakdown” not only as a self-critical (anti-concept “concept” art), but also as a method 
of generating new structures and modes of production.  I am particularly thinking here of the modular-structural artists such as 
Sol LeWitt, Mel Bochner, and Joseph Kosuth, to name but a few.  Mel Bochner’s article “Serial Art, Systems, Solipsism” offers 
an exemplary observation of systems breakdown in light of Sol LeWitt’s 1967 “Scale Models” exhibition at Dawn Gallery, New 
York: “By controlling so rigidly the conception of the work and never adjusting it to any predetermined ideas of how a work of art 
should look, LeWitt arrives at a unique perceptual breakdown of conceptual order into visual chaos.”  Bochner, in the same article, 
also comments on the use of mathematical diagrams in serial or systems art, which directly relates to Internal System’s sensitometric 
tabulation: “When numbers are used it is generally as a convenient regulating device, a logic external to both the time and place of 
application.”  Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock (University of California Press, 1995), 101.   
10 Student Filmmaker’s Handbook. Ibid., 171.
11 “Portion of the spectrum to which a film is sensitive.  The ability of the eye or photographic stock to respond to various 
wavelengths of light.” Student Filmmaker’s Handbook.  Ibid., 130.
12 Annette Michelson, “Paul Sharits and the Critique of Illusionism: An Introduction,”  Film Culture (special issue on Paul Sharits) 
65–66 (1978): 86.


